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    Chapter 1


    Zhang the Divine Teacher Prays to Dispel a Plague


    Marshal Hong Releases Demons by Mistake




     




    After Five Dynasties’ turmoil and strife,




    The clouds dispersed and revealed the sky,




    Refreshing rain brought old trees new life,




    Culture and learning once again were high.




    Ordinary folk in the lanes wore silk,




    Music drifted from mansions and towers,




    Under the heavens all was serene,




    Men dozed off at noon midst gay birds and flowers.




     




    This eight-lined poem was written during the reign of Emperor Shen Zong of the Song Dynasty by a scholar named Shao Yaofu, also known as Master Kang Jie. From the end of the Tang and all through the Five Dynasties, times had been troubled. One short-lived dynasty had ruled after another. How true was the verse:




     




    

      


    







    Zhu, Li, Shi, Liu, Guo founded




    Liang, Tang, Jin, Han and Zhou.




    Fifteen emperors fifty years in a row,




    Bringing hardship, tumult and woe.




     




    In time, the way of Heaven took a new turn. At Jiamaying, Tai Zu, the Emperor of Military Virtue, was born. A red glow suffused the sky when this sage came into the world, and fragrance still filled the air the following morning. He was in fact the God of Thunder descended to earth. Brave and magnanimous, he was superior to any emperor who had ever lived.




    With a staff as tall as himself he smote so hard that four hundred prefectures and districts acknowledged his sovereignty. He swept the land clean and pacified the Central Plains. Naming his empire the Great Song, he established his court at Bianliang. Tai Zu was the first of eighteen Song emperors and founder of a dynasty lasting four hundred years.




    That is why Master Shao Yaofu said in his praise: The clouds dispersed and revealed the sky. For the people it was indeed like seeing the sun again.




    At that time on Huashan, the West Sacred Mountain, lived a Taoist hermit named Chen Tuan. A virtuous man, he could foretell the future by the weather. One day as he was riding his donkey down the mountain towards the county town of Huayin he heard a traveler on the path say: “Emperor Chai Shi Zong has surrendered his throne to Marshal Zhao in the Eastern Capital.”




    Chen clapped his hands to his brow and laughed so delightedly that he fell off his donkey. Asked the reason for his joy, he said: “The empire will be firmly settled from now on. For this is in accord with the will of Heaven above, the laws of Earth below, and the hearts of men between.”




    Marshal Zhao accepted the abdication in 960 and established his regime. He ruled for seventeen years, and there was peace throughout the land. He was succeeded by his younger brother, Tai Zong, who ruled for twenty-two years. After Tai Zong came Zhen Zong, who was succeeded by Ren Zong.




    Emperor Ren Zong was actually a re-incarnation of the Barefoot Immortal. When he came down and was born on earth he cried day and night without cease. The imperial court posted a proclamation, inviting any man who could cure him to come forward. Heaven was touched and sent the Great Star of White Gold in the guise of an old man. Announcing he could cure the prince’s weeping, the old man took down the proclamation. The officer in charge conducted him to the palace, where the emperor directed that he be allowed to see Ren Zong in the inner apartments.




    The old man went in, picked up the baby, and whispered eight words into his ear. At once the prince stopped crying. The old man disappeared in a puff of air without even revealing his name. What were the eight words? They were these: “Civil and military affairs, both have their stars.”




    The fact was that the Jade Emperor of Heaven had dispatched two stars from the Propitious Constellation to serve the future emperor. The civil affairs star became Bao Zheng, prefect of Kaifeng and a senior member of the Dragon Diagram Academy. The military affairs star became Di Qing, the great general who led an expedition against the Kingdom of Western Xia.




    With the help of these two ministers, Ren Zong ruled as emperor for forty-two years, in the course of which he gave special names to nine periods of his reign. During the first nine years, or the Tian Sheng period, all went well. Grain harvests were large; the people were happy at their work; no one kept articles lost by others on the road; doors were left unlocked at night. That was the period of the “First Abundance.”




    From the beginning of the Ming Dao period to the third year of Huang You another nine years of prosperity followed. That was the period of “Second Abundance.”




    From the fourth year of Huang You to the second year of Jia You, nine years more, the fields continued to flourish. That was the period of the “Third Abundance.”




    These three nine-year periods, twenty-seven years in all, were known as the Era of Three Abundances. During that time the people enjoyed great happiness. Who could have foreseen that extreme joy would give birth to sorrow?




    In the third year of the Jia You period a plague struck the land. From the south to the two capitals, not a single hamlet escaped the contagion. The imperial court was snowed under with petitions for relief from every district and prefecture.




    More than half the soldiers and residents in and around the Eastern Capital died. Bao Zheng, counsellor and prefect of Kaifeng, published the officially approved prescriptions and spent his own money on medicines in an attempt to save the people. But to no avail. The plague grew worse. All the high civil and military officials conferred. The they gathered in the Hall of the Water Clock and waited for daybreak, when court would be held, so that they could appeal to the emperor.




    That day, the third day of the third month of the third year of the Jia You period, at the third interval of the fifth watch Emperor Ren Zong mounted his throne in the imperial palace. After the officials had made their obeisances, the chief of ceremonies cried: “If anyone has a petition, let him come forward. If there are none, this court will adjourn.”




    Zhao Zhe, the Premier, and Wen Yanbo, his deputy, advanced and said: “The plague is raging unabated in the capital. Victims among the soldiers and the people are many. We hope Your Majesty, in a forgiving and benevolent spirit, will reduce prison sentences and cut taxes, and pray to Heaven that the people be relived of this affliction.”




    The emperor at once ordered the Hanlin Academy to draw an edict proclaiming a general amnesty for all prisoners and canceling all taxes. He also directed that every temple and monastery in the capital offer prayers for a termination of the disaster.




    But the plague only became worse. The emperor was very disturbed and summoned his officials for a conference. A prominent minister stepped forth and asked to be heard ahead of turn. The emperor saw that it was Fan Zhongyan, his Deputy Premier.




    Fan kowtowed, then rose and said: “The plague is decimating our soldiers and citizenry. No one is safe. In my humble opinion if this pestilence is to be ended Your Majesty should summon the Divine Teacher of the Taoists, who comes from a papal line dating back to Han times. Let him travel day and night and rush here to the capital and conduct a great prayer service in the imperial park. In this way the people will be saved.”




    Emperor Ren Zong approved Fan’s proposal. He directed the scholars of the Hanlin Academy to draw up an edict, which he signed personally, and issued a bunch of royal incense sticks. He ordered that Marshal Hong Xin go as his emissary to the Dragon and Tiger Mountain in Xinzhou Prefecture of Jiangxi Province and fetch Zhang the Divine Teacher. While incense burned in the imperial hall, the emperor himself placed the edict in Marshal Hong’s hands and told him to set out immediately.




    Hong accepted the royal edict and took leave of the emperor. With the edict in a bag on his back and the incense sticks in a golden box, he mounted his horse and left the Eastern Capital, leading a column of several score men. They headed directly for Guixi, a county town in Xinzhou Prefecture.




    After a number of days they arrived. Officials, high and low, greeted Marshal Hong. They sent word to the abbot and other Taoists in the Temple of Supreme Purity on the Dragon and Tiger Mountain to get ready to receive the imperial edict.




    The next day the officials accompanied Marshal Hong to the foot of the mountain. A procession of Taoists, beating drums and bells, playing saintly music, bearing incense and candles, banners and canopies, came down to receive the imperial envoy. They escorted him to the temple, where he dismounted. All of the Taoists, from the abbot to the lowliest novice, gathered round and led him to the Hall of Three Purities. They asked him to place the royal edict on an altar.




    “Where is the Divine Teacher?” Marshal Hong inquired of the abbot.




    “You must understand, Marshal,” replied the abbot, “our Teacher is known as ‘Pure Serenity’. He is of a very exalted nature and cannot be bothered with such mundane matters as welcoming and seeing off visitors. He has built a thatched hut on the top of the mountain, and there he meditates and cultivates his spirit.”




    “But I have an imperial edict. How can I find him?”




    “Leave the edict here in this hall. None of us will dare to unroll it. Please come into the abbey for some tea. We can talk things over there.”




    Marshal Hong did as the abbot suggested. When he had seated himself amid his hosts in the abbey, tea and meatless dishes of many varieties were served. After the meal, the marshal said to the abbot: “You say the Divine Teacher is in a thatched hut on the mountain top. Why not ask him to come down and receive the royal edict?”




    “He’s up there, all right, keeping himself aloof from the world. But our Divine Teacher has an unusual knowledge of the Way. He can ride the clouds and mists. Nobody knows exactly where he is. We ordinary Taoists are rarely able to see him. How can we ask him to come down?”




    “I must meet him. A plague is raging in the capital and the emperor has sent me with an imperial edict and royal incense to invite him to conduct a great prayer service that will dispel the pestilence and save the people. What can I do?”




    “You must first prove your piety. Eat no meat, bathe and change into simple cotton garments. With the edict on your back, carry burning incense and travel on foot alone to the summit. There, kowtow, and cry your invitation aloud. Then perhaps you’ll be able to meet the Divine Teacher. But if you’re not sincere your trip will be in vain. You’ll never see him.”




    “I’ve eaten nothing but vegetables since I left the capital. Doesn’t that show I’m sincere? I shall do as you say. I’ll start up the mountain the first thing in the morning.”




    Everyone retired for the night.




    At the fifth watch the following morning the Taoists prepared scented water and a vegetarian meal for the marshal. After bathing in the scented water he dressed in new cotton garments and straw sandals, ate the meatless breakfast, wrapped the imperial edict in a piece of yellow silk and tied it on his back. In a silver censer he carried the smoking incense. Many Taoists escorted him to the mountain behind the temple and pointed out the path.




    “You must never retreat, if you are to save the people, Marshal,” said the abbot. “Just push on piously.”




    Bidding the Taoists farewell and calling on the Highest Deity for aid, Marshal Hong started up the mountain, alone. He climbed the twisting overgrown path for two or three li, crossing a number of peaks. Soon his feet ached and his legs grew weary. He felt he couldn’t move another step. Though he didn’t say it aloud, he grumbled to himself:




    “An important government official like me. When I’m in the capital I lie on double mattresses and dine on banquet dishes. Even then I don’t have much energy. What am I doing here in straw sandals, climbing this mountain path? Who knows where that Divine Teacher is anyhow? Why should I have to endure these torments?”




    He was panting hard, his shoulders heaving, before he had gone another fifty paces. A strong wind blew through the hollow. When it had passed, a roar thundered from behind the pines and out leaped a huge tiger, with bulging eyes, a white forehead and striped fur.




    “Aiya!” cried the marshal, toppling over backwards in terror.




    The tiger, its eyes fixed upon him, circled left and right. Then it roared again and bounded off down the rear slope. Marshal Hong lay beneath a tree, his teeth chattering, his heart clanging like fifteen buckets in a single well. Paralyzed as if suffering a stroke, his legs limper than a defeated cock’s, he could only moan.




    Not until the tiger had been gone the time it takes to drink a cup of tea was the marshal able to crawl to his feet. He picked up the censer, re-lit the royal incense and continued up the mountain in search of the Divine Teacher.




    The marshal climbed another forty or fifty paces. He sighed. “If the emperor hadn’t set a time limit on my mission, I wouldn’t have had to suffer such a fright.”




    Before he finished speaking a strong wind blasted him with foul air. Marshal Hong heard a loud hissing. A big snake, thick as a bucket and dappled with snow-white spots, wriggled out of a grove of bamboo and vines on the mountainside.




    “I’m dead man!” exclaimed the marshal. He fell on his back beside a spiral-shaped rock, dropping his censer.




    The great snake moved rapidly towards the rock, then twisted itself into coils, its eyes shooting golden sparks. It opened its large mouth, flickering its tongue, and breathed poisonous fumes in the marshal’s face.




    So horrified was Marshal Hong that his three souls drifted and his seven spirits departed. The serpent looked at him, then slithered down the mountain and was quickly lost to sight. Only then was the marshal able to haul himself erect.




    “Lucky,” he muttered. “That snake nearly scared me to death!” There were goose pimples all over his body. He cursed the abbot: “What rudeness, playing tricks on me and frightening me so. If I don’t find the Divine Teacher on the summit I’ll settle with that abbot when I get down!”




    Again he picked up the silver incense burner, straightened his clothes, settled the edict on his back, and adjusted his hat. About to go on, he heard the notes of a flute coming softly from behind the pines. Gradually, the melody drew nearer. A yellow ox plodded over the rise. A boy novice, seated on its back, was smiling as he played a metal flute.




    “Where are you from?” called the marshal. “Do you know who I am?”




    The boy merely continued playing. Marshal Hong shouted the question several times. The boy laughed and pointed at him with his flute.




    “You’ve come looking for the Divine Teacher, haven’t you?” he said.




    The marshal was astounded. “You’re just a cowherd. How do you know?”




    Smiling, the boy replied: “When I was serving the Divine Teacher in his thatched hut this morning he said: ‘The emperor has sent a Marshal Hong here with royal incense and an imperial edict for me to go to the Eastern Capital and conduct a great prayer service that will drive away the plague. I shall mount a crane and ride the clouds and go there today. He must have left by now. He’s not in the hut. There’s no point in your climbing any higher. The mountain is full of venomous snakes and savage beasts. They’re liable to kill you.”




    “Are you telling me the truth?” the marshal demanded.




    The novice only laughed, but didn’t reply. He resumed playing his flute and rode off around the bend.




    “How could that child know so much?” the marshal wondered. “The Divine Teacher must have told him. That’s it.” He hesitated. “I’ve had those terrible frights and nearly lost my life. Maybe I’d better go back.”




    Carrying the censer he returned hastily down the same path he had come. The Taoists received him and invited him to be seated in the abbey.




    “Did you meet the Divine Teacher?” the abbot asked.




    “I’m a high official of the imperial court. How could you send me up a mountain path and make me suffer such torments? I was nearly killed. First, halfway up, a big tiger with bulging eyes and a white forehead jumped out and scared the wits out of me. Then, before I had passed another gap, a great snake with snow-white spots wriggled from a thicket of bamboo and vines, wrapped itself in coils and blocked my path. If I weren’t lucky, I’d never get back to the capital alive. It’s all the fault of you Taoists. Making sport of me!”




    “Would we humble Taoists dare show disrespect to a high minister?” said the abbot. “The Divine Teacher was testing your piety. Although there are snakes and tigers on our mountain, they don’t hurt people.”




    “By then I could hardly walk. Just as I was about to continue up the slope, a novice, sitting on a yellow ox and playing a metal flute, came riding over the rise. I asked him: ‘Where are you from? Do you know me?’ He answered: ‘I know all about you.’ He said the Divine Teacher told him he would mount a crane and ride the clouds to the Eastern Capital this morning. That’s why I’ve returned.”




    “Too bad,” cried the abbot. “Marshal, you missed your chance. That boy was the Divine Teacher.”




    “A rustic-looking fellow like that?”




    “The Divine Teacher of this generation is very unusual. Although young in years, he has a remarkable command of the Way. He’s not an ordinary mortal. He can appear in any guise he wishes. People call him the Master of the Way.”




    “I saw him and didn’t recognize him! What a shame.”




    “Never mind, Marshal. Since the Divine Teacher said he was going, by the time you return to the capital, the great prayer service will be successfully finished.”




    On hearing this, the marshal felt better. The abbot ordered that a banquet be prepared for him. At the abbot’s suggestion, the imperial edict was placed in a casket for royal documents, to be retained permanently in the temple; the royal incense was burned in the Hall of Three Purities. A big feast of meatless dishes was spread in the abbey. The diners ate and drank until dark. Then all retired.




    After breakfast the next morning, the abbot, priests and abbey superintendents invited the marshal out for a sight-seeing stroll. He accepted with pleasure. Led by two novices they left the abbey, followed by a large entourage. They walked around the temple grounds, enjoying the beautiful scenery.




    In the Hall of Three Purities the marshal was shown objects precious beyond words. He visited also the Nine Heavens Hall, the Propitious Star Hall, and the North Pole Hall, beside a covered walk on the left side of the grounds. Along another such walk on the right he inspected the Great Monad Hall, the Three Officials Hall and the Hall for Dispelling Evil.




    He was then escorted to the grounds in the rear of the right walk. There he observed a building with walls as red as peppers, and vermilion-colored lattice-work on its two front windows. A lock as thick as a man’s arm clamped together its double doors. A dozen strips of paper, pasted across the crack where the doors met, were stamped with innumerable red seals. Beneath the front eaves was a red plaque inscribed with letters of gold, reading: “Suppression of Demons Hall.”




    “What is this place?” asked the marshal.




    “A hall where an earlier Divine Teacher imprisoned some demons,” replied the abbot.




    “Why are there so? many seals on the doors?”




    “A Divine Teacher known as the Royal Master of the Way locked the demons in there in Tang times. Each subsequent Divine Teacher added his own seal, prohibiting any successor from opening the doors. If those demons escaped, it would be awful. Nine generations of Divine Teachers have ruled since then, and they all vowed to keep the hall closed. The lock has been filled with melted bronze. Who knows what’s in there? I’ve been in charge of this temple for thirty years, but I only know what I’ve been told.”




    Marshal Hong was surprised. “I certainly would like to see a demon,” he thought. To the abbot he said: “Open the doors. I want to see what a demon looks like.”




    “I cannot, Marshal,” the abbot replied. “The early generation Divine Teacher has forbidden it. No one today would dare.”




    The marshal laughed. “Nonsense. The story is an invention to delude people. You’ve deliberately prepared this place so that you can say you’ve got demons imprisoned as proof of the power of your Taoist magic. I’ve read many books, but none of them says anything about how to lock up demons. Spirits inhabit only the Nether Regions. I don’t believe you’ve got any demons in there. Open up and let me have a look.”




    “This hall mustn’t be opened,” the abbot pleaded. “It would mean disaster.” Marshal Hong grew angry. He pointed his finger at the Taoists and roared: “If you don’t do as I say I’ll report to the court that you prevented me from delivering the imperial edict and refused to let me see the Divine Teacher. I’ll tell how you rigged up this hall and invented the story that you’ve got demons inside in order to fool the public. I’ll have your religious orders cancelled and have you all tattooed with the mark of the criminal and exiled to a wild and distant region!”




    The abbot feared the influence of Marshal Hong. He had no choice but to order some blacksmith priests to remove the scales and break the lock. Then the doors were pushed open and everyone entered the hall. It was pitch dark. The marshal called for a dozen torches. When these were brought he saw that the hall was empty except for a stone tablet in the center. About six feet high, it was based on a stone tortoise which was sunk halfway into the damp earthen floor. Hong moved the torches closer to the tablet. The front was inscribed with dragon and phoenix scripts and mystic signs and symbols which no one could understand. Then he looked at the back. There, written large, were four words: “Open when Hong comes.”




    The marshal was delighted. “You tried to stop me,” he said to the abbot. “Yet my name was written here hundreds of years ago. ‘Open when Hong comes.’ It’s perfectly plain. What’s wrong if I have a look? I believe the demons are right here beneath this stone. Get a few more men with mattocks and shovels and dig it out.”




    The abbot was horrified. “We can’t do that, Marshal. Something terrible may happen. It’s not safe!”




    “What do you know, anyway?” the marshal shouted angrily. “It says clearly on the tablet it can be removed when I come. How dare you stop me? Get me those men.”




    Four or five times the abbot pleaded: “No good will come of it.” But the marshal wouldn’t listen. The workmen were summoned. After long and strenuous effort they pushed over the tablet and pried the stone tortoise out of the ground.




    Then they started shovelling. At four feet they came upon a big stone slab some ten feet square. Marshal Hong directed them to dig it out. “You mustn’t,” begged the abbot, but the marshal ignored him. When the men had removed the slab, a pit one hundred thousand feet deep was revealed. A great ripping sound was heard, and a black cloud shot out of the pit. It tore through half a corner of the roof and zoomed into the sky, where it split into more than a hundred golden rays which shimmered in every direction.




    Everyone shouted in fright and threw down their tools. They dashed out of the hall, bowling people over left and right. Marshal Hong goggled and gaped helplessly. His face was the color of earth. He hurried out to the porch, where the abbot was lamenting.




    “Who are those demons who escaped?” Hong asked. “Oh, Marshal, you didn’t know,” groaned the abbot. “In this hall the Master of the Way left a written warning. It said: ‘Thirty-six stars of Heavenly spirits and seventy-two stars of Earthly Fiends, a total of one hundred and eight demons, are imprisoned here, held down by a stone tablet inscribed with their names, written in a mystic script that resembles dragons and phoenixes. If they are released on earth they will cause no end of trouble.’ Now you’ve let them out. What are we going to do?”




    The marshal trembled and broke into a cold sweat. He hastily collected his luggage, marched down the mountain with his men and headed for the capital. The abbot and the Taoists saw them off, then returned to the temple, where they repaired the roof and re-erected the stone tablet. Of them we’ll say no more.




    During the return trip, afraid that the emperor would reproach him, the marshal instructed his men to say nothing about the escape of the demons. The march was uneventful. Travelling day and night, they soon reached Bianliang, the Eastern Capital. On entering the city they were told: “The Divine Teacher held a great prayer service in the Imperial Park for seven days and seven nights and distributed many charms. Now the sick are cured and the plague is completely gone. The Divine Teacher has taken leave of the emperor and returned to the Dragon and Tiger Mountain, astride a crane and riding the clouds.”




    At early court the following morning, Marshal Hong reported to the emperor.




    “The Divine Teacher mounted a crane and rode the clouds, so he arrived first,” said Hong. “We had to march every stage of the road. That’s why we didn’t get here till now.”




    The emperor approved of his report. He rewarded the marshal and ordered him to resume his post. We’ll say no more of this.




    Emperor Ren Zong ruled for forty-two years and died without leaving a son. The throne passed to the son of Prince Yun Rang of Puan. A grandson of Tai Zong, he is known by his posthumous title of Ying Zong. After four years of rule, he abdicated in favor of his son, Shen Zong, who reigned for eighteen years and then gave the throne to his son Zhe Zong. During this entire period there was peace throughout the land and no disturbances.




    But not so fast. If it were true that nothing happened, what would we have to tell in this book? Reader, don’t be alarmed, for in what follows thirty-six stars of Heavenly Spirits come to earth and seventy-two stars of Earthly Fiends appear among men. Valiants hide in strongholds, heroes gather in the marshes.




    Why? Read our next chapter if you would know.




    



  




  

    Chapter 2


    Arms Instructor Wang Goes Secretly to Yanan Prefecture


    Nine Dragons Shi Jin Wreaks Havoc in Shi Family Village




    During the reign of Emperor Zhe Zong, who ruled a long time after Ren Zong, in Bianliang the Eastern Capital, in Kaifeng Prefecture previously called Xuanwu District, there lived a young scamp named Gao. A second son, he was quite useless. He cared only for jousting with spear and staff, and was an excellent football player. People in the capital were fond of making quips. They dubbed him Gao Qiu, or “Gao the Ball.” Later, when he prospered, he changed “Qiu” to another character with the same sound but with a less inelegant meaning.




    In addition to his skill with weapons, Gao Qiu could play musical instruments and sing and dance. He also learned a bit about poetry and versifying. But when it came to virtue and proper behavior, he didn’t know a thing. He spent his time gadding about the city and its environs. Thanks to him, the son of Master Wang, an iron-shop owner, dissipated a considerable sum of money in theaters, gambling dens and brothels.




    For this reason the father made a written complaint against Gao to Kaifeng Prefecture. The prefect gave Gao twenty strokes, banished him from the city, and forbade the people of the Eastern Capital from either feeding him or giving him shelter. Gao Qiu’s solution was to proffer his services to one Liu Shiquan, known as Liu the Eldest, who ran a gambling house in Linhuai Prefecture, west of the Huaihe River. Liu surrounded himself with idlers and riffraff from all over.




    Gao Qiu remained with Liu for three years. Then Emperor Zhe Zong prayed to Heaven south of the city, and this caused the winds and rains to become very propitious. The emperor was moved to benevolence, and he declared a general amnesty. Gao Qiu was able to return to the capital. Liu the Eldest wrote a letter of introduction to Dong Jiangshi, a relative of his who ran a medicinal herb shop near the Bridge of Golden Girders, gave Gao some travelling money, and told him Dong would take care of him.




    Gao said goodbye, shouldered his pack and returned to the city, where he delivered the letter to Dong. The druggist took one look at Gao, then read the letter.




    “How can I put this man up in my home?” he mused. “It would be different if he were straight and honest. The children could learn from him. But he’s just a loafer, an untrustworthy fellow who’s been exiled for breaking the law, and not the kind likely to reform. If I keep him here he’s liable to teach the children bad ways. Yet if I don’t I’ll be offending Liu the Eldest.”




    He had no choice but to receive Gao into his home with pretended delight. Dong feasted him every day for ten days, then he got an idea. He presented Gao with a suit of clothes and handed him a letter of introduction.




    “The light of my household is too feeble,” he said. “It would only be holding you back to keep you here. I’m turning you over to Su Junior, the Court Scholar. With him you’ll be able to make a start. How does that sound?”




    Gao thanked him gratefully. Dong had a servant take the letter and escort Gao to the Court Scholar’s residence. There, a gateman reported Gao’s arrival. The Scholar came out and greeted him. He saw from the letter of introduction that Gao was a scamp.




    “I can’t take this man in,” thought the Scholar. “As a favor to Dong I’ll send him to Wang Jinqing, the Young Prince Consort, to serve as a retainer. The Young Prince likes that sort of fellow.”




    He wrote Dong a reply and let Gao stay the night. The next day he wrote another letter and dispatched it with a steward who took Gao Qiu to the residence of the Young Prince.




    Wang had married a younger sister of Emperor Zhe Zong before he took the throne and while Emperor Shen Zong still reigned. The Young Prince was partial to adventurous men, and he staffed his retinue with them. He liked Gao the moment he saw him with the Scholar’s letter-bearing servant. He wrote an immediate reply, accepting him as a retainer. From then on Gao remained with the prince, coming and going like one of the family.




    As the old saying has it: “Distant friends grow ever distant, friends at hand grow closer still.” To celebrate his birthday, the Young Prince ordered that a feast be laid, and invited Prince Duan, his wife’s younger brother. Duan had been the eleventh child of Emperor Shen Zong and was a brother of the reigning emperor Zhe Zong. In charge of the imperial equipage, the Ninth Royal Prince, as he was called, was an intelligent, handsome young man, and a skilled dilettante in all forms of amusement. His accomplishments included the lute, chess, calligraphy, painting and football. He was also a good musician, singer and dancer.




    That day, Wang the Young Prince spread a banquet of the finest delicacies of land and sea. He seated Duan the Ninth Royal Prince in the central chair or honor and sat down opposite. After several cups of wine and two courses, Prince Duan went out to relieve himself. He stopped by in the library on his return, where the Young Prince joined him. Duan was attracted by a pair of paper-weight lions carved of mutton-fat jade. They were extremely well made, in exquisite detail.




    Prince Duan picked them up and couldn’t set them down. “Beautiful,” he murmured.




    “The same artisan also made a jade rack carved like a dragon for writing brushes,” said the Young Prince. “I don’t have it handy, but I’ll find it tomorrow and sent it to you together with these paper-weights.”




    “That’s awfully kind of you. I’m sure the dragon is carved even more finely than the lions.”




    “I’ll send it to the palace tomorrow. You’ll be able to see for yourself.”




    Prince Duan thanked him and they went back to the banquet table where they dined until dusk. Both were drunk when they parted. Prince Duan bade the prince consort farewell and returned to his palace.




    The next day the Young Prince found the writing-brush rack carved like a dragon. He placed it in a small gold box together with the pair of jade paper-weight lions, wrapped the box in golden silk, wrote a covering letter, and told Gao to deliver the gifts. Gao proceeded directly to Prince Duan’s palace. The gate-keeper reported his arrival to the steward, who came out.




    “From which official residence are you?”




    Gao Qiu bowed. “Prince Consort Wang has directed me to deliver these jade objects to the Royal Prince.”




    “His Highness is in the middle court playing football with some young eunuchs. You may go in.”




    “Could I trouble you to show me the way?”




    The steward led Gao to the gate of the inner court. Four or five young eunuchs were kicking a ball with Prince Duan. He was wearing a soft Tang style silk hat and a purple robe embroidered with an imperial dragon. The robe was tucked up in front under the prince’s official waist sash. Flying phoenixes embroidered in gold thread decorated his boots.




    Gao dared not interrupt. He stood behind some servants and waited. Fortune favored him. The ball sailed past Prince Duan, who couldn’t stop it, and rolled through the crowd to Gao Qiu. In a momentary seizure of boldness, he kicked it back to the prince with a “mandarin duck and drake twist.”




    Duan was delighted. “Who are you?” he asked.




    Gao fell on his knees, “A retainer of Prince Consort Wang. At my master’s orders I bring Your Highness two jade gifts. I have a letter that goes with them.”




    The royal prince smiled. “Brother-in-law is always considerate.”




    Gao Qiu produced the letter. Prince Duan opened the box and looked at the jade pieces, then turned them over to his major-domo.




    “So you know how to kick a ball,” he said to Gao. “What’s your name?”




    Gao crossed his arms before his chest respectfully and dropped again to his knees. “Your servant is called Gao Qiu. I’ve spent a little time with a ball on the field.”




    “Good,” said the prince. “Come and join the game.”




    “A man of my rank! I wouldn’t dare play with your Highness.”




    “Why not? This is the Clouds-High League, known as the Ail-Round Circle. It’s open to anyone.”




    Gao Qiu continued to refuse. But when the royal prince insisted, he kowtowed, begged forgiveness for his presumption, and trotted onto the field. He made a few passes with the ball and the prince shouted approval. Gao Qiu was inspired to show everything he had. His movements, his style, were a pleasure to behold. He stayed so close to the ball it seemed glued to his feet.




    Prince Duan was enchanted. He wouldn’t let Gao leave, and kept him overnight in the palace. The next day he ordered a feast and sent an invitation to the Young Prince.




    When Gao failed to return the night before, the Young Prince began to wonder whether he could be trusted. Now, his gate-keeper announced: “A messenger from the Ninth Royal Prince is here with an invitation for Your Excellency to attend a banquet in the place.” The Young Prince went out and received the messenger and read the invitation. The he got on his horse and rode to the palace. Dismounting, he proceeded directly to Prince Duan.




    The Ninth Royal Prince thanked him for the two jade gifts. Together, they entered the dining-room.




    “That Gao Qiu of yours plays a good game of football,” said Prince Duan. “I’d like to have him as a retainer. How about it?”




    “If he’s of any use to Your Highness, let him serve in the palace, by all means.”




    Prince Duan raised his wine cup and thanked the Young Prince. The two chatted and dined until evening. Then the Young Prince returned to his residence. Of him we’ll say no more.




    Let us talk rather of Gao Qiu. After he went into the service of Prince Duan he lived and dined in the palace and accompanied the prince every day, never taking so much as a step from his side. Before two months had elapsed, Emperor Zhe Zong died without leaving an heir. All the high civil and military officials conferred and made Prince Duan the emperor. He was known as Emperor Hui Zong and bore the title of High Priest of Jade Purity and Taoist Sovereign of Provident Truth.




    Hui Zong assumed the throne and all went well. One day he said to Gao Qiu: “I’d like to raise you in rank, but you’ll have to perform some meritorious deed on the border first. I’ll have the Council of Military Affairs put you down as available for imperial appointment.” Less than half a year later, he was able to make Gao Qiu a marshal commanding the Imperial Guards.




    Gao Qiu selected an auspicious day and hour to assume office. All the officers of the Mighty Imperial Guards, both infantry and cavalry, who would be serving under him came to pay their respects. Each showed his identification document and registered. Gao Qiu examined the roster name by name. Only Wang Jin, an arms instructor in the Mighty Imperial Guards, had failed to appear. Half a month previous he had reported ill. Because he had not yet recovered, he hadn’t returned to duty.




    Marshal Gao was furious, “Nonsense,” he shouted. “Sheer insubordination! He sent in his identification document, didn’t he? The oaf is just pretending to be sick. Bring him here at once!” Gao dispatched an officer to Wang Jin’s house to arrest him.




    Now this Wang Jin had no wife or children, only an aged mother in her sixties. The officer said to him: “Marshal Gao has taken office today. When he checked the roster, you weren’t there. The chief of staff explained that you were sick at home, and that your excuse was properly registered. But Marshal Gao is very impatient. He wouldn’t believe it. He insists that you’re faking and wants you arrested. Please come along with me, Arms Instructor. Otherwise. I’ll be in trouble.”




    Wang Jin had no choice but to go to headquarters, sick as he was, and report to the marshal. He kowtowed four times, hailing Gao respectfully, then rose and stood to one side.




    “Are you the churl whose father was Wang Sheng, an arms instructor in the district garrison?” Kao demanded.




    “I am that humble person,” replied Wang Jin.




    “Rogue,” cried Gao. “Your father was only a medicine pedlar who twirled a staff to attract to crowd. What do you know about military arts? The previous commander must have been blind to appoint you arms instructor. How dare you snub me and fail to report for roll call? Whose backing have you got that you can feign illness and loll around at home?”




    “Your humble servant would never dare! I really haven’t fully recovered.”




    “Criminal! If you’re sick, how could you come?”




    “When the marshal summons me, I must obey.”




    Gao was enraged. “Guards,” he roared, “seize this fellow and give him a good beating.”




    Many of the junior officers were friends of Wang Jin. Together with the chief of staff they pleaded: “Today is the lucky day the marshal is assuming office. Please let the arms instructor off.”




    “As a favor to these officers I’ll excuse you today, criminal,” shouted Gao. “I’ll settle with you tomorrow.”




    Wang Jin thanked him. Only then did he raise his head and get a good look at Gao Qiu. As he left the gate of the headquarters’ compound, Wang Jin sighed.




    “My life is in danger. So that’s our fine Marshal Gao. Loafer and football player, Gao the Second! When he was learning to joust with staves, my father gave him such a drubbing he couldn’t get out of bed for three months. He’s hated us ever since. Now that he’s come up in the world and been appointed commander of the Imperial Guards he’s sure to want revenge. Who would have thought that I’d be under him? As the old saying goes: ‘Fear not officials—except those who officiate over you!’ How can I stand up against him? What am I going to do?”




    He returned home very depressed and told his mother about it. The two held their heads and wept.




    “My son,” said the mother, ‘“Of all the thirty-six ways to get out of trouble, the best way is—leave.’ Only I’m afraid you have no place to go.”




    “You’re right, mother,” said Wang Jin. “I’ve thought it over, and that’s how I feel too. The border garrison of Yanan Prefecture is governed by Old General Zhong. Many of his officers who’ve visited the capital have admired my skill with arms. Why shouldn’t I cast my lot in with them? Yanan’s a place where men are needed. I’d be safe there.”




    After talking it over, mother and son agreed.




    “We must go secretly, my son,” said the mother. “But what about those two corporals at the door—the orderlies who were sent by headquarters? If they find out, we won’t be able to get away.”




    “Don’t worry, mother,” said Wang Jin. “I know how to get rid of them.”




    At dusk, he called Corporal Zhang in and said: “First have your dinner. Then I want you to go out and do something for me.”




    “Where do you want your humble servant to go, Arms Instructor?”




    “Because I was ill a few days ago, I vowed I would burn incense in the Temple of the Sacred Mountain outside Sour Date Gate if I got better. I want to do that first thing tomorrow morning. Tonight you tell the priest in charge of sacrifices to open the temple gate a little earlier tomorrow. I’ll be the first worshipper. I want you to buy me three kinds of sacrificial meat. You can spend the night in the temple and wait for me there.”




    Corporal Zhang promised to do as he was bid. He had his dinner, got things ready, and left for the temple.




    That night mother and son packed their bedding and clothing, their silks and silver, and placed them in containers to be carried on a shoulder-pole. They also filled two saddle-bags with fodder for the horse.




    At the fifth watch before dawn Wang Jin summoned Corporal Li and said: “Take these silver coins to the temple. You and Corporal Zhang buy and cook the three kinds of sacrificial meat, and wait for me. I’ll join you just as soon as I’ve bought some sacrificial paper ingots and candles.”




    Corporal Li took the silver and departed for the temple. Wang Jin got the horse ready, loaded on the saddle-bags, tied them firmly in place, led the animal outside the rear gate and helped his mother mount. All the heavier household belongings they left behind. Wang Jin locked the front and rear gates, raised the carrying-pole to his shoulder and walked behind the horse.




    It was the fifth watch. Taking advantage of the darkness before dawn, they left the city by the West Gate and set out along the road towards the prefecture of Yanan.




    To get back to the two orderlies. They bought the sacrificial meats, had them cooked, and waited in the temple until late morning. But Wang Jin failed to appear. Corporal Li became worried. He returned to the house and found the gates locked. He couldn’t get in, either front or back. Li inquired among the neighbors for several hours but no one had seen the arms instructor. It was getting late. Corporal Zhang in the temple grew suspicious and also hurried to Wang Jin’s home. The two soldiers searched until dusk. But even after dark neither Wang Jin nor his mother returned.




    The following day the two corporals inquired about Wang Jin in the homes of his relatives but could not discover any trace of him. Afraid of being implicated, they reported to the Imperial Guards headquarters: “Arms Instructor Wang Jin and his mother have fled. Their destination is unknown.”




    Gao Qiu cried angrily: “So the criminal has escaped. We’ll see how far he can get!” He notified every prefecture and district to arrest Wang Jin on sight as a deserter. Since the two corporals had reported the matter voluntarily, they were not charged. Of them we shall say no more.




     




    Let us speak rather of Arms Instructor Wang Jin and his mother. They ate and drank only when hunger and thirst compelled them, stopping at night and travelling on again at dawn. One day towards evening, after more than a month on the road, Wang Jin, who was carrying a laden shoulder-pole behind the horse his mother was riding, said: “Heaven has been merciful. We’ve escaped the danger that was spread like a net over earth and sky. We’re not far from Yanan Prefecture, Even if Marshal Gao sent men to arrest me, they couldn’t catch us now.”




    Mother and son, rejoicing, passed an inn without noticing it. There was no village in sight now. Although it was late, they didn’t know where they could spend the night. Just then, they observed a lamp gleaming in a distant grove.




    “There’s the answer,” said Wang Jin. “We’ll go there. We can apologize for disturbing them, ask for a place to spend the night, and go on again in the morning.”




    Entering the grove, they found a large manor enclosed by an earthen wall. Around the outside of the wall were two or three hundred big willows. Wang Jin knocked on the gate a long time. Finally, a vassal came out. The arms instructor set down his load and greeted him.




    “What do you want?” the man asked.




    “To tell you the truth,” said Wang Jin, “my mother and I tried to cover too much ground and we passed an inn. There doesn’t seem to be any inns or villages around here. We hope you can put us up for the night. We’ll leave tomorrow morning. We’d be glad to pay whatever is customary for lodgings. Please let us impose on your kindness.”




    “Wait a bit,” said the vassal. “I’ll ask the squire. If he agrees, you can come in.”




    “Sorry to trouble you, brother.”




    Before long the man returned and said: “My master bids you both to enter.”




    Wang Jin helped his mother dismount. Carrying his shoulder-pole and leading the horse, he followed the vassal to a threshing-ground. There he set down his burden and tied the horse to a willow tree. Mother and son went to a hall roofed with thatch. The squire was waiting for them.




    He was a man over sixty. His hair and beard were white. He wore a hood and a straight-cut loose-fitting gown, tied at the waist by a black silk sash. His feet were shod in tanned leather boots.




    Wang Jin kowtowed respectfully.




    “That’s not necessary,” the old man said hastily. “You’re travellers who’ve been exposed to the elements. Please be seated.”




    Mother and son completed their ceremonial greetings and sat down.




    “Where are you from?” asked the squire. “Why have you come here so late in the day?”




    “Your humble servant is called Zhang,” said Wang Jin. “We live in the capital. Because we’ve used up our money and cannot carry on our business, we’re going to Yanan Prefecture to join some relatives. On the road today we were too eager to press on, and passed an inn without noticing it. If you’ll permit us to spend the night here we’ll leave in the morning and pay whatever is customary for accommodations.”




    “Certainly. Who carries his lodgings with him when he travels? I don’t suppose you and your mother have eaten?” The squire told his vassal to bring food.




    Soon a table was set up in the hall and the vassal came in with a tray bearing four vegetable dishes and one of beef. He set these on the table and heated some wine which he served first.




    “Our fare is crude here in the country,” said the squire. “I hope you’ll forgive us.”




    Wang Jin rose and thanked him. “We’re putting you to too much trouble. We don’t know how to repay you.”




    “No need to talk like that,” said the squire. “Let us drink.”




    In response to his urging Wang Jin and his mother downed six or seven cups of wine. Then the food was served and they ate. After the bowls and dishes had been cleared away the squire rose and led them to a guest-room.




    “Could I trouble you to see to it that the horse my mother rode is stabled and fed?” said Wang Jin. “Of course we’ll pay.”




    “That’s easy,” the squire replied. “We have horses and mules here. I’ll tell a vassal to put your horse in our stable and feed it with the other animals.”




    Wang Jin thanked him, raised his shoulder-pole and carried his belongings into the guest-room. A vassal lit a lamp and brought in hot water so that the travellers could wash their feet. The squire returned to his own quarters. Wang Jin and his mother thanked the servant, closed the door and retired.




    They slept all night. By dawn the following day they still hadn’t emerged from their room, and the squire approached their door. He heard Wang Jin’s mother groaning.




    “It’s already dawn, guest,” called the old man. “You’d better rise.”




    Wang Jin hurried outside and greeted his host. “I’ve been up for some time,” he said. “We put you to a lot of trouble last night. It really wasn’t right.”




    “Who was groaning just now?”




    “To tell you the truth, my mother is exhausted from riding. Last night her heart began paining her again.”




    “In that case why not stay on here a few more days? Don’t worry. I know a good prescription for pains of the heart. I’ll send a servant to the county town and get some medicine for your mother. Tell her to set her mind at ease and just rest.”




    Wang Jin thanked him.




    But enough of petty details. Wang Jin and his mother remained at the manor, and the old lady took the medicine. After six or seven days she felt that her illness was cured. Wang Jin packed their belongings and prepared to continue their journey. On his way to the stable to look at his horse he observed in a clearing a young man stripped to the waist with blue dragons tattooed all over his body. His face was as round as a silver platter. About nineteen, he was practising with a staff.




    Wang Jin watched for a while, then said without thinking: “Not a bad style, but it has weaknesses. It wouldn’t stop anyone who was really good.”




    The young man overheard him. “Who are you to laugh at my skill?” he demanded angrily. “I’ve had eight of the best teachers. Don’t think I can’t knock you down! Do you dare have a go with me?”




    As he was speaking, the squire came along. “None of your insolence,” shouted the old man.




    “What right has this fellow to laugh at my technique?” the boy asked.




    “Do you know how to wield a staff, guest?” queried the squire.




    “A little,” replied Wang Jin. “May I presume to ask, sir, what this young man’s relationship is to you?”




    “He is my son.”




    “Since he is the young master, if he wishes to learn, your humble servant can give him a few pointers. Is that agreeable?”




    “Excellent,” said the squire. And he directed the young man: “Kowtow to your teacher.”




    But the boy would have none of it. “Don’t be taken in by this varlet’s talk, pa,” he said hotly. “I’ll kowtow to him as my teacher only if he can beat me at staves!”




    “If the young master won’t take it seriously,” said Wang Jin, “we can have a bout, just for fun.”




    Standing in the center of the clearing the boy whirled his staff over his head like a windmill. “Come on, then,” he exclaimed. “Come at me, if you have the nerve!”




    Wang Jin smiled, but he made no move.




    “Since you’re willing to teach the boy, guest,” said the squire, “why not joust with him?”




    “I’m afraid I’ll hurt the young master,” Wang Jin laughed. “It wouldn’t look nice.”




    “That’s all right. If you break his hand or foot he’ll have brought it on himself.”




    “Forgive me, then.” Wang Jin selected a staff from a weapons rack, walked into the clearing and struck a stance.




    The young man looked him over, then raised his staff and charged. Wang Jin quickly withdrew, trailing his weapon. The boy flourished his staff and gave chase. Suddenly Wang Jin turned and lifted his weapon as if to hack down. His opponent raised his own staff to parry. But Wang Jin swiftly retracted his weapon, then thrust it against his adversary’s chest. The boy fell flat on his back, his staff flying off to the side.




    Wang Jin cast his weapon away and hurried to help the young man. “I’m terribly sorry,” he said.




    The boy crawled to his feet. He brought over a stool, seated Wang Jin upon it and kowtowed respectfully. “I’ve studied with many instructors,” he said, “but they’ve taught me practically nothing. Teacher, all I can do is beg for your guidance.”




    “My mother and I have imposed on your household for several days with no way to show our gratitude. It’s only right that I should do my best.”




    The squire was very pleased. He told his son to dress, and all went to a rear hall and sat down. The old man ordered a vassal to slaughter a sheep and prepare wine and food and fruit. Then he invited Wang Jin and his mother to join him in a feast.




    When the four were seated at the table the old man poured out the wine. Rising, he toasted Wang Jin. “With your remarkable skill, you must be an arms instructor,” he said. “My son ‘has eyes but didn’t recognize Mount Taishan.’“




    Wang Jin laughed. ‘“To a true man, one tells the truth.’ Your servant’s name isn’t Zhang, it’s Wang Jin. I’m an arms instructor in the Eastern Capital’s Mighty Imperial Guards. I play with spears and staves every day. Gao Qiu, who has just been appointed commander of the Imperial Guards, was once beaten by my father. He’s been longing for revenge and wants to take it out on me. Being under his command, I can’t stand up against him. So I’ve run off with my mother. We’re heading for Yanan Prefecture to join the border garrison commanded by Old General Zhong. We never expected that we would come here and be so well treated by you, sir, and your son. You’ve cured my mother’s illness and entertained us for days. We’ve really imposed too much. If your son wants to learn, your servant will gladly teach him with all his heart. What he’s learned so far are a lot of flashy manoeuvres. They look good, but they’re of no use in combat. I’ll teach him from the beginning.”




    “My son,” said the squire, “admit your defeat. Kowtow to your teacher once again.” The young man did so.




    “Let me tell you, honored teacher,” the old man continued. “My clan has always lived here in Huayin County. There before us is Mount Shaohua. The village is called Shi Family Village. All of the three or four hundred families in it are named Shi. My son, since childhood, has had no interest in farming. He cares only for play with weapons. His mother tried in vain to talk him out of it. She finally died of worry. I had to let him have his way. I don’t know how much money I’ve spent on weapons teachers. I also paid a skilled tattooist to decorate his arms and chest with dragons—nine in all. For that reason he’s known throughout the county as Nine Dragons Shi Jin. It’s good that you’ve come, Instructor, and can complete his training. I’ll reward you handsomely.”




    Wang Jin was delighted. “Rest assured, old squire,” he said. “If that is your wish, your servant will teach him well.”




    They drank and feasted. From that day on, Wang Jin and his mother remained in the manor. Wang Jin instructed the young man every day, teaching him the use of the eighteen weapons: lance, mallet, long bow, crossbow, jingal, jointed bludgeon, truncheon, sword, chain, hooks, hatchet, axe, trident, halberd, shield, staff, spear and rake. Squire Shi went to the county town of Huayin to serve as a ward chief. Of that we’ll say no more.




    The days slipped by. Soon half a year had passed. Shi Jin became adapt at the eighteen weapons. Wang Jin put his heart into teaching, explaining the fine points of each. When the young man had mastered the weapons. Wang Jin thought to himself: “Although it’s very pleasant here, I’m not getting anywhere.” He wanted to continue on to Yanan, but Shi Jin wouldn’t hear of him leaving.




    “Stay, teacher,” the young man pleaded. “I’ll support you and your mother the rest of your lives. Won’t that do?”




    “Thank you for your good intentions, young brother,” said Wang Jin. “It’s fine here. But I’m afraid Marshal Gao will send men after me, and you’ll become implicated. That wouldn’t be right. We’d both be in trouble. I’m determined to go on to Yanan and join the garrison under Old General Zhong. It’s a border post and they need men. I can make a fresh start there.”




    Since they couldn’t persuade Wang Jin to stay, Shi Jin and his father gave him a farewell banquet. They presented him with two bolts of satin and a hundred ounces of silver, brought in on a platter.




    The next day Wang Jin tied his luggage to his shoulder-pole and got the horse ready. He and his mother took their leave of the old squire, then Wang Jin helped his mother into the saddle and they set out for Yanan. Shi Jin had a vassal carry the shoulder-pole. He himself, hating to part, escorted his guests for ten li. Finally Shi Jin bowed to his teacher and said good-bye with tears in his eyes. He returned with the vassal to the manor. Wang Jin shouldered the carrying-pole and followed behind the horse. Mother and son proceeded westward along the road.




    We’ll talk not of Wang Jin, who went to join the garrison, but rather of Shi Jin. Every day, he steeled himself vigorously. Young, unmarried, he often got up in the middle of the night to drill with weapons. During the day he practised archery and rode horseback behind the manor.




    Before half a year had gone by, his father fell ill and could not leave his bed. Shi Jin brought doctors from near and far, but none of them could save him. To the sorrow of all, the old man died. Shi Jin prepared a coffin and outer casket, in which his father was laid, richly dressed, and he hired Buddhist monks to conduct seven services, one every seven days, to pray for the departed squire. He also paid Taoist priests to chant prayers ensuring the passage of his father’s soul straight to heaven. There were more than ten of these services. He then selected an auspicious day for the funeral. All of the three or four hundred families in the village attended, dressed in mourning. Squire Shi was buried in the ancestral cemetery on a hillside west of the village.




    Now there was no one to look after Shi Jin’s household affairs. The young man cared nothing for farming. His only interest was in finding people with whom he could match skill at arms.




    Three or four months passed. It was the middle of the sixth lunar month, and very hot. Shi Jin sat on a folding-chair beneath a willow on the edge of the threshing-ground outside the manor, seeking a breath of cool air. He had nothing to do. A breeze wafted in from the pine grove opposite. “How refreshing,” thought Shi Jin.




    Suddenly he saw a man poke his head out of the grove and peer around. “Who’s that over there,” Shi Jin shouted, “looking at our manor?” He leaped to his feet and ran to the trees. There, behind a pine, he discovered Li Ji, the rabbit hunter.




    “Why are you watching the manor?” Shi Jin demanded. “Are you spying on me?”




    Li Ji came forward and greeted him respectfully. “Your humble servant was looking for Shorty Qiu. I wanted him to have a bowl of wine with me. When I saw the Young Master sitting there, enjoying the breeze, I didn’t dare intrude.”




    “Let me ask you. You used to come often and sell us game. I never underpaid you. Why have you stopped? Do you think I have no money?”




    “Would I dare think that? There just hasn’t been any game lately. That’s why I haven’t come.”




    “Piffle! A mountain as big and wide as Shaohua? Do you expect me to believe there are no deer, no rabbits?”




    “So you haven’t heard, Young Master? Bandits have built a fort on the mountain. They’ve six or seven hundred men and over a hundred good horses. Their leader is called Miraculous Strategist Zhu Wu. The second in command is called Gorge-Leaping Tiger Chen Da. The third is called White-Spotted Snake Yang Chun. These three raid and pillage at will. The Huayin County authorities can do nothing about them. They’ve offered a reward of three thousand strings of cash for their capture. But who dares to try? Your servant is afraid to go hunting on the mountain. That’s why I can’t offer you any game.”




    “I’ve heard there were bandits up there,” said Shi Jin. “I didn’t know the scoundrels were so active. They’re bound to make trouble for me. But I still would like some game if you can catch any.”




    Li Ji bowed and departed.




    Shi Jin returned to the manor. “Those rogues are going at it in a big way,” he thought. “They’ll probably attack our village. In that case....”




    He ordered his vassals to slaughter two fat water buffaloes and bring out some good home-made wine. First he burned paper replicas of gold and silver ingots as an offering to Heaven and prayed for good luck. Then he invited the three or four hundred local peasants to the hall in the manor. After all were seated according to age, he had the vassals pour them wine.




    “I hear that three robber chieftains have formed a gang of six or seven hundred bandits on Mount Shaohua who raid and pillage,” he said. “Since they’re operating in a big way, sooner or later they’re going to attack our village. I’ve invited you here for a conference. When those rascals come, every family must be ready. If our manor sounds the alarm, all of you come running with your weapons. We’ll do the same if any of you are attacked. We’ll help each other and defend our village. If the chieftains come, I’ll deal with them personally.”




    “You make the decisions, Young Master,” said the peasants. “We depend on you. When the alarm sounds none of us will stay away.” At evening they drank a final cup in thanks and returned to their homes to prepare their weapons.




    Shi Jin strengthened the gates and walls of the manor and put everything in order. He issued suits of armor, and had swords and horses kept in readiness. Of this we’ll say no more.




    We’ll speak instead of the three bandit chieftains on Mount Shaohua. They sat down, one day, and conferred. Zhu Wu the Miraculous Strategist, their leader, was from Dingyuan. His weapons were two swords. Although not an especially good fighter, he was skilled in battle tactics and was a clever strategist. The second in command, Chen Da was from the city of Yecheng. He wielded a steel-tipped spear. Yang Chun, number three, was from Xieliang County in Puzhou. He used a halberd.




    “I hear that Huayin County is offering a reward of three thousand strings of cash and is mustering men to arrest us,” said Zhu Wu. “We’ll give them a bloody battle when they come. The trouble is we’re short of money and grain. We’d better go out and rob some. We’ll need a grain reserve to see us through if troops besiege us.”




    “That’s right,” said Chen Da the Gorge-Leaping Tiger. “Let’s demand grain from Huayin County, and see what they do about it.”




    “Don’t go to Huayin,” Yang Chun the White-Spotted Snake advised. “Pucheng would be better. It’s a sure thing.”




    “There aren’t many people in Pucheng,” said Chen Da, “and they don’t have much money or grain. I’m for raiding Huayin. The people are prosperous there. They’ve money and grain aplenty.”




    “You don’t understand, brother,” said Yang Chun. “To get to Huayin, we have to pass Shi Family Village. That Nine Dragons Shi Jin is very tough. It’s not wise to stir him up. He’d never let us by.”




    “Weak talk, brother,” said Chen Da. “If we can’t get past a mere village, how are we going to stand up against government troops?”




    “You shouldn’t underestimate Shi Jin, brother,” Yang Chun replied. “He’s really fierce.”




    “I too have heard that he’s very brave,” said Zhu Wu. “They say his skill with weapons is first rate. Let’s not go, brothers.”




    “Shut your craven mouths,” Chen Da cried. “Praising other people’s courage pulls down your own. After all he’s only human. Does he have three heads and six arms? I don’t believe it!” And he shouted to his cohorts: “Get my horse. I’m going to attack Shi Family Village, then I’m going to take Huayin.”




    Zhu Wu and Yang Chun tried to dissuade him, but he wouldn’t listen. He donned armor and mounted his horse, picked a hundred and fifty men and, drums beating and gongs crashing, started down the mountain towards Shi Family Village.




    Shi Jin, who was in front of the manor checking his men’s arms and equipment, was informed of this by one of his vassals. He promptly had the alarm beat out on a bamboo segment. From all sides men of the four hundred village families came running to the manor, carrying their weapons. They found Shi Jin wearing a ridged turban, a vermilion coat of mail, iron breastplate and backpiece, an embroidered black robe, green boots and a leather belt. He had a bow and a quiver of arrows, and he grasped a three-pointed double-edged sword with four holes and eight rings.




    A vassal led forward his fiery red horse. Shi Jin mounted. He raised his sword. Preceded by forty strong vassals and followed by ninety villagers and peasants, Shi Jin set forth. Shouting and cheering, the rest of the villagers brought up the rear and followed them to the road north of the village.




    Chen Da led his men swiftly down the mountain and told them to spread out. Shi Jin saw that he was wearing a red concave hat, a golden suit of mail, a red robe and thick-soled boots. Around his waist was a long plaited girdle. He rode a high white horse and carried level a steel-tipped lance eighteen feet long. The men on both sides set up a fierce cry.




    From their mounts, the two leaders looked at each other. Chen Da bowed in his saddle.




    “You murder and burn, rob and plunder, your terrible crimes are all punishable by death,” Shi Jin shouted. “Haven’t you heard of me? Where do you get the gall to come and tweak the tiger’s whiskers?”




    “We’re short of grain in our mountain fortress,” Chen Da replied. “We hope to borrow some in Huayin. The road brings us by your honorable manor, but of course we wouldn’t dare touch a blade of grass here. Let us pass. We’ll thank you properly on our return.”




    “Nonsense. I’m a ward chief. I’ve been meaning to go out after you bandits, but now you’ve come to me. If I let you go and the magistrate hears about it, I’ll be implicated.”




    “‘Within the four seas, all men are brothers.’ We’ll trouble you to let us by.”




    “Enough of idle chatter. Even if I were willing, there’s another who won’t agree. You’ll have to ask him.”




    “And who is that, good valiant?”




    “This sword in my hand!”




    Chen Da grew angry. “Don’t push me too far. You’ll force me to retaliate!”




    Shi Jin, also angry,-flourished his sword, spurred his horse and charged. Chen Da struck his own mount and galloped forward with levelled lance. The two men clashed and fought. After several rounds, Shi Jin feinted, pretending to leave his chest exposed, and Chen Da lunged. The young squire dodged the streaking lance. Their bodies met. Shi Jin threw an agile arm around Chen Da’s waist, seized him by his plaited girdle and, with a quick twist, lifted him from his decorated saddle and flung him to the ground. The bandit leader’s horse dashed away like the wind. Shi Jin shouted for his men to tie Chen Da up. The rest of the bandits were driven off.




    Shi Jin returned to the manor and had Chen Da bound to a pillar in the courtyard. He decided that when he captured the other two bandit chieftains as well he would turn all three over to the authorities and claim the reward. He dispensed wine to his men and told them they could go. They drank, praising his courage.




    Back in the mountain fortress, Zhu Wu and Yang Chun were wondering why there was still no news. They sent out a scout. Soon the other bandits returned, leading a riderless horse. As they climbed, they shouted to the chieftains: “Bitterness and woe! Chen Da wouldn’t listen to you two older brothers, and now he’s as good as dead.”




    Zhu Wu asked what had gone wrong. The bandits told him about the battle, adding: “That Shi Jin is a mighty warrior.”




    “Chen Da wouldn’t listen to me,” said Zhu Wu, “and sure enough he’s met with disaster.”




    “Let’s go down in full force and fight it out,” suggested Yang Chun.




    “Impossible,” said Zhu Wu. “If Chen Da couldn’t beat him, how can you? I have an idea. It’s risky, but it may save Chen Da. If it doesn’t you and I are finished, too.”




    “What is it?”




    Zhu Wu whispered the plan in his ear.




    “Excellent,” said Yang Chun. “Let’s go, then. We’ve no time to lose.”




    Shi Jin, in the manor, was still in a temper when a vassal rushed in and reported: “Zhu Wu and Yang Chun are on their way from the mountain fortress.”




    “Those scoundrels. I’ll turn them both in. Bring my horse, quickly.”




    The alarm was sounded and the villagers gathered. He mounted and was riding through the manor gate when he saw Zhu Wu and Yang Chun approaching on foot. They knelt and gazed at him with tears streaming down their cheeks. Shi Jin reined his animal and shouted: “What are you kneeling there for?”




    Weeping, Zhu Wu replied: “We three small men were harried so by the officials that we were forced to go into the hills and become outlaws. We swore that ‘although not born on the same day we would on the same day die.’ Perhaps ours cannot be compared to the brotherhood between Guan Gong, Zhang Fei and Liu Bei of antiquity, but our hearts are equally sincere. Today our younger brother Chen Da went against our advice. He offended Your Excellency and has been locked up in your honorable manor. Since we have no way to save him, we’ve come to die with him. Please turn the three of us over to the officials and collect the reward. We won’t even frown. We gladly ask you to send us to our deaths.”




    Shi Jin thought to himself: “What loyalty! If I turn them in and claim the reward every stout-hearted fellow in the land will scorn me. ‘A tiger doesn’t pounce on supine prey,’ as the old saying goes.” To the kneeling bandit chiefs he said: “Come with me.”




    The two, without fear, followed him to the rear hall. Again they knelt and asked him to tie them up. Shi Jin repeatedly urged them to rise, but they wouldn’t hear of it. “The astute spare the astute, and the brave know the brave.”




    Sure enough, the young squire said: “Since you two are so loyal, I’d be no true man if I handed you over to the authorities. Suppose I gave Chen Da back to you, how would that be?”




    “You’d only become implicated,” said Zhu Wu. “That would never do. We’d much rather you turned us in and claimed the reward.”




    “Impossible,” retorted Shi Jin. “Will you share my food and drink?”




    “Death doesn’t scare us,” said Zhu Wu. “Why should your meat and wine?”




    The young squire was very pleased. He untied Chen Da and spread a feast for the three bandit chiefs in the rear hall. Zhu Wu, Yang Chun and Chen Da thanked him for his kindness. After several drinks, they all looked more cheerful. When the wine was finished, the three chieftains again thanked Shi Jin and went back to their mountain. Shi Jin saw them off as far as the manor gate.




    After returning to the fortress, Zhu Wu sat down with the other two. “If it weren’t for our plan, would any of us be alive now?” he said. “Not only did we save Chen Da, but Shi Jin, with rare gallantry, released us all: In a few days we must send him some gifts to show our gratitude.”




    Let’s skip the petty details. Ten or so days later, the three bandit chiefs, on a moonless night, dispatched two of their men with thirty gold bars. The men knocked at the manor gate and a vassal reported their arrival. Shi Jin quickly donned his clothes and went out to meet them.




    “Do you have a message for me?”




    “Our three chieftains offer their respects. We are instructed to deliver this paltry gift in thanks to Your Excellency for sparing their lives. Please don’t reject it, but keep it with a smile.” They handed Shi Jin the gold.




    At first he was going to refuse, but then he thought: “Since they were good enough to send it, I ought to accept.” He directed his vassal to give the messengers wine. They drank until after midnight. Then Shi Jin tipped them with silver and told them to return.




    Less than half a month later the bandit chiefs again conferred, and once more sent messengers at night to the manor, this time with a string of large precious pearls they had obtained in a robbery. Shi Jin accepted it. Of this we’ll say no more.




    After another half month Shi Jin thought to himself: “Those three show so much respect, I really ought to send them some gifts in return.” The next day he instructed a vassal to buy three bolts of red brocade in the county town and have a tailor make three gowns for the bandit chiefs. He also had three fat sheep slaughtered and cooked. These and the clothes he had two men deliver in a large box.




    Shi Jin’s steward was a man named Wang the Fourth. This fellow’s tongue was so nimble he could converse with officials. The other servants called him “Bodang’s Equal.” Wang was one of the two messengers. When they arrived with the box at the foot of the mountain, bandit sentries questioned them, then led them to the fortress. The bandit chiefs were delighted with the brocaded silk gowns and the delicious mutton and wine. They tipped the messengers ten ounces of silver and poured them more than a dozen bowls of wine. Shi Jin’s men then returned to the manor.




    “The mountain chiefs are very grateful,” they told the young squire.




    Thereafter Shi Jin had considerable dealings with the bandit leaders. Wang the Fourth went to the mountain lair a number of times with gifts. On several occasions the chiefs sent gold and silver to Shi Jin.




    The days sped by. Soon it was the eighth lunar month, the time of the Mid-Autumn Festival. Shi Jin decided to ask the three bandit chieftains to enjoy the full moon and drink wine at the manor on the night of the fifteenth. He sent Wang the Fourth to the stronghold with a written invitation. The three leaders accepted with pleasure. They wrote out a reply, tipped Wang five ounces of silver and gave him more than ten bowls of wine.




    On the way home Wang ran into two bandits who frequently came to the manor with gifts. They embraced him and dragged him off to a grog shop in a mountain hamlet by the side of the road, where he downed another ten bowls. Finally they parted and Wang resumed his homeward journey. A strong wind buffeted him and brought all the wine to his head. Wang staggered along for about ten li until he came to a grove. He plunged in and threw himself down on a grassy sward.




    It so happened that Li Ji the hunter was out after rabbits on the mountainside. He knew Wang and, seeing him lying there, went to help him up, but the steward was much too heavy. The hunter’s sharp eye noticed the bulge of silver in Wang’s belt sash.




    “The knave is drunk,” he thought. “Where did he get so much money? Why don’t I help myself?” Li Ji took off the sash and shook it. The pieces of silver and the brigands’ reply fell to the ground. He picked up the letter and opened it. He was barely literate, and could recognize only the names Zhu Wu, Chen Da and Yang Chun. The flowery language of the rest he was unable to read.




    “It’s not easy for a poor hunter like me to come up in the world,” he said to himself. “Yet the fortune-teller said this year I would get rich. This must be my chance! In Huayin Town I saw a proclamation offering a reward of three thousand strings of cash for the capture of those three bandits. No wonder the other day, when I was looking for Shorty Qiu, that rogue of a Shi Jin was afraid I was spying on him. He’s been in league with those brigands right along!”




    Li Ji took the pieces of silver and the letter and headed for Huayin to report to the authorities.




    When Wang the Fourth awakened it was already the second watch. He was startled to find himself bathed in pale moonlight. He leaped to his feet and looked around. On all sides were pine trees. He felt his waist.




    His sash and letter were gone. Wang searched everywhere. He found only the empty sash, lying on the grass.




    Wang the Fourth groaned. “It doesn’t matter about the silver,” he thought. “But it’s terrible to lose that letter. Who could have taken it?” He frowned. “If I say I’ve lost it, the master will be furious. He’ll throw me out. I’d better say there wasn’t any written reply. He’ll never know the difference.”




    The steward flew back to the manor. It was well into the fifth watch when he arrived.




    “What took you so long?” Shi Jin demanded.




    “Out of courtesy to you, master, the three chiefs wouldn’t let me go. They plied me with drink till after midnight. That’s why I’m late.”




    “Did they send any reply?”




    “They were going to write one, but I said: ‘Since you’re definitely coming, why bother with a written reply? Your servant has been drinking. What if I lost it on the way home? That wouldn’t be any joke.’“




    “No wonder everybody calls you ‘Bodang’s Equal’,” Shi Jin commended him smilingly. “You’re really clever.”




    “Your servant didn’t dare delay. I hurried back without stopping once.”




    “Well then, send someone to the county town for tidbits to go with the wine we’ll serve our guests.”




    Soon it was Mid-Autumn Festival Day. The weather was bright and clear. Shi Jin instructed his servants to slaughter a big sheep and kill over a hundred chickens and geese and prepare a feast.




    Zhu Wu, Chen Da and Yang Chun directed their minions to guard the stronghold. Towards evening they came down the mountain with an escort of five men. They each carried a halberd and a sword. All were walking, having left their horses in the fortress. They headed straight for the manor.




    Shi Jin received them and they exchanged courtesies. The young squire invited them to the rear garden, where a banquet had been spread. He asked them to take the seats of honor. He sat down opposite, and told his vassals to bolt the front and rear gates of the manor. As host and guests drank, attendants kept refilling their cups and carving the sheep. By the time several cups were drained, a full moon was rising in the east.




    They drank and enjoyed the Mid-Autumn Festival, and chatted about old things and new. Suddenly, they heard a clamor outside the manor and saw the glow of torches. Shi Jin, startled, rose quickly.




    “Please remain seated, friends. I’ll go and see what’s the matter,” he said. Shouting to his vassals: “Don’t open the gate,” he climbed a ladder to the top of the wall and looked over.




    The sheriff of Huayin County, two constables and three or four hundred soldiers had surrounded the manor. Shi Jin and the bandit leaders groaned. In the light of the torches the young squire could see a veritable forest of pronged spears, halberds, five-tined forks and barbed spears. The constables were shouting: “Don’t let the robbers escape!”




    If this detachment hadn’t come to arrest Shi Jin and the three chiefs, would Shi have killed several men and joined with a dozen or more gallants? As a result, warriors gathered deep amid the reeds, and in the shade of lotus leaves rode craft of war.




    How did Shi Jin and the three bandit chiefs escape? Read our next chapter if you would know.




    



  




  

    Chapter 3


    Master Shi Leaves Huayin County at Night


    Major Lu Pummels the Lord of the West




    “What shall I do?” Shi Jin exclaimed.




    Zhu Wu and the other two bandit chieftains knelt before him and said: “Your hands are clean, brother. Don’t get involved because of us. It’s better to tie us up and claim the reward than have your own good name besmirched.”




    “Impossible,” retorted Shi Jin. “If I did such a thing it would look as if I inveigled you here so that I could get the money. Everyone would laugh at me. We’ll live or die together. Stand up and don’t worry. There’s no need to sacrifice yourselves on my account. Let me see what this is all about.”




    He mounted the ladder and called: “What do you mean by coming here in the middle of the night and raiding my manor?”




    “Don’t pretend, Young Master,” the constables replied. “Li Ji, who made the accusation, is right here with us.”




    “Li Ji,” Shi Jin shouted, “how could you slander an honest man?”




    “I didn’t know, at first,” the hunter responded. “I picked up a letter Wang the Fourth was carrying in the woods and took it to the county seat to have it read. This is the result.”




    Shi Jin summoned Wang. “You said there was no reply. Where did that letter come from?”




    “I was drunk. I forgot about it.”




    “Wretch,” shouted Shi Jin. “You’ve got us in a pretty fix.”




    Afraid of Shi Jin’s fighting prowess, the constables didn’t dare force their way into the manor. “Better give them an answer,” the bandit leaders advised. Shi Jin understood.




    “Don’t start anything, you constables,” he called from the top of the ladder. “Move back from my walls. I’m going to tie the bandits up and turn them over to the officials for the reward.”




    The constables had no desire to clash with Shi Jin. “We don’t want any trouble,” they said. “Bring them out and we’ll go with you to the magistrate, together.”




    Shi Jin came down from the ladder and went to the front of the hall. He had Wang the Fourth taken to the rear garden and killed him with one blow of the sword. Next he ordered his vassals to pack all his portable valuables and light thirty or forty torches. He and the bandit chiefs put on their armor and took halberds and swords from the weapons rack. Then they set fire to the thatched buildings in the back of the manor house. Meanwhile, the vassals also packed their own belongings.




    When the soldiers outside saw the flames, they rushed around to the rear. Shi Jin set the central hall to the torch, threw open the front gate and charged out with a mighty yell. Followed by Zhu Wu, Yang Chun and Chen Da and their guards, Shi Jin and his men plunged into the fray. They young squire was a formidable warrior. Who could withstand him?




    As wild flames enkindled the sky, Shi Jin and his men cut a path through the soldiers. He soon found himself face to face with the two constables and Li Ji. Shi Jin flew into a rage. “When enemies meet, their eyes blaze.” The constables could see that things were going badly. They turned and ran. Li Ji also tried to escape, but Shi Jin was quickly upon him. With one sweep of his blade, he cleaved Li Ji in twain. Chen Da and Yang Chun dispatched the constables with one thrust of their halberds each. The county sheriff, terrified, galloped off as fast as his horse would take him. Of course the soldiers dared not advance. They ran for their lives in all directions.




    Killing as they went, Shi Jin and his cohorts proceeded directly to the bandits’ stronghold on Mount Shaohua. Only then did they sit down and catch their breaths. Zhu Wu and other leaders ordered their men to slaughter steers and horses and prepare a celebration feast. Of this we’ll say no more. Shi Jin remained for several days. He thought to himself: “To save three people, I burned down my manor. Although I managed to keep a few small valuables, my larger property is gone completely.” He felt uneasy. How could he stay in a place like this? He said to the brigand chief. “Instructor Wang, my arms teacher, is attached to a border garrison west of the Pass. I’ve been intending to seek him out, but because my father died I was unable to leave. Now that the manor is ruined, there’s nothing to keep me here.”




    “Don’t go, brother,” the bandit leaders urged. “Stay on a while, and we’ll talk it over again. If you don’t want to join us, when things have quieted down a bit we’ll rebuild your manor and you can become a respectable citizen again.”




    “Your intentions are good but I don’t wish to remain. If I can find my teacher and get some sort of job I can distinguish myself in, I’ll be happy the rest of my life.”




    “Why not stay on and be our chief? Wouldn’t that make you happy?” queried Zhu Wu. “Of course our mountain stronghold is too small for a man like you.”




    “My reputation is spotless. How can I sully the body my parents have given me? There’s no use your trying to persuade me to become a bandit.”




    A few days later, Shi Jin decided to depart. The exhortations of the three chieftains were in vain. He left his servants and most of his money in the fortress and took only some small pieces of silver which he wrapped in a bundle.




    A broad-brimmed felt hat topped by a red tassel covered the soft black bandanna which bound his head. Around his neck was a kerchief of bright yellow. He wore a white silk military gown tied at the waist by a plum-colored sash five fingers wide. His legs were wrapped with alternate strips of blue and white. On his feet were looped hemp sandals, good for mountain climbing. A sword hung from his waist.




    Shi Jin tied his bundle to his back, took up his halberd and bid farewell to the three chieftains. They and the other bandits saw him to the foot of the mountain. Weeping, they parted from Shi Jin and returned to their stronghold.




     




    Shi Jin followed the road leading to Yanan Prefecture. He ate and drank when hungry and thirsty, he stopped only at night and set out again the next day at dawn. He travelled in this manner, alone, for more than half a month until he arrived in Weizhou.




    “This is also a border garrison,” he said to himself. “Maybe my teacher, Instructor Wang, is here.”




    He entered the town. It was a bustling place, with several streets and market-places. On a street corner he saw a small tea-house. He went in and sat down.




    A waiter approached him. “What kind of tea would you like, sir?”




    “I’ll have a cup of steeped.”




    The waiter brought his order and placed it on the table before him.




    “Where is the town’s garrison command?” asked Shi Jin.




    “It’s that place just up ahead.”




    “Do you know whether they have an arms instructor from the Eastern Capital, a man called Wang Jin?”




    “The garrison has many arms instructors. There are three or four named Wang. But I don’t know whether any of them is Wang Jin.”




    While the waiter was talking, a big fellow who looked like an army officer strode in. His head was bound in a bandanna with figured swastikas, buckled in the back with twisted gold rings from Taiyuan. A raven-black plaited sash bound his parrot-green warrior’s gown at the waist. On his feet were yellow boots embossed with four welts of brown leather in hawk talon design. He had large ears, a straight nose and a broad mouth. A full beard framed his round face. He was six feet tall and had a girth of ten spans.




    When the new-comer had taken a seat, the waiter said to Shi Jin: “That’s the major. You can ask him about Wang Jin. He knows all the arms instructors.”




    Shi Jin rose quickly and bowed. “May I invite you to some tea, sir? Please join me.”




    The officer saw that Shi Jin was a big stalwart fellow who seemed a man of valor. He walked over and returned his greeting. Then the two sat down together.




    “May I be so bold as to ask your name, sir?” Shi Jin queried.




    “I’m called Lu Da. I’m a major in this garrison. And who are you, brother?”




    “My name is Shi Jin. I’m from Huayin County in Huazhou Prefecture. My teacher, Wang Jin, used to be an arms instructor in the Mighty Imperial Guards in the Eastern Capital. Could you tell me, sir, whether he’s here in this garrison?”




    “Say, aren’t you Young Master Shi from Shi Family Village, the fellow they call Nine Dragons?”




    Shi Jin bowed. “I am that humble person.”




    Lu Da returned his courtesy, ‘“Meeting a man of fame is better than just hearing his name.’ Is your teacher the Wang Jin who got in wrong with Marshal Gao in the Eastern Capital?”




    “The same.”




    “I’ve heard of him, but he’s not here. They say he’s with Old General Zhong in the Yanan garrison. Weizhou is a small post. Young General Zhong is our commander. Brother Wang is not with us. So you’re Young Master Shi. I’ve heard a lot of good things about you. Come out and have a few drinks with me.”




    He took Shi Jin by the hand. As they were leaving the teahouse, Lu Da called over his shoulder: “Charge the tea to me.”




    “It doesn’t matter, Major,” replied the waiter. “Just go along.”




    Lu Da and Shi Jin strolled down the street arm in arm. Before they had gone fifty paces they saw many people gathered around an open plot of ground.




    “Let’s take a look,” Shi Jin suggested.




    They pushed through the crowd. There in the center was a man holding a dozen or so staves. Various packets of salves and ointments, with prices marked, were arrayed on a platter on the ground. The man was a medicine pedlar who attracted customers by putting on a show with weapons.




    Shi Jin recognized him. It was his first arms instructor, Li Zhong, nicknamed the Tiger-Fighting General.




    “Teacher,” called Shi Jin. “I haven’t seen you in ages.”




    “What are you doing here, young brother?” Li Zhong cried.




    “Since you’re Young Master Shi’s teacher,” said Lu Da, “come and have a few cups with us.”




    “Gladly, just as soon as I’ve sold some of these medicines and earned some money.”




    “Who’s got time to wait? Come on, if you’re coming.”




    “Mince is a hand-to-mouth existence, Major. Go ahead. I’ll catch up with you later.... Young brother, you go on first with the major.”




    Lu Da was very irritated. He roughly shoved the spectators aside. “Haul your assholes out of here or I’ll beat you to a pulp,” he bellowed.




    The crowd, recognizing him, hastily scattered. Li Zhong was angry, but he dared not protest. Lu Da was obviously much too fierce. “How impatient you are,” Li said with a placating smile. He gathered up his arms and medicines, gave them to a friend for safe-keeping, and set off with Shi Jin and the major.




    They turned this way and that through the streets until they came to a famous tavern run by a family named Pan at the foot of a bridge. From a pole sticking out over the tavern door a pennant fluttered in the breeze indicating that liquor was sold on the premises. They went upstairs and selected a clean room. Lu Da took the host’s seat, Lin Zhong sat opposite, while Shi Jin seated himself at the side.




    The waiter, who knew Lu Da, greeted them respectfully. “How much wine do you want, Major?” he asked.




    “We’ll start with four measures.”




    The waiter laid out dishes to go with the wine. “What would you like to eat, sir?”




    “Questions, questions,” Lu Da exploded. “Bring whatever you’ve got, add up the bill and I’ll pay! Must you gab so?”




    That waiter went downstairs. Soon he returned and heated the wine. He covered the table with platters of meat and other food.




    Each of the three men downed several cups. They talked of this and that, comparing methods in feats at arms. Just as their conversation was at its liveliest, they heard the sound of sobbing in the next room. The irascible Lu Da immediately became enraged. He snatched plates and dishes and smashed them on the floor. The waiter, alarmed, rushed up the stairs. He found Lu Da fuming.




    “If there’s anything you want, sir, just give the order and I’ll bring it,” he said, with a bow.




    “Who wants anything? I think you know who I am. Yet you have the brass to allow people to bawl in the next room and disturb us while we dine. I haven’t underpaid you, have I?”




    “Don’t be angry, sir. I would never permit anyone to disturb you. The people weeping are a man and his daughter who sing in the taverns. They didn’t know you and your friends were drinking here. They can’t help lamenting their bitter fate.”




    “There’s something peculiar going on. Bring them here to me.”




    In a few minutes the waiter returned with a girl of about eighteen, followed by a man in his late fifties. Both carried wooden clappers. Though not very pretty, the girl was rather appealing. Wiping her eyes, she made three curtsies. The old man also greeted the diners.




    “Where are you from?” asked Lu Da. “Why do you weep?”




    “I will tell you our story, sir,” the girl replied. “We are from the Eastern Capital. My parents and I came to visit a relative, but when we arrived we learned he had left Weizhou for the Southern Capital. My mother fell ill in the inn and died. My father and I were having a hard time. Master Zheng, who is called the Lord of the West, saw me and wanted me for a concubine. He sent people to wheedle and threaten, and finally signed a contract promising my father three thousand strings of cash for me.”




    “The contract was real but the promise was false. In less than three months his wife, a hard woman, drove me out of the house. What’s more, Master Zheng ordered the innkeeper to demand that we ‘return’ his three thousand strings of cash. We never received a penny of his money. How could we repay him? My father is weak. He couldn’t argue with a rich and powerful man like Zheng. We didn’t know what to do. My father taught me many ballads when I was a child and we began making rounds of the taverns, singing. We give Zheng most of what little we earned each day, saving a little for our travelling expenses so that we can go home.




    “But the last few days the taverns haven’t had much business, so we couldn’t pay. We’re afraid Zheng will come asking for it and abuse us. Ours is a hard lot, and we’ve no place to seek redress. That’s why we’ve been weeping. We hadn’t meant to disturb you, sir. Please forgive us.”




    “What’s your family name?” asked Lu Da. “Which inn are you staying at? Where does Master Zheng, that Lord of the West, live?”




    The old man replied: “Our name is Jin. I am the second among my brothers. My daughter is called Jade Lotus. Master Zheng is the butcher who sells meat at the foot of Zhuangyuan Bridge. His nickname is Lord of the West. My daughter and I live in the Lu Family Inn just up ahead inside the town’s East Gate.”




    “Bah,” said Lu Da contemptuously. “So Master Zheng is only Zheng the pig-sticker, the dirty rogue who runs a butcher shop under the patronage of Young General Zhong, our garrison commander. And he cheats and bullies too, does he?”




    He turned to Li Zhong and Shi Jin. “You two wait here while I beat the varlet to death. I’ll be right back.”




    They grabbed him. “Calm yourself, brother,” they pleaded. “Let’s talk this over again later.” They finally managed to restrain him.




    “Come here, old man,” Lu Da said to the father. “I’ll give you some money. Tomorrow you can go back to the Eastern Capital. How about it?”




    “If you can help us return home you’ll be giving us a new lease on life,” said father and daughter. “But we’re afraid the innkeeper won’t let us go. Master Zheng has ordered him to collect our payments.”




    “Don’t worry about that,” said Lu Da. “I’ll take care of the innkeeper.” He pulled out five ounces of silver and placed them on the table. To Shi Jin he said: “This is all I’ve brought today. If you have any silver, lend it to me. I’ll give it back tomorrow.”




    “It doesn’t matter, brother. No need to repay.” Shi Jin extracted a silver bar weighing ten ounces from his bundle and put it down beside Lu Da’s money.




    The major looked at Li Zhong. “You lend me some too.”




    Li Zhong produced two ounces of silver.




    Lu Da was annoyed at the smallness of the offering. “Big-hearted, aren’t you?” he snorted. He handed the fifteen ounces of silver to the old man. “This will cover your travelling expenses for you and your daughter. Go to the inn and pack your things,” he directed. “Tomorrow at dawn I’ll come and see you off. Just let that innkeeper try and stop you!”




    Old Jin and his daughter thanked him and departed. Lu Da returned the two ounces to Li Zhong.




    After the three men finished two more measures of wine they went down the stairs. “I’ll pay you tomorrow, host,” called Lu Da.




    “Just go along,” the owner of the tavern said. “You can drink here on credit any time, sir. Our only fear is you won’t come.”




    The three left the Pan Family Tavern. On the street they separated. Shi Jin and Li Zhong went to their respective inns.




    Lu Da returned to his quarters near the garrison and angrily went to bed without any supper. His landlord didn’t dare ask what was wrong.




    Old Jin returned to his inn with the fifteen ounces of silver. He settled his daughter down, went to a place far outside the town and hired a cart. Then he returned to the inn, packed their belongings and paid their rent, fuel and rice bills. After that they could only wait for the morrow.




    The night passed without incident. Father and daughter rose at dawn, lit a fire and cooked breakfast. When they finished eating, they collected their utensils. The sky was just turning light. Lu Da strode into the inn.




    “Boy,” he called, “which room is Old Jin’s?”




    “Uncle Jin,” the attendant shouted, “Major Lu Da is here to see you.” The old man opened his door. “Ah, Major, please come in and sit a while.”




    “Sit, nothing,” retorted Lu Da. “If you’re going, go. What are you waiting for?”




    Old Jin summoned his daughter and raised his carrying-pole to his shoulder. He thanked Lu Da and started for the inn gate. The attendant stopped him.




    “Where are you going, Uncle Jin?”




    “Does he owe you any rent?” Lu Da demanded.




    “He paid up last night. But Master Zheng has ordered me to collect the money he laid out for Jin’s daughter.”




    “I’ll return the butcher’s money in person. Let the old man go.”




    The attendant refused. Lu Da slapped him across the face with such force that blood gushed from his mouth. The punch that followed knocked out two of his front teeth. Crawling to his feet, the attendant scuttled to the interior of the inn and hid himself.




    Of course the innkeeper dared not intervene.




    Jin and his daughter quickly departed from the inn, then left the town to get the cart the old man had hired the day before.




    Lu Da, afraid the attendant might still try to stop them, sat himself down on a stool in the inn and remained there for four hours. Only when he was confident that the old man was far away did he leave the inn. He went directly to the Zhuangyuan Bridge.




    There Zheng had a two-room butcher shop with two chopping blocks. Four or five sides of pork were hanging on display. Zheng sat behind a counter by the door, keeping an eye on his ten or so assistants as they cut and sold meat.




    Lu Da came to the door. “Butcher Zheng,” he shouted.




    Zheng recognized him. He came out rapidly from behind the counter and greeted him with respect. “Major, a pleasure.” He directed an assistant to bring a bench. “Please be seated, sir.”




    Lu Da sat down. “The garrison commander has ordered me to buy ten catties of lean meat, chopped fine, to be used for filling. There mustn’t be a speck of fat in it.”




    “Right,” said Zheng. He turned to his assistants. “Pick out a good cut and chop up ten catties.”




    “I don’t want those dirty oafs touching it,” said Lu Da. “You do it yourself.”




    “Certainly,” said Zheng. “Glad to.” He selected a cut of ten catties of lean meat and started mincing.




    The attendant from the inn, his head bound in a white handkerchief, arrived to tell Zheng about Old Jin. But when he saw Lu Da seated at the door, he was afraid to come any closer. He stood under the eaves of a house, observing the proceedings cautiously from a distance.




    After chopping for an hour, Zheng wrapped the minced meat in a lotus leaf. “Shall I have it delivered, sir?” he asked.




    “Delivered, nothing. What’s your hurry? Now cut up ten catties of fat meat. There mustn’t be a speck of lean in it. This is also for filling.”




    “The lean can be put in dumplings, but what good is the fat?”




    Lu Da glared. “When the commander gives an order, who dares question him?”




    “As long as you can use it I’ll chop it for you.” Zheng selected a cut of ten catties of fat meat and began mincing. By the time he wrapped it in a lotus leaf the morning had gone and it was the hour for lunch.




    The inn attendant dared not approach. Even other customers were afraid to draw near.




    “Shall I have this delivered to the garrison command for you, sir?” asked Zheng.




    “Now I want ten catties of gristle, chopped fine, also to be used for filling, and I don’t want to see any meat in it.”




    Zheng laughed awkwardly. “Are you making fun of me?”




    Lu Da leaped up, one package of chopped meat in each hand, and scowled at the butcher. “That’s exactly what I’m doing—making fun of you.” He flung the contents of the packages full in Zheng’s face.




    The shower of meat stung the butcher into a rage. From the soles of his feet, fury surged into his forehead. An irrepressible flame blazed in his heart. He grabbed a paring knife from the butcher’s block and jumped down from the shop steps. Lu Da was waiting for him in the middle of the street.




    None of the dozen or so clerks from the neighboring shops dared to mediate. Passers-by stood frozen in their tracks on both sides of the street. The attendant from the inn was struck dumb.




    The knife in his right hand, Zheng reached for Lu Da with his left. Lu Da seized the outstretched hand, closed in and sent the butcher sprawling with a swift kick in the groin. Another step forward and he put his foot on Zheng’s chest. Raising a fist like a vinegar keg, Lu Da thundered: “I was roving inspector of five western military districts under Old General Zhong. People might very well call me Lord of the West. But you’re just a meat slicing butcher, a low cur. Where do you come off giving yourself such a title? And who gave you the right to force and cheat Jin’s daughter Jade Lotus?”




    He landed a punch on Zheng’s nose that flattened it to one side and brought the blood flowing like the sauces in a condiments shop— salty, sour and spicy. Zheng struggled vainly to rise. The knife fell from his hand. “A good blow,” he cried.




    “Mother-raping thief,” said the major. “How dare you talk back?” He punched the butcher on the eyebrow, splitting the lid so that the eyeball protruded. Red, black and purple gore flowed like swatches of cloth in a draper’s shop.




    The spectators were all afraid of Lu Da. None of them ventured to intervene.




    Vanquished, Zheng begged to be spared.




    “You scurvy knave,” the major exclaimed scornfully. “If you had shown any guts I might have let you off. But since you’re so lily-livered, I won’t.” He struck the butcher a heavy blow on the temple. Zheng’s head rang like the clanging of gongs, bells and cymbals in a big memorial service. The butcher lay stretched on the ground. Breath was coming out of his mouth, but none was going in. He didn’t move.




    Lu Da pretended to he incensed. “Playing dead, eh? I’ll hit you a few more!” He had observed that Zheng’s face was changing color. “I only wanted to give the varlet a beating,” he said to himself. “Who would have thought that three blows would kill him? They’re sure to hold me for trial, and I’ve nobody to bring me food in prison. I’d better get out of here.”




    He rose and strode away, pausing briefly to look back, shake his finger at Zheng’s corpse and shout: “Go on playing dead. I’ll settle with you later.”




    Neither the butcher’s assistants nor the clerks in the neighboring shops had the courage to stop him.




    Lu Da returned to his quarters and hastily packed. He took only some travelling clothes and a bit of silver. His old garments and heavier things he left behind. Carrying a staff as a weapon, he sped out of the South Gate like a wisp of smoke.




    Although Zheng’s family and the inn attendant worked on the butcher a long time, they couldn’t bring him back to life. He was quite dead. His wife and neighbors went to the prefecture and filed a charge of murder. Court was called into session, and the prefect took his place and read the document of accusation.




    “That Lu Da is a major of the garrison,” thought the prefect. Instead of issuing an order for his arrest forthwith, he mounted his sedan-chair and went to the headquarters of the garrison commander. He stepped down from his chair and had the soldier at the gate announce him. He was ushered into the main hall where he was received by the commander. The two men exchanged courtesies.




    “What brings you here?” asked the commander.




    “I’ve come to inform Your Excellency that Major Lu Da has, without cause, beaten to death on the street a butcher named Zheng. I wouldn’t presume to arrest him without reporting to Your Excellency first.”




    The commander was startled. “That Lu Da is a skilled military man,” he thought, “but he’s rough and crude. Today he’s committed a murder. How can I cover up for him? I must let him be taken and questioned.” To the prefect he said: “Lu Da originally was an officer of my father, the Old General. I had no proper aide, and he was sent here as a major. Since he’s committed a capital offence you may arrest and interrogate him according to law. If you get a confession and the crime is proved, you must inform my father before passing sentence. Otherwise it might be very embarrassing if, at some future date, my father should ask for him back.”




    “I’ll get to the bottom of this and send a formal report to the Old General before any sentence is passed,” the prefect promised.




    He said farewell to the commander, left the garrison headquarters, got into his sedan-chair and returned to the prefecture. There he resumed court and issued an order to the police inspector on duty for Lu Da’s arrest. The officer, with twenty men, set out immediately for Lu Da’s lodging.




    “He left only a little while ago with a few bundles and a staff,” the landlord told them. “I assumed the major was going on official business, so I didn’t dare ask.”




    The police inspector directed that Lu Da’s room be opened and searched. All that could be found was some old clothes and bedding. Taking the landlord with them, the officer and his men searched the town from south to north. There was no trace of Lu Da. The police inspector returned to the prefect with the landlord and two neighbors in custody, and reported.




    “Major Lu Da has fled to escape punishment, no one knows where. I’ve arrested these neighbors and his landlord.”




    The prefect ordered that they be held and that Zheng’s family and close neighbors be summoned. Along with forensic experts, local officials and the ward chief, he made a careful examination of the victim. The butcher’s family encoffined the body and stored it temporarily in a monastery.




    Appropriate documents were filed, and the prefect ordered his police to apprehend Lu Da within a specified time, on pain of being beaten. The complainant was allowed to go home, after filing a surety bond. The close neighbors who had witnessed the crime were beaten for failing to rescue Zheng. Lu Da’s landlord and neighbors were not charged. An urgent proclamation, offering a thousand strings of cash for Lu Da’s capture and giving his age, birthplace and description, was posted everywhere. All concerned were then released and told to await further notice. Zheng’s family went into mourning. Of this we’ll say no more.




     




    To return to Lu Da: after leaving Weizhou, he hurried pell-mell east and west, passing through several prefectural towns. With him it was a case of:




     




    Any food when you’re hungry,




    When you’re cold rags save life;




    Any road when you’re frightened,




    When you’re poor any wife.




    <




     




    PHe dashed about in a panic, with no idea where to go.




    After many days of wandering, he arrived in Yanmen, a county seat in the prefecture of Daizhou. It was a bustling town with many people and thriving markets. Carts and horses filled the streets, which were lined by shops conducting trade and commerce of every type. Although only a county seat, it was more prosperous than a prefectural capital.




    On a street corner he saw a crowd gathered in front of a proclamation. Someone was reading it aloud. Illiterate himself, he pushed forward to listen. This is what he heard:




     




    By order of the military commander of Taiyuan, this county hereby publishes the following notice from Weizhou: Wanted—the killer of Butcher Zheng. Name—Lu Da, former major in the Weizhou garrison command. Any man who conceals him or gives him food and shelter shall be deemed equally guilty. Whoever arrests and brings him forward, or offers information leading to his arrest, shall receive a reward of one thousand strings of cash....




     




    As Lu Da stood listening, someone threw his arms around him from behind and cried: “What are you doing here, brother Zhang?” He pulled Lu Da away from the street corner.




    If this man hadn’t seen him and dragged him away, Lu Da would never have shaved off his hair and beard, changed the name which identified him as a murderer, and wrecked the idols in the temple.




    And as a result: His Buddhist staff smashed open a dangerous road; his monk’s knife slaughtered unjust men.




    Who, after all, was the person who grabbed Lu Da? Read our next chapter if you would know.




    



  




  

    Chapter 4


    Sagacious Lu Puts Mount Wutai in an Uproar


    Squire Zhao Repairs Wenshu Monastery




    Lu Da turned to see who was hustling him away. It was none other than Old Jin from the Weizhou tavern, the man he had rescued. The old fellow didn’t stop pulling till they reached an isolated spot. Then he said:




    “You’re too rash, benefactor. That notice offers a thousand strings of cash for your capture. How could you stand there looking at it? If I hadn’t spotted you, you might have been nabbed by the police. Your age, description and place of origin are all there.”




    “To tell you the truth, when I went to the foot of the Zhuangyuan Bridge that day to see Zheng the butcher about your affair, I killed the churl with three blows of the fist, and had to flee. I’ve been knocking about for forty or fifty days now, and just happened to wander into this town. I thought you were returning to the Eastern Capital. What are you doing here?”




    “After you saved me, benefactor, I found a cart. Originally I intended to go back to the Eastern Capital, but I was afraid that rogue would catch up and you wouldn’t be around to rescue us. So I changed my mind and headed north. On the road I met an old neighbor from the capital who was coming here on business. He took me and my daughter along. He was good enough to find her a match. She’s now the mistress of a wealthy man, Squire Zhao. The squire has provided her with a house. Thanks to you, benefactor, we now have plenty to eat and wear. My daughter has often spoken to the squire of your kindness. He is also fond of jousting. He’s said many times he’d like to meet you, but that was never possible before. You must come and stay with us a few days. We can talk about what you should do next.”




    Lu Da and Old Jin walked less man half a li when they came to the door of a house. The old man pushed aside the bamboo curtain and called:




    “Daughter, our benefactor is here.”




    The girl emerged, neatly made up and attractively dressed. She begged Lu Da to be seated in the center of the room. Then, as if offering votive candles, she kowtowed before him six times. “If you hadn’t rescued us, benefactor,” she said, “we’d never possess what we have today.” She invited him upstairs to the parlor.




    “Don’t bother,” said Lu Da. “I must be going.”




    “Now that you’re here, benefactor, of course we can’t let you leave,” said the old man. He took Lu Da’s staff and bundles and ushered him up the stairs. To his daughter he said: “Keep our benefactor company. I’ll arrange about dinner.”




    “Don’t go to a lot of trouble,” said Lu Da. “Anything will do.”




    “Even if I gave my life I could never repay your benevolence,” said Old Jin. “A little simple food—it’s not worth mentioning.”




    The daughter sat with Lu Da while the old man went downstairs and directed the boy they had recently hired to tell the servant girl to get the kitchen fire started. Then Old Jin and the boy went out and bought fresh fish, a tender chicken, a goose, pickled fish and fresh fruit. He took these home, opened a jug of wine, prepared a few dishes, and carried them upstairs. There wine cups were placed on a table, and three sets of chopsticks. When the food and fruit were served, the servant girl came in with a silver wine kettle and heated the wine.




    Father and daughter each filled Lu Da’s cup in turn. Then Old Jin dropped to his knees and kowtowed.




    “Please, dear elder, don’t do that,” said Lu Da. “You embarrass me terribly.”




    “When we first came here, not long ago,” said the old man, “I wrote your name on a strip of red paper and pasted it on a wooden tablet. We burn a stick of incense before it every morning and evening, and my daughter and I kowtow before it. Now that you’re here, why shouldn’t we kowtow to you in person?”




    “I’m touched by your devotion,” said Lu Da.




    The three drank till almost nightfall. Suddenly they heard a commotion outside. Lu Da opened the window and looked. Some twenty to thirty men, all armed with staves, were gathered in front of the house. “Bring him down,” they were shouting. A gentleman on a horse cried: “Don’t let the rascal get away!”




    Lu Da realized that he was in danger. He snatched up a stool and started down the stairs. Old Jin, waving his hands, rushed down ahead of him, exclaiming: “Nobody move!” He ran over to the man on horseback and said a few words. The mounted gentleman laughed. He ordered his band to disperse.




    When the men had gone, the gentleman got off his horse and entered the house. Old Jin asked Lu Da to come down. The gentleman bowed as Lu Da descended the stairs.




    “‘Meeting a man of fame is better than just hearing his name.’ Please accept my homage, righteous Major.”




    “Who is this gentleman?” Lu Da asked Old Jin. “We don’t know each other. Why should he be so respectful?”




    “This is Squire Zhao, my daughter’s lord. Someone told him that a young man I had brought to his house was upstairs, drinking. So he got some of his vassals and came to fight. When I explained, he sent them away.”




    “So that was it,” said Lu Da. “You could hardly blame him.”




    Squire Zhao invited Lu Da to the upper chamber. Old Jin reset the table, and once more prepared food and drink. Zhao ushered the major to the seat of honor. Lu Da refused.




    “How could I presume?”




    “A small mark of my respect. I have heard much of the major’s heroism. What great good fortune that I could meet you today.”




    “Though I’m just a crude fellow who’s committed a capital offence, the squire doesn’t scorn my lowliness and is willing to make my acquaintance. If there’s any way I can be of service, you have only to speak.”




    Squire Zhao was very pleased. He asked all about the fight with Zheng the butcher. They talked of this and that, discussed jousting with arms, and drank far into the night. Then every one retired.




    The following morning Zhao said: “I’m afraid this place isn’t very safe. Why not come and stay at my manor a while?”




    “Where is it?” asked Lu Da.




    “A little over ten li from here, near a village called Seven Treasures.”




    “All right.”




    The squire sent a vassal to the manor to get a horse for Lu Da. The man returned with the beast before noon. Squire Zhao told the vassals to bring Lu Da’s luggage and asked the major to mount. Lu Da said goodbye to Old Jin and his daughter, and set out with the squire.




    The two rode side by side, chatting idly, until they came to Seven Treasures. Not long after, they reached the manor and dismounted. Squire Zhao led Lu Da by the hand into a hall, where they seated themselves as host and guest. The squire ordered that a sheep be slaughtered and wine be served.




    That night, Lu Da slept in a guest-room. The next day he was again wined and dined.




    “You’re much too good to me, Squire,” said the major. “How can I repay you?”




    “‘Within the four seas, all men are brothers,’“ quoted the squire. “Why mention repayment?”




    But enough of minor matters. Lu Da stayed at the manor for six or seven days. He and the squire were chatting in the study one day when Old Jin hastily entered. He looked to see that no one else was around, then said to Lu Da: “You mustn’t think me overly cautious, benefactor. But ever since the night the squire and his vassals raised such a row in the street because you were drinking upstairs, people have been suspicious. Word has spread that you were there. Yesterday three or four policemen were questioning the neighbors. I’m worried that they’ll come here and arrest you. It would be awful if anything should happen to you, benefactor.”




    “In that case,” said Lu Da, “I’d better be on my way.”




    “Things might turn out badly if I kept you here, Major,” the squire admitted. “Yet if I don’t I’ll lose a lot of face. I have another idea. It’s foolproof and will give you complete protection. But maybe you won’t be willing.”




    “I’m a man with a death penalty waiting for him. I’ll do anything to find refuge.”




    “That’s fine. Where the Wenshu Buddha used to meditate on Mount Wutai, some thirty-odd li from here, a monastery was erected. They have nearly seven hundred monks. The abbot is my friend. My ancestors were patrons of the monastery and contributed to its upkeep. I have promised to sponsor a novice, and have bought a blank certificate, but have not yet found a suitable man, If you agree to join the Buddhist order, Major, I’ll pay all expenses. Would you be willing to shave off your hair and become a monk?”




    Lu Da thought to himself. “Who could I go to for protection if I were to leave here today? I’d better accept his offer.” Aloud he said: “I’ll become a monk if you sponsor me, Squire. I rely entirely on your kindness.”




    And so it was decided. That night, clothing, expense money and silks were prepared. Everyone rose early the next morning. Lu Da and the squire set out for Mount Wutai, accompanied by vassals carrying the gifts and luggage. They reached the foot of the mountain before mid-morning. Squire Zhao and Lu Da went up in sedan-chairs, sending a vassal on ahead to announce them.




    At the monastery gate, they found the deacon and supervisor waiting to welcome them. They got out of their sedan-chairs and rested in a small pavilion while the abbot was notified. He soon emerged with his assistant and the elder. Squire Zhao and Lu Da hurried forward and bowed. The abbot placed the palms of his hands together before his chest in Buddhist greeting.




    “It’s good of you to travel this long distance, patron,” he said.




    “There is a small matter I’d like to trouble you about,” said the squire.




    “Please come into the abbey and have some tea.”




    Lu Da followed Squire Zhao to the hall. The abbot invited the squire to take the seat for guests. Lu Da sat down on a couch facing the abbot. The squire leaned over and whispered to him: “You’re here to become a monk. How can you sit opposite the abbot?”




    “I didn’t know,” said Lu Da. He rose and stood beside Squire Zhao.




    The elder, the prior, the abbot’s assistant, the supervisor, the deacon, the reception monk, and the scribe arranged themselves in two rows, according to rank, on the east and west sides of the hall.




    Zhao’s vassals left the sedan-chairs in a suitable place and carried into the hall several boxes which they laid before the abbot.




    “Why have you brought gifts again?” asked the abbot. “You’ve already made so many donations.”




    “Only a few small things,” replied Squire Zhao. “They don’t merit any thanks.”




    Some lay brothers and novices took them away.




    Squire Zhao stood up. “I have something to ask of you, Great Abbot. It has long been my desire to sponsor a new member for this monastery. Although I have had the certificate ready for some time, until today I have not been able to do so. This cousin here is named Lu. He formerly was a military officer, but because of many difficulties he wants to have done with mundane affairs and become a monk. I earnestly hope Your Eminence will exercise mercy and compassion and, as a favor to me, accept this man into your order. I will pay all expenses. I shall be very happy if you consent.”




    “Gladly,” said the abbot. “This will add lustre to our monastery. Please have some tea.”




    A novice served tea. After all had drunk, he removed the cups. The abbot consulted with the elder and the prior on the ceremony for receiving Lu Da into the order, then instructed the supervisor and deacon to prepare a vegetarian meal.




    “That man hasn’t the makings of a monk,” the elder said to the other monks, privately. “See what fierce eyes he has!”




    “Get them out of here a while,” they requested the Receiver of Guests. “We want to talk to the abbot.”




    The reception monk invited Squire Zhao and Lu Da to rest in the visitors’ hostel. They departed, and the elder and the others approached the abbot.




    “That new applicant is a savage-looking brute,” they said. “If we accept him, he’s sure to cause trouble.”




    “He’s cousin of Squire Zhao, our patron. How can we refuse? Hold your doubts while I look into the matter.” The abbot lit a stick of incense and sat cross-legged on a couch. Muttering an incantation, he went into a trance. By the time the incense was consumed, he returned.




    “You can go ahead with the ordination,” said the abbot. “This man represents a star in Heaven. His heart is honest. Even though his appearance is savage and his life has been troubled, he will eventually become purified and attain sainthood. None of you is his equal. Mark my words. Let no one dissent.”




    “The abbot is only covering up his faults,” the elder said to the others. “But we’ll have to do as he says. We can only advise. If he won’t listen, that’s up to him.”




    Squire Zhao and the others were invited to dine in the abbey. When they had finished, the supervisor presented a list of what Lu Da would need as a monk—special shoes, clothing, hat, cape and kneeling cushion. The squire gave some silver and asked that the monastery buy the necessary materials and make them up.




    A day or two later all was ready. The abbot selected a propitious day and hour, and ordered that the bells be rung and the drums beaten. Everyone assembled in the preaching hall. Draped in their capes, nearly six hundred monks placed the palms of their hands together in an obeisance to the abbot sitting on his dais, then separated into two groups. Squire Zhao, bearing gifts of silver ingots and fine cloth and carrying a stick of incense, approached the dais and bowed.




    The purpose of the ceremony was announced. A novice led Lu Da to the abbot’s dais. The prior told him to remove his hat, divided his hair into nine parts and knotted them. The barber shaved them all off. He reached with his razor for Lu Da’s beard.




    “Leave me that, at least,” the major exclaimed.




    The monks couldn’t repress their laughter.




    “Hear me,” the abbot said sternly from his dais. “Leave not a single blade of grass, let the six roots of desire be torn out. All must be shaven clean away, lest they manifest themselves again,” he intoned. “Off with it,” he ordered.




    The barber quickly finished the job. Presenting the certificate to the abbot, the elder requested him to select a name by which Lu Da should be know in the Buddhist order.




    “A spark from the soul is worth more than a thousand pieces of gold,” the abbot chanted. “Our Buddhist Way is great and wide. Let him be called Sagacious.”




    The scribe filled out the certificate and handed it to Sagacious Lu. At the abbot’s direction he was given his monk’s garments and told to put them on. Then he was led to the dais. The abbot placed his hand on Lu’s head and instructed him in the rules of conduct.




    “Take refuge in Buddha, the Law and the Monastic Order. These are the three refuges. Do not kill, steal, fornicate, drink or lie. These are the five precepts.”




    Lu Da didn’t know he was supposed to answer “I shall” to each of the first three and “I shall not” to each of the last five.




    “I’ll remember,” he said.




    Everyone laughed.




    Squire Zhao invited all present into the assembly hall where he burned incense and offered a vegetarian feast to the Buddhist gods. He gave gifts to every member of the monastery staff, high or low. The deacon introduced Sagacious to various members of the monastery, then conducted him to the rear building where the monks meditated. Nothing further happened that night.




    The next day, Squire Zhao decided to leave. He said goodbye to the abbot, who tried in vain to keep him. After breakfast, all the monks went with him as far as the monastery gate. Squire Zhao placed his palms together and said, “Abbot, teachers, be compassionate. My young cousin Lu is a crude, direct fellow. If he forgets his manners or says anything offensive or breaks any rules, please forgive him, as a favor to me.”




    “Don’t worry, Squire,” said the abbot. “I shall teach him gradually to recite the prayers and scriptures, perform services, and practise meditation.”




    “In the days to come I will show my gratitude,” promised the squire. He called Lu over to a pine tree and spoke to him in a low voice: “Your life must be different from now on, brother. Be restrained in all things, under no circumstances be proud. Otherwise, it will be hard for us to see each other again. Take good care of yourself. I’ll send you warm clothing from time to time.”




    “No need to tell me, brother,” said Lu. “I’ll behave.”




    The squire took his leave of the abbot and the monks, got into his sedan-chair and set off down the mountain for home. His vassals followed, carrying the other, now empty, sedan-chair and boxes. The abbot and the monks returned to the monastery.




    When Lu got back to the meditation room, he threw himself down on his bed and went to sleep. The monks meditating on either side shook him into wakefulness.




    “You can’t do that,” they said. “Now that you’re a monk, you’re supposed to learn how to sit and meditate.”




    “If I want to sleep, what’s it to you?” Lu demanded.




    “Evil!” exclaimed the monks.




    “What’s this talk about eels? It’s turtles I like to eat.”




    “Oh, bitter!”




    “There’s nothing bitter about them Turtle belly is fat and sweet. They make very good eating.”




    The monks gave up. They let him sleep.




    The next day they wanted to complain to the abbot. But the elder advised against it. He said: “The abbot is only covering up his faults when he says he will attain sainthood and that none of us is his equal. But there’s nothing we can do about it. Just don’t bother with him.”




    The monks went back. Since no one reprimanded him, Sagacious sprawled out on his bed every night and slept snoring thunderously. When he had to relieve himself he made a terrible racket getting up. He pissed and crapped behind one of the halls. His filth was all over the place.




    The abbot’s assistant reported the matter. “That Lu has no manners. He’s not in the least like a man who’s left the material world. How can we keep a fellow like that in the monastery?”




    “Nonsense,” retorted the abbot. “Don’t forget our donor’s request. Sagacious will change later on.”




    No one dared argue.




    And so, Sagacious Lu remained in the monastery on Mount Wutai. Before he knew it, four or five months had passed. It was early winter and Lu’s mind, which had been quiescent for a long time, began to stir. One clear day he put on his black cloth cassock, fastened his raven-dark girdle, changed into monk’s shoes, and strode from the monastery.




    Halfway down the mountain he halted to rest in a pavilion. He sat down on a low “goose neck” bench and said to himself with a curse: “In the old days I had good meat and drink every day. But now that I’m a monk I’m shrivelling up from starvation. Squire Zhao hasn’t sent me anything to eat for a long time. My mouth is absolutely tasteless. If only I could get some wine.”




    He saw in the distance a man carrying two covered buckets on a shoulder-pole. A ladle in his hand, the man trudged up the slope singing this song:




     




    Before Mount Nine Li an old battlefield lies,




    There cowherds find ancient spears and knives,




    As a breeze stirs the waters of the Wu River broad,




    We recall Lady Yu’s farewell to her lord.




     




    Lu watched him approach. The man entered the pavilion and put down his load.




    “Hey, fellow, what have you got in those buckets?” Lu asked.




    “Good wine.”




    “How much a bucket?”




    “Are you serious, monk, or are you just kidding?”




    “Why should I kid you?”




    “This wine is for the monastery’s cooks, janitors, sedan-chair carriers, caretakers, and field laborers—no one else. The abbot has warned me that if I sell to a monk he’ll take back the money and house the monastery loaned me for my winery. I don’t dare sell you any of this.”




    “You really won’t?”




    “Not if you kill me!”




    “I won’t kill you, but I will buy some of your wine.”




    The man didn’t like the look of things. He picked up his carrying-pole and started to walk away. Lu dashed out of the pavilion after him, seized the pole with both hands, and kicked the fellow in the groin. The man clapped both hands to his injured parts and dropped to a squatting position. He couldn’t straighten up for some time.




    Sagacious Lu carried both buckets to the pavilion. He picked the ladle off the ground, removed the covers, and began drinking. Before long, one of the buckets was empty.




    “Come around to the monastery tomorrow and I’ll pay you,” he said.




    The man had just recovered from his pain. If the abbot found out, it would mean an end to his livelihood. How could he seek payment from Lu at the monastery? Swallowing his anger, he separated the remaining wine into two half-buckets. Then he shouldered the load, took the ladle and flew down the mountain.




    Lu sat in the pavilion a long time. The wine had gone to his head. He left the pavilion, sat down beneath a pine tree and again rested for quite a spell. The wine was taking increasing effect. He pulled his arms out of his cassock and tied the empty sleeves around his waist. His tattooed back bare, he strode up the mountain, swinging his arms.




    The monastery gate-keepers had been watching him from afar. They came forward when he approached and barred his way with their split bamboo staves.




    “You’re supposed to be a disciple of Buddha,” they barked. “How dare you come here in this besotted condition? You must be blind. Haven’t you seen the notice? Any monk who breaks the rules and drinks gets forty blows of the split bamboo and is expelled from the monastery. Any gate-keeper who lets a drunken man enter gets ten blows. Go back down the mountain, quickly, if you want to save yourself a beating.”




    In the first place, Lu was a new monk, in the second, his temper hadn’t changed. Glaring, he shouted: “Mother-screwing thieves! So you want to beat me? I’ll smash you!”




    The situation looked bad. One of the gate-keepers sped back inside and reported to the supervisor, while the other tried to keep Sagacious out with his staff. Lu flipped it aside and gave him a staggering slap in the face. As the man struggled to recover, Lu followed with a punch that knocked him groaning to the ground.




    “I’ll let you off this time, varlet,” said Sagacious. He walked unsteadily into the monastery.




    The supervisor had summoned the caretakers, cooks, janitors and sedan-chair carriers—nearly thirty men. Now, armed with staves, they poured out of the western cloister and rushed to meet Lu. The ex-major strode towards them with a thunderous roar. They didn’t know he had been an army officer. He sprang at them so fiercely they fled in confusion into the sutra hall and closed the latticed door. Sagacious charged up the steps. With one punch and one kick he smashed the door open. The trapped men raised their staves and came out fighting.




    The abbot, who had been notified by the supervisor, hurried to the scene with four or five attendants.




    “Sagacious,” he shouted, “I forbid you to misbehave.”




    Lu was drunk, but he recognized the abbot. He cast aside his staff, advanced and greeted him.




    “I had a couple of bowls of wine, but I did nothing to provoke these fellows,” said Sagacious. “They came with a gang and attacked me.”




    “If you have any respect for me,” said the abbot, “you’ll go to your quarters at once and sleep it off. We’ll talk about this tomorrow.”




    “It’s only my respect for you that stops me from lambasting those scabby donkeys!”




    The abbot told his assistant to help Lu to the monks’ hall. He collapsed on his bed and slept, snoring loudly.




    A crowd of monks surrounded the abbot. “We told you so,” they said. “Now you see what’s happened? How can we keep a wildcat like that in our monastery? He upsets our pure way of life.”




    “It’s true he’s a bit unruly,” the abbot admitted, “but he’ll become a saint later on. At present, we can do nothing. We must forgive him, for the sake of our donor, Squire Zhao. I’ll give him good lecture tomorrow, and that will be the end of it.”




    The monks laughed coldly. “Our abbot isn’t very bright,” they said among themselves. All retired to their respective abodes.




    The next morning the abbot sent his assistant to the monks’ quarters to summon Sagacious Lu. He was still asleep. The assistant waited while he got up and put on his cassock. Suddenly, Lu dashed out, barefoot. The surprised assistant followed. He found Lu pissing behind the temple. The assistant couldn’t help laughing. He waited till Lu had finished, then said:




    “The abbot wants to see you.”




    Lu went with him to the cleric’s room.




    “Although you originally were a military man,” said the abbot, “I ordained you because of Squire Zhao’s sponsorship. I instructed you: Do not kill, steal, fornicate, drink or lie. These are the five precepts by which all monks are bound. First of all, no monk is allowed to drink. But yesterday evening you came back drunk and beat up the gate-keepers, broke the vermilion latticed door of the surra hall and drove out the cooks and janitors, shouting and yelling all the while. How could you behave so disgracefully?”




    Lu knelt before him. “I’ll never do such things again.”




    “You’re a monk now,” the abbot continued. “How could you violate our rule against drinking and upset our pure way of life? If it weren’t for the sake of your sponsor Squire Zhao I’d expel you from the monastery. Don’t you ever act like that again.”




    Lu placed his palms together. “I wouldn’t dare,” he asserted fervently.




    The abbot ordered breakfast for him and, with many kindly words, exhorted him to reform. He gave Lu a cassock of fine cloth and a pair of monk’s shoes, and told him to return to his quarters.




    Topers should never drink their fill. “Wine can spur action, or ruin everything,” as the old saying goes. If drinking makes the timid brave, what does it do to the bold and impetuous?




    For three or four months after his drunken riot Lu didn’t venture to leave the monastery. Then one day the weather suddenly turned warm. It was the second lunar month. Lu came out of his quarters, strolled through the monastery gate and stood gazing in admiration at the beauty of Mount Wutai. From the foot of the mountain the breeze brought the sound of the clanging of metal. Sagacious returned to his quarters, got some silver and put it inside his cassock near his chest. Then he ambled down the slope.




    He passed through an archway inscribed with the words: “Wutai, a Blessed Place.” Before him he saw a market town of six or seven hundred families. Meat, vegetables, wine and flour were on sale.




    “What am I waiting for?” Lu said to himself. “If I had known there was a place like this, instead of snatching that fellow’s bucket I would have come down and bought my own wine. I’ve been holding back so long that it hurts. Let’s see what sort of food they have on sale here.”




    Again he heard the clang of metal.




    Next to a building with the sign “Father and Son Inn” was an ironsmith’s shop. The sound was coming from there. Lu walked over. There men were beating iron.




    “Got any good steel, master smith?” he asked the eldest of them.




    The man was a little frightened at the sight of Lu’s face, with newly sprouted bristles sticking out wildly all over. He ceased his hammering and said: “Please have a seat, Reverend. What kind of work do you want done?”




    “I need a Buddhist staff and a monk’s knife. Do you have any first-rate metal?”




    “I do indeed. How heavy a staff and knife do you want? We’ll make them according to your requirements.”




    “The staff should be a hundred catties.”




    “Much too heavy,” the smith laughed. “I could make it for you, but you’d never be able to wield it. Even Guan Gong’s halberd wasn’t more than eighty-one catties!”




    “I’m every bit as good as Guan Gong,” Sagacious burst out impatiently. “He was only a man, too.”




    “I mean well, Reverend. Even forty-five catties would be very heavy.”




    “You say Guan Gong’s halberd was eighty-one catties? Make me a staff of that weight, then.”




    “Too thick, Reverend. It would look ugly, and be clumsy to use. Take my advice, let me make you a sixty-two catty Buddhist staff of burnished metal. Of course, if it’s too heavy, don’t blame me. For the knife, as I said, we don’t need any specifications. I’ll use the best steel.”




    “How much for the two?”




    “We don’t bargain. You can have them at rock-bottom—five ounces of silver for both.”




    “It’s a deal. If you do a good job, I’ll give you more.”




    The smith accepted the silver. “We’ll start right away.”




    “I have some small change here. Come out and have a bowl of wine with me.”




    “Excuse me, Reverend. I must get on with my work. I can’t keep you company.”




    Sagacious Lu left the ironsmith’s. Before he had gone thirty paces, he saw a wine shop banner sticking out from the eaves of a house. He raised the hanging door screen, entered the shop, sat down, and pounded on the table.




    “Bring wine,” he shouted.




    The proprietor came up to him. “Forgive me, Reverend. My shop and investment money all are borrowed from the monastery. The abbot has a rule for us tavern keepers. If any of us sells wine to a monk, he takes back the money and drives us out of our premises. Don’t hold it against me.




    “All I want is a little wine. I won’t say I bought it here.”




    “Impossible. Please try some place else. I’m sorry.”




    Lu rose to his feet. “If another place serves me, I’ll have something to say to you later!”




    He left the wine shop and walked on. Soon he saw another wine flag suspended over a doorway. He went in, sat down and called:




    “Wine, host. Be quick.”




    “How can you be so ignorant, Reverend?” the tavern keeper demanded. “You must know the abbot’s rules. Do you want to ruin me?”




    Sagacious insisted on being served, but the tavern keeper was adamant. Lu had no choice but to leave. He went to four or five more wine shops. All refused to serve him.




    “If I don’t think of something, I’ll never get any wine,” he said to himself. At the far end of the market-place he saw amid blossoming apricot trees a small house from which a bundle of broom straw was hanging. He came closer and found it was a little wine shop. Lu went in and sat down by the window.




    “Host,” he called, “bring wine for a wandering monk.”




    The rustic owner came over and scrutinized him. “Where are you from, Reverend?”




    “I’m a travelling monk who’s just passing through. I want some wine.”




    “If you’re from the Mount Wutai monastery, I’m not allowed to sell you any.”




    “I’m not. Now bring on the wine.”




    Lu’s appearance and manner of speaking struck the rustic owner as odd. “How much do you want?”




    “Never mind about that. Just keep bringing it by the bowlful.”




    Lu consumed ten big bowls of wine. “Have you any meat?” he asked. “I want a platter.”




    “I had some beef earlier in the day,” said the proprietor, “but it’s all sold out.”




    Sagacious caught a whiff of the fragrance of cooking meat. He went into the yard and found a dog boiling in an earthenware pot by the compound wall.




    “You’ve got dog meat,” he said. “Why won’t you sell me any?”




    “I thought as a monk you wouldn’t eat it, so I didn’t ask.”




    “I’ve plenty of money here.” Lu pulled out some silver and handed it over. “Bring me half.”




    The proprietor cut off half the dog carcass and placed it on the table with a small dish of garlic sauce. Lu tore into it delightedly with both hands. At the same time he consumed another ten bowls of wine. He found the wine very agreeable and kept calling for more. The shop owner was dumbfounded.




    “That’s enough, monk,” he urged.




    Lu glared at him. “I’m paying for what I drink. Who’s asking you to interfere?”




    “How much more do you want?”




    “Bring me another bucketful.”




    The host had no choice but to comply. Before long, Sagacious had downed this, too. A dog’s leg that he hadn’t finished he put inside his cassock.




    “Hold on to the extra silver,” he said as he was leaving. “I’ll be back for more tomorrow.”




    The frightened proprietor could only helplessly gape. He watched as Lu headed towards Mount Wutai.




    Halfway up the slope, Lu sat down in the pavilion and rested. The wine began to take effect. Leaping up, he cried: “I haven’t had a good workout in a long time, I’m getting stiff and creaky in the joints. What I need is a little exercise.”




    Lu came out of the pavilion. He gripped the end of each sleeve in the opposite hand and swung his arms vigorously up and down, left and right, with increasing force. One arm accidentally struck against a post of the pavilion. There was loud crack as the post snapped. Half the pavilion collapsed.




    Two gate-keepers heard the noise and climbed to a high vantage point for a look. They saw Lu staggering up the slope.




    “Woe,” they exclaimed. “That brute is soused again!”




    They closed the gate and barred it. Peering through a crack, they watched Lu advance. When he found the gate locked, he drummed on it with his fists. But the gate-keepers didn’t dare let him in.




    Lu pounded a while, in vain. Suddenly he noticed a Buddhist guardian idol on the left side of the gate.




    “Hey, you big worthless fellow,” Lu shouted. “Instead of helping me knock on the gate, you raise your fist and try to scare me! I’m not afraid of you!”




    He jumped on the pedestal and ripped up the railing as easily as pulling scallions. Grabbing a broken post, he flailed it against the idol’s leg, bringing down a shower of gilt and plaster.




    “Woe,” cried the gate-keepers. They ran to inform the abbot.




    Lu paused, then turned and observed the guardian idol on the right.




    “How dare you open your big mouth and laugh at me?” he yelled. He leaped on the pedestal and struck the idol’s leg two hard blows. The figure toppled to the ground with a thunderous crash.




    Lu laughed uproariously, holding the broken post in his hand.




    When the gate-keepers notified the abbot he merely said: “Don’t provoke him. Go back to your gate.”




    At that moment, the elder, the supervisor, the deacon, and other responsible monks entered the hall. “That wildcat is very drunk,” they said. “He’s wrecked the mid-slope pavilion and the guardian idols at the gate. How can we put up with this?”




    “Since ancient times it’s been known that ‘Even a king shuns a drunkard.’ All the more necessary for me to avoid them,” replied the abbot. “If he’s broken idols, we’ll ask his sponsor Squire Zhao to make us new ones. Zhao can repair the pavilion too. Let Sagacious do as he wishes.”




    “Those guardian idols are the lords of the gate,” the monks protested. “You can’t change them around just like that.”




    “Never mind the gate idols,” retorted the abbot. “Even if they were the idols of the leading Buddhas themselves that were destroyed, there’d be nothing we could do about it. Stay out of his way. Didn’t you see how savage he was the other day?”




    “What a muddle-headed abbot,” the monks muttered as they left the hall. “Don’t open that gate,” they instructed the gate-keepers. “Just stand inside and listen.”




    “If you mother-screwing scabby donkeys don’t let me in,” bellowed Sagacious, “I’ll set fire to this stinking monastery and burn it down!”




    “Remove the bar and let the beast in,” the monks hastily called to the gate-keepers. “If we don’t, he’s really liable to do it!”




    The gate-keepers tiptoed up to the gate, pulled the bolt, then flew back and hid themselves. The other monks scattered.




    Lu pushed hard against the gate with both hands. Unexpectedly, it gave way, and he stumbled in and fell flat on his face. He crawled to his feet, rubbed his head, and hurried to his quarters.




    He pushed aside the door curtain and plunged into the meditation room. The monks, who were sitting cross-legged on their pallets, looked up, startled. They immediately lowered their heads. On reaching his own pallet, Sagacious noisily vomited. The stench was frightful. “Virtue be praised,” cried the monks, holding their noses.




    Lu clambered onto his pallet and opened his cassock and girdle, ripping them in the process. The dog’s leg dropped to the floor. “Good,” said Sagacious. “I was just getting hungry:” He picked it up and began to eat.




    The monks hid their faces behind their sleeves. Those nearest him stayed as far out of his way as possible. Lu tore off a piece of dog meat and offered it to the monk on his left.




    “Try it,” he recommended.




    The man pressed his sleeve ends tightly against his lips.




    “Don’t you want any?” asked Lu. He shoved the meat at the man on his right. The fellow tried to slip off his pallet and escape, but Sagacious seized him by the ear and crammed the meat into his mouth.




    Four or five monks on the opposite side of the room jumped up and hurried over. They pleaded with Lu to desist. He flung aside his dog’s haunch and drummed his knuckles on their shaven pates. The whole meditation room was thrown into an uproar. Monks got their cassocks and bowls from the closets and quickly left. There was a general exodus. The elder couldn’t stop them.




    Cheerfully, Sagacious fought his way out. Most of the monks fled to the cloisters. This time the supervisor and deacon didn’t notify the abbot, but summoned all the monks on duty, including every caretaker, cook, janitor and sedan-chair carrier they could muster—nearly two hundred men in all. These bound their heads with bandannas, armed themselves with clubs and staves, and marched on the monks’ hall.




    Lu let out a roar when he saw them. Not having any weapon he ran into the meditation room, knocked over the altar table in the front of the idol of Buddha, tore off two of the table legs, and charged out again.




    He came at the attackers so fiercely that they hastily retreated to the cloisters. Sagacious advanced, flourishing his table legs. His adversaries closed in on him from both sides. Lu was furious. He feinted east and struck west, he feinted south and thumped north. Only those furthest away escaped his cudgels.




    Right to the door or the preaching hall the battle raged. Then the voice of the abbot rang out: “Sagacious, stop that fighting! You, too, you monks!”




    The attackers had suffered, several dozen injured. They were glad to fall back when the abbot appeared. Lu threw down his table legs.




    “Abbot, help me,” he cried. By now he was eight-tenths sober.




    “Sagacious, you’re giving me too much trouble,” said the cleric. “The last time you got drunk and raised a rumpus I wrote your sponsor Squire Zhao about it and he sent a letter of apology. Now you’ve disgraced yourself again, upset our pure way of life, wrecked the pavilion and damaged two idols. All this we can overlook. But you drove the monks from the meditation room, and that’s a major crime. Wenshu Buddha meditated where out monastery stands today. For centuries these hallowed grounds have known only tranquillity and the fragrance of incense. It’s no place for a dirty fellow like you. The next few days, you stay with me in the abbot’s hall. I’ll arrange for you to be transferred elsewhere.”




    The former major went with the abbot to his residence. The cleric told the supervisor to send the monks back to their meditations. Those who had been injured were to go and rest. Sagacious spent the night in the abbot’s hall.




    The next morning the abbot consulted with the elder. They decided to give Lu some money and send him on. But first it was necessary to notify Squire Zhao. The abbot wrote a letter and dispatched it to his manor with two messengers, who were instructed to wait for his reply.




    Zhao was quite upset by the abbot’s missive. In his answer he hailed the cleric respectfully and said: “I will pay for the repair of the broken gate guardians and the pavilion, Lu must go wherever the abbot sends him.”




    The abbot then directed his assistant to prepare a black cloth cassock, a pair of monk’s shoes, and ten ounces of silver, and to summon Lu.




    “Sagacious,” said the abbot, “the last time you got drunk and made a disturbance in the monks’ hall, you didn’t know any better. This time you got drunk again, broke the guardian idols, wrecked the pavilion, and caused a riot in the hall of meditation. That’s a serious crime. You’ve also injured many of our monks. Our monastery is a peaceful place. Your conduct is very bad. As a courtesy to Squire Zhao I’m giving you a letter of introduction to another place where you can stay. It’s impossible for us to keep you here. Last night I had a vision and composed a four-phrase prophecy to guide your destiny.”




    “Where do you want me to go, teacher?” asked Lu. “Please tell me the prophecy.”




    The abbot pointed at Sagacious Lu and spoke. He told him where to go, with this result: Laughing and wielding his staff, Lu fought scores of heroes. Angrily stabbing with his sword, he struck down unfilial sons and treacherous officials.




    What, exactly, did the abbot say to Sagacious Lu? Read our next chapter if you would know.




    



  




  

    Chapter 5


    Drunk, the Little King Raises the Gold-Spangled Bed Curtains


    Lu the Tattooed Monk Throws Peach Blossom Village into Confusion




    “Sagacious,” said the abbot, “you definitely can’t stay here. In the Eastern Capital a Buddhist brother of mine, called the Lucid Teacher, is the abbot of the Great Xiangguo Monastery. Take this letter to him and ask him to find you a job. Last night I had a vision and composed a four-line prophetic verse to guide your destiny. You must remember these words.”




    Kneeling before him, Lu said: “I’d like to hear the prophecy.”




    The abbot intoned: “Take action in the forest, prosper in the mountains, flourish amid the waters, but halt at the river.”




    Sagacious kowtowed to the abbot nine times, shouldered his knapsack, tied bundles round his waist, and placed the letter in a pocket. He bid farewell to the abbot and the monks, left Mount Wutai, put up in the inn next door to the ironsmith and waited for his staff and sword. The monks were glad to be rid of him. The abbot told the lay brothers to clean up the wreckage of the guardian idols and the pavilion. A few days later Squire Zhao brought some money personally and had the idols and pavilion repaired. Of this we’ll say no more.




    Sagacious waited several days at the inn. When his two weapons were finished, he made a sheath for the knife and had the staff painted. He gave some extra silver to the smith, shouldered his knapsack, hung the knife at his waist, took up the staff, bid farewell to the innkeeper and the ironsmith, and set forth.




    “What a tough-looking monk,” people on meeting him thought.




    He took the road for the Eastern Capital and travelled for more than half a month. Lu didn’t stop at any monasteries. He always spent the night at inns and ate in taverns during the day.




    As he was walking along one afternoon he became so absorbed in the beauty of the hills and streams that he failed to notice the lateness of the hour. Suddenly he realized he’d never reach the next inn before dark, and he had no travelling companion. Where could he spend the night?




    He hastened on another twenty or thirty li. While crossing a wooden bridge he observed in the distance, shimmering beneath scarlet sunset clouds, a manor house in a grove of trees. Behind it rose massive tumbling mountains.




    “I’d better put up for the night in the manor,” Lu said to himself.




    As he drew near, he saw scores of peasants busily moving things from one place to another. At the entrance to the manor he rested his staff and hailed a few vassals.




    “What brings you to our manor this evening, monk?” they asked.




    “I couldn’t reach an inn before dark,” he replied. “I hope your manor will put me up for the night. I’ll be moving on tomorrow morning.”




    “We’re busy tonight. You can’t stay.”




    “It’s only for one night. Tomorrow, I’ll leave.”




    “Hurry along, monk. Don’t hang around here if you want to live.”




    “That’s strange talk. Why such a fuss about spending one night? What’s so dangerous?”




    “Get going. Otherwise you’re liable to be seized and bound.”




    Sagacious lost his temper. “Can’t you oafs be civil? I haven’t said a word against you, and you threaten to tie me up!”




    Some of the peasants swore at him, others tried to calm him. Lu raised his staff to sail into them when an old man emerged from the manor. About sixty, he walked with a staff higher than his head.




    “What are you rowing about?” he shouted at his vassals as he approached.




    “That wretched monk wants to hit us,” they replied.




    “I’m on my way to the Eastern Capital from Mount Wutai,” said Lu. “I couldn’t reach an inn and I asked to stay the night in the manor. But these surly louts want to tie me up.”




    “Since you’re a reverend from Mount Wutai,” said the old man, “come with me.”




    Sagacious followed him into the main building where they took their seats as host and guest. “Our peasants didn’t know you were from the place of the living Buddha, Reverend,” said the old man. “Don’t hold it against them. They thought you were an ordinary monk. I myself have always respected Buddha, his teachings, and his disciples. Although we’re busy tonight, we shall be glad to put you up.”




    Lu rested his staff, stood up and bowed respectfully. “Thank you, patron. May I ask you honorable name?”




    “Our family name is Liu. Because this place is called Peach Blossom Village, the peasants refer to me as Grandpa Liu of Peach Blossom Village. May I ask the reverend’s name, and what he is called in the Buddhist order?”




    “My surname is Lu. Our abbot gave me the Buddhist title of Sagacious.”




    “Please have dinner with us, Reverend. Are you a meat abstainer by any chance?”




    “I’m not opposed to wine or meat. The wine can be clear or cloudy. Beef or dog meat, I eat them all.”




    “Since you have no special scruples, I’ll have my vassals serve you meat and wine.”




    A table was set up, and chopsticks laid out. Vassals brought Sagacious a platter of beef and three or four kinds of vegetables. He put aside the bundles which had been tied around his waist and sat himself at the festive board. A vassal warmed the wine and filled Sagacious’ cup. The monk didn’t need to be coaxed. In a trice he finished off both the pot of wine and the platter of meat. Grandpa Liu, sitting opposite, stared at him in amazement. Rice was brought. Sagacious consumed this as well.




    Finally, the table was removed. “Please make yourself comfortable in the wing next door. Reverend,” said the old man. “If you hear any noise during the night, don’t come out whatever you do.”




    “Would you mind telling me what’s going on here tonight?”




    “It’s not the sort of thing to discuss with a person who’s disowned the material world.”




    “Why are you looking so unhappy, grandpa? Has my coming here put you to too much bother? Tomorrow, reckon up what I owe you and I’ll pay.




    “Hear me, Reverend. We give food and shelter to monks often. What difference does one more make? The trouble is my daughter is getting married tonight, and bringing a son-in-law into the family.”




    Sagacious laughed. “Men and women all must marry. It’s an important event in every person’s life and perfectly normal. What is there to be upset about?”




    “You don’t understand, Reverend. We don’t want this marriage.”




    “Silly old man,” Lu smiled. “If you aren’t willing, why did you agree?”




    “I have no other children, and my daughter’s only nineteen. Not far from here is a height called Peach Blossom Mountain. Two chieftains built a stronghold on it recently with six or seven hundred men. They pillage and rob, but the police of Qingzhou haven’t been able to stop them. A few days ago they came to our manor to collect tribute, and one of the chieftains saw my daughter. He gave me twenty ounces of gold and a bolt of red satin as an engagement pledge, and chose tonight for the wedding. He said they would be married here in the manor. I had no way of opposing him. I had to consent. That’s why I’m upset. It’s not that I don’t welcome you, Reverend.”




    “So that’s how it is. Suppose I reasoned with him and convinced him not to marry your daughter, how would that be?”




    “He’s a rogue who kills without batting an eye. How can you make him change his mind?”




    “When I was on Mount Wutai I learned the Buddhist Laws of Logic from the abbot. Now I can talk a man around even if he’s hard as iron. Tell your daughter to hide. I’ll reason with the groom in her chamber and get him to call the marriage off.”




    “It sounds all right, but be sure you don’t tweak the tiger’s whiskers.”




    “I want to live too, don’t I? Just leave everything to me.”




    “That’s fine. How lucky my family is to have a Buddha like you come down from Heaven!”




    The vassals were startled to hear of this arrangement.




    “Would you like some more to eat?” this old man asked.




    “I don’t want any more food,” said Lu, “but if you still have some wine you might give me a little.”




    “We’ve plenty,” Grandpa Liu assured him. He told a vassal to bring a cooked goose and a large wine bowl. Sagacious drank twenty or thirty bowls of wine and finished the goose. A vassal was directed to put his bundles in a guest-room.




    Lu took up his staff and knife. “Has your daughter hidden herself, grandpa?” he asked his host.




    “I’ve sent her to a neighbor’s.”




    “Let’s go to the bridal chamber, then.”




    The old man led him to the door of a room. “It’s in there.”




    “Now you can all go about your business.”




    Grandpa Liu and his vassals went out to prepare the wedding feast. Sagacious pushed aside all the tables and chairs in the room. He put his knife at the head of the bed and leaned his staff against the bedside. Lowering the gold-spangled bed curtains, he stripped to the buff, jumped into the bed and sat there.




    It was growing dark. Grandpa Liu ordered his vassals to light lamps in the front and rear of the house. A long table with incense, lamps and candles was set up on the threshing ground. The old man called for large patters of meat and a big pot of warmed wine.




    Around the first watch the sound of drums and gongs was heard on the mountainside. Grandpa Liu, worried about his ruse, and the vassals, sweating with apprehension, went out of the manor gate to look.




    In the distance forty or fifty torches, turning the night as bright as day, revealed a troop of men, on horse and afoot, speeding towards the manor. Grandpa Liu shouted for his vassals to open the gate wide, and went forward to meet them. The crowding, jostling throng bore gleaming weapons bedecked with ribbons. Wildflowers adorned the hair of the lesser bandits. Four or five red gauze lanterns at the head of the procession illuminated the mounted brigand chieftain. On his head was a peaked hat, indented in front, of pale red, with a lifelike silk flower tucked under it beside his ear. His powerful frame was draped in a green silk robe embroidered with gold thread, bordered with wool, and bound at the waist by a gold-spangled red sash. He wore high-heeled leather boots and rode a big white horse with a curly mane.




    At the manor gate the chieftain dismounted. His men crowded round and congratulated him. “In a shiny new hat, tonight you’ll be a bridegroom. In well-fitting clothes, tonight you’ll be a son-in-law.”




    Grandpa Liu hurried forward with a cup of good wine on a tray, and knelt before the bandit chief. The vassals did the same. The chieftain raised the old man to his feet.




    “You are my father-in-law. You shouldn’t kneel to me.”




    “Don’t say that,” Grandpa Liu replied. “I’m only one of the subjects in the great chief’s domain.”




    The chieftain, who was already eight-tenths drunk, laughed heartily. “You won’t lose out by taking me as a son-in-law. I’m the right match for your daughter.”




    The old man presented him with the ceremonial cup of wine for the dismounting guest, then led him to the lamp-lit table on the threshing ground. “You shouldn’t have arranged such an elaborate welcome, father-in-law,” the brigand protested courteously.




    He drank three more cups and proceeded to the reception hall. He instructed his men to tie the horses to some willows. Several of the bandits began beating drums and gongs outside the hall.




    The chieftain seated himself. “Father-in-law, where is my wife?” he asked the old man.




    “She doesn’t dare come out. She’s too shy.”




    The brigand laughed. “Bring more wine. I must offer you a return toast.” But when he took his cup in hand he said: “I want to see my bride first. I’ll drink with you later.”




    Grandpa Liu was anxious to have the monk reason with him. “I’ll show you to her room,” he replied. Holding a lighted candle, he escorted the chieftain around a screen to the door of the bridal chamber. “This is it,” he said. “Please go in.” He departed with his candle. Not at all sure their plan would succeed, he wanted to get out of the way, fast.




    The chieftain pushed open the door. Inside it was pitch dark. “That father-in-law of mine is a frugal manager,” he muttered. “He doesn’t even light a lamp and leaves my bride sitting in the dark. I must have my men bring him a keg of oil from our mountain stronghold tomorrow.”




    Sagacious Lu, seated behind the bed curtains, muffled his laughter. He didn’t utter a sound. The brigand felt his way to the center of the room.




    “Wife,” he exclaimed, “come out and greet me. Don’t be shy. Tomorrow I’ll install you as mistress of the fortress.” Calling to his “wife,” he groped forward until he touched the gold-spangled bed curtains. He opened them and thrust his hand inside. It brushed against Lu’s belly. The monk promptly seized the chieftain by the head, hat and all, and pushed him down, struggling, on the bed. Sagacious clenched his right hand into a fist.




    “Mother-raping thief,” shouted the monk, and struck him a blow on the neck and ear.




    “How can you hit your master?” cried the bandit chief.




    “I’m teaching you to recognize your mistress,” retorted Sagacious. He hauled him off the bed and pummelled and kicked him.




    “Help!” howled the bandit.




    Outside, Grandpa Liu was paralyzed with shock, for the cry came at the very moment he was sure Sagacious was reasoning with the chieftain. The old man took up a lamp and hurried into the room, followed by a swarm of bandits. They saw a big stout monk, without a stitch of clothes on, seated astride their chieftain beside the bed and thumping him vigorously.




    “Save our chief,” shouted the bandit in the lead. The others rushed at Sagacious, cudgels and lances in hand.




    The monk pushed the chieftain aside, snatched his staff from the bedside, and charged. He attacked so fiercely that the bandits cried out and fled. The old man could only exclaim in dismay.




    In the excitement, the chieftain crawled out of the room, ran to the front gate, and groped his way to an unsaddled horse. He broke a branch from a willow, leaped on the animal’s back and flailed with his improvised whip. The beast didn’t move.




    “Woe is me,” thought the bandit leader. “This horse is tormenting me too!” Then he looked, and saw that in his haste he had forgotten to untie the rein from the tree. Quickly, he ripped it loose, and dashed away, riding bare-back, at a gallop.




    “Just wait, you old donkey,” he swore at the old man as he left the manor gate. “Don’t think you’re going to fly out of this!” He struck the animal another couple of blows with the switch. It scampered pell-mell up the mountain.




    Grandpa Liu grasped Sagacious by the arm. “You’ve brought disaster down on my whole family, Reverend!” he groaned.




    “Excuse my bad manners,” replied the monk. “Bring my clothes and cassock, then we can talk.”




    A vassal went back to the room and fetched the garments, and Sagacious dressed.




    “I was hoping that you would reason with him, persuade him to change his mind,” said the old man. “I never dreamed you were going to beat him up. He’s sure to tell all about this when he gets back to the fortress. Now the bandits will come down in force and slaughter me and my family!”




    “Don’t worry, grandpa. To tell you the truth, I used to be a major in the border garrison of Old General Zhong in Yanan Prefecture. Because I killed a man, I had to become a monk. Two thousand mounted men wouldn’t scare me, to say nothing of a few piddling bandit chiefs. Try and lift this staff, you fellows,” he said to the listening vassals, “if you don’t believe me.”




    Of course, none of them could do it. Sagacious picked up the staff and twirled it as if it were a lamp wick.




    “You mustn’t leave us, Reverend,” pleaded Grandpa Liu. “My family needs your protection!”




    “That goes without saying. I wouldn’t leave if my life depended on it.”




    “Bring wine for the reverend,” the old man called. To Lu he said: “But don’t drink yourself into a stupor.”




    “When I’m one-tenth drunk I can use only one-tenth of my skill, but when I’m ten-tenths drunk I’m at the top of my form.”




    “In that case, all right. I’ve plenty of wine and meat here. Have as much as you want.”




    We’ll speak now of the head bandit. Seated in his stronghold on Peach Blossom Mountain, he was about to send a man down to see how his second in command was getting on with his wedding when a number of brigands, breathing hard and looking very distraught, rushed in, crying: “Woe, woe!”




    “What’s wrong?” he demanded quickly. “Why are you in such a pain?”




    “Our number two chief has been beaten up!”




    The startled leader began to question them. Voices outside exclaimed: “Number Two has come back!”




    The head bandit looked. His lieutenant had lost his red hat, his green robe was ripped and tattered. Number Two dismounted and collapsed in front of the hall.




    “Save me, brother, save me,” he pleaded.




    “What happened?”




    “I went down to the manor and entered the bridal chamber. That wretched old donkey had sent his daughter away and hid a big fat monk in her bed. Not suspecting a thing, I opened the bed curtains and felt around. The lout dragged me down and punched and kicked me till I was black and blue. When our men came to my rescue, he left me, grabbed his staff and went after them. Otherwise, I’d never have escaped with my life. You must avenge me, brother!”




    “So that’s how it was. You go inside and rest. I’ll catch that scabby thief and bring him here,” said the head brigand. He called to his men: “Get my horse ready at once. All of you come with me.”




    He mounted and took his lance in hand. With as many men as he could muster, he rode down the slope. Everyone was shouting and yelling.




    To get back to Sagacious Lu. He was drinking in the manor when a vassal announced: “The head bandit is coming down the mountain with a big gang!”




    “Don’t worry,” said Lu. “As I knock them over, you fellows tie them up and take them to the magistrate and collect the rewards. Bring me my sword.”




    Sagacious removed his cassock, tied up the skirts of his robe, and hung the sword on his belt. Staff in hand, he strode out to the threshing ground. In the light of many torches he saw the head bandit carrying a long lance, riding swiftly towards the manor.




    “Where is that scabby donkey?” shouted the brigand chief. “Come out and settle this once and for all!”




    “Dirty unflogged scoundrel,” swore Lu. “I’ll teach you to know me!” Whirling his staff, he charged.




    The chieftain parried his blow. “Hold off a minute, monk,” he cried. “Your voice is very familiar. What’s your name?”




    “I’m Lu Da, former major in the garrison of Old General Zhong, and nobody else. Now that I’m a monk, I’m called Sagacious Lu.”




    The brigand laughed delightedly and rolled from his horse, tossing his weapon aside. He clasped his hands together and saluted.




    “I hope you’ve been well since we parted. So it was you who gave my lieutenant that drubbing!”




    At first the monk thought it was a trick. He leaped back a few paces and rested his staff. But when he got a good look at the man in the torchlight he saw it was none other than Tiger-Fighting General Li Zhong, who put on a show with weapons in the streets to sell his medicines.




    Li Zhong took Sagacious by the arm. “What made you become a monk, brother?”




    “I’ll tell you about it inside.”




    Grandpa Liu, watching, was dismayed. “So the monk is one of them, too,” he thought.




    Lu went back into the manor house, put on his cassock, then led Li Zhong to the hall to talk over old times. The monk sat down in the middle of the hall and called to Grandpa Liu. But the old man didn’t dare come forward.




    “Don’t be afraid of him, grandpa,” said Lu. “He’s my brother.”




    This alarmed the old man even more, and he continued to hang back. Li Zhong took the second-ranking seat. The old man then took the third.




    “I will tell you my story, sirs,” said the monk. “After killing the ‘Lord of the West’ in Weizhou with three punches, I fled to Yanmen County in Daizhou Prefecture. There I met Old Jin whom I had saved and sent off to the Eastern Capital. He had gone to Yanmen in stead with a man he knew. His daughter was living with a rich landlord, Squire Zhao, who was very respectful to me the day we met. But the police were hot on my trail, so the squire paid out money and sent me to the abbot on Mount Wutai where I shaved off my hair and became a monk. Because I got drunk twice and rioted in the meditation room, the abbot has given me a letter to the head of the Great Xiangguo Monastery in the Eastern Capital, asking him to give me a job. Last night it was too late to find an inn, so I put up in this manor. I never thought I’d run into you, brother. Who is that fellow I beat up? And what are you doing here?”




    “The day after I left you and Shi Jin at the tavern in Weizhou I heard that you had killed Butcher Zheng. I went to talk it over with Shi Jin, but he was gone. Then I heard that the police were after you, so I quickly left, too. I was passing the foot of the mountain here when that fellow you thrashed came down with a gang and attacked me. He’s called Zhou Tong, the Little King, and has a stronghold on Peach Blossom Mountain. I defeated him, and he asked me to stay as lord of the fortress, and gave me the first throne. I’ve been an outlaw from that day on.”




    “Since you’re the leader, call off the marriage to Grandpa Liu’s daughter. She’s his only child, and he’s been hoping she would look after him for the rest of his days. You can’t take her and leave him alone.”




    Grandpa Liu was very pleased. He had food and wine placed before his two guests. Each of the lesser bandits was served two steamed rolls, two slices of meat, and a big bowl of wine. All ate their fill. Grandpa Liu also returned the engagement gifts of gold and satin.




    “Take them, brother,” Sagacious urged Li Zhong. “I’m putting this whole matter in your hands.”




    “That can be arranged,” said Li Zhong. “Please stay at our little stronghold a while, brother. Grandpa Liu, you must come too.”




    The old man had his vassals prepare a sedan-chair for Sagacious Lu. They carried him off with his staff, knife and luggage. Li Zhong rode on horseback. Grandpa Liu went in a smaller sedan-chair. By then the morning was very light.




    On reaching the fortress, Lu and the old man got out of their sedan-chairs and Li Zhong dismounted from his horse. The bandit chief left them to the assembly hall and all three took their seats.




    Li Zhong summoned Zhou Tong to come forward. When Zhou Tong saw the monk he thought angrily: “Not only don’t you avenge me, brother, but you invite him here and give him a seat of honor!”




    “Do you know who this monk is, brother?” asked Li Zhong.




    “If I knew who he was, maybe I wouldn’t have been beaten!”




    Li Zhong laughed. “Remember I told you about a man who killed the ‘Lord of the West’ with three blows of his fist? Well, that’s this monk!”




    Zhou Tong clutched his head, “Aiya!” he cried. He stepped forward and kowtowed. Sagacious returned his greeting. “Please don’t hold our clash against me,” said the monk. The three took their seats, but the old man remained standing before them.




    “Hear me, Brother Zhou,” said Lu. “There are some things you don’t know about this match with Grandpa Liu’s daughter. She’s his only child. He needs her to look after him and carry on the family line. If you take her away in marriage, he’ll have no one. In his heart I’m sure he’s against that. Give her up as a favor to me and choose another good girl. Here are the gold and satin engagement gifts. What do you say?”




    “Since it’s you who ask it, brother, I won’t enter their gate again.”




    “A real man never goes back on his word,” Sagacious reminded him.




    Zhou Tong broke an arrow as a pledge. Grandpa Liu bowed his tanks, returned the gold and satin, and went back down the mountain to his manor.




    Li Zhong and Zhou Tong had oxen killed and horses slaughtered and gave a feast. They entertained Sagacious for several days, showing him the scenic spots in the front and rear of the mountain. Peach Blossom Mountain was quite remarkable. Wild and foreboding in appearance, it had steep cliffs on all sides overgrown with tangled grass, and could only be climbed by a single path.




    “A good place to defend,” said Sagacious.




    Within a few days he realized that Li Zhong and Zhou Tong were not very generous, in fact they were rather stingy. He decided to leave. The two did their best to persuade him, but he refused to remain.




    “I’m already a monk,” he explained. “I can’t become a bandit.”




    “If you insist on leaving, brother,” said the bandit chieftains, “we two will go down the mountain tomorrow. As much as we pick up, we’ll give you for your travelling expenses.”




    The next day pigs and sheep were slaughtered in the stronghold and a farewell feast was laid. When all was in readiness, many gold and silver wine goblets were placed on the table.




    Just as the diners were about to sit down and start drinking, a bandit came in and reported: “There are two large carts and about a dozen travellers passing at the foot of the mountain.”




    Li Zhong and Zhou Tong at once mustered their men, leaving only two to wait on Sagacious and serve him wine. “Brother,” said the brigand leaders, “please have a few cups without us. We’re going down to collect some riches. We’ll join your farewell banquet later.” They left instructions with the bandits remaining with Sagacious and went down the mountain at the head of their men.




    “What tight-wads,” thought Sagacious. “They don’t give me any of this mass of gold and silver they’ve laid out here, but wait until they rob something and present me with that! It doesn’t cost them anything. Only travellers on the public road have to suffer. I’m going to throw a scare into those oafs!”




    He told the two bandits attending him to pour some wine, and he drank two cups. Suddenly, he jumped to his feet, knocked them down with one blow of the fist each, bound them with his sash, and gagged them with knots of hemp rope. He emptied his rucksack of everything except absolute essentials, then swept the gold and silver vessels from the table, trample them flat, and stuffed them in. He placed the abbot’s letter in the bag containing his monk’s certificate, which he wore on his chest. Sagacious hung the knife at his waist, took up his staff and left the stronghold with the sack on his head.




    At the rear of the mountain he looked down the slope. It was steep and there was no path. “But if I leave by the front path,” he thought, “I’m sure to run into those varlets. I’d better roll down here where the grass is thick.”




    He tied the sack and knife together, dropped them over the side, and tossed the staff down after them. Then he rolled down the slope, tumbling all the way to the foot of the mountain without injury. Sagacious jumped to his feet, found his sack, tied on his knife and picked up his staff. He selected a path and struck out in the direction of the Eastern Capital.




    To get back to Li Zhong and Zhou Tong. On the side of the mountain they met the dozen or so travellers. All were armed. The brigand chiefs levelled their lances and their men moved forward. “If you have any sense,” yelled the bandits, “shell out and buy yourselves a free passage!”




    One of the travellers, brandishing a halberd, rushed Li Zhong. They fought more than ten rounds, back and forth, neither vanquishing the other. Zhou Tong, angered, ran up with a shout, the rest of the bandits following. The travellers couldn’t withstand so many. They turned and fled. Some were too slow, and seven or eight were slain. The bandits seized the carts and valuables and slowly returned up the mountain, singing triumphantly.




    When they reached the stronghold they found their two mates bound to a pillar. The gold and silver goblets which had been on the table were gone. Zhou Tong untied the two bandits and asked: “Where is Sagacious Lu?”




    “He knocked us down and bound us,” they replied. “Then he wrapped the vessels and took them all away!”




    “That scabby thief is no good,” said Zhou Tong. “He’s played us dirty! Which way did he go?”




    They searched until they found his prints leading to the rear of the mountain. They saw the flattened grass on the slope.




    “He’s an experienced crook, the scabby donkey,” said Zhou Tong. “Rolling down a steep incline like this!”




    “Let’s catch and question him,” Li Zhong proposed. “We’ll put the rascal to shame!”




    “Forget it,” said Zhou Tong. “There’s no use locking the door after the thief is gone. Where would we look? Even if we talked to him we wouldn’t get our things back. You and I are no match for him in a quarrel, and it would only make things awkward if we ran into him again later on. It’s better to drop the whole business. In the future, if we meet, we can pretend nothing has happened. Let’s open the packages on the carts. We’ll divide the gold and silver and silks into three portions. You and I will each take one. The rest can be split among the men.”




    “He’s stolen a lot of things that belong to you,” said Li Zhong. “Since I was the one who brought him here, you take my share too.”




    “Brother,” said Zhou Tong, “we’re in this together, live or die. There’s no need for petty reckonings between you and me.”




    Reader, remember this well: From their lair on Peach Blossom Mountain, Li Zhong and Zhou Tong plundered and robbed.




    As to Sagacious Lu, when he left the bandit fort he travelled from morning till afternoon, covering fifty or sixty li. He was hungry, but there were no taverns on the road.




    “I set out early with no thought but to travel fast,” he said to himself. “I haven’t had a thing to eat. Where can I find some food?”




    He gazed all around. He heard, in the distance, the sound of bells. “Good,” he thought. “If it’s not a Buddhist monastery, it’s a Taoist temple. Those bells are hanging from the eaves and the breeze is making them tinkle. That’s the place for me.”




    If Sagacious hadn’t gone there, more than ten lives wouldn’t have been lost in the night and a famous ancient landmark on a sacred mountain wouldn’t have been consumed in flames. But the result was: Red fire spewed from golden halls, black smoke curled in jade-green temples.




    To which holy structures did Sagacious go? Read our next chapter if you would know.




    



  




  

    Chapter 6


    Nine Dragons Shi Jin Robs in Red Pine Forest


    Sagacious Lu Burns Down Waguan Monastery




    After crossing a number of ridges, Sagacious saw a path up the mountain through a large forest of pines. He followed it for less than half a li and arrived at a run-down monastery. It was from here that the tinkling of the bells came. Above an arch a faded vermilion sign read in letters of gold: “Waguan Monastery.” Lu proceeded another forty or fifty paces, crossed a stone bridge, and entered the compound. He went directly to the guest-quarters. Its front gate was gone and its surrounding walls had crumbled.




    “A big monastery like this,” thought Sagacious. “How could it have deteriorated so?”




    He went to the abbot’s hall. It was filthy with swallow droppings. A cobwebbed lock secured its door. Lu pounded the ground with the end of his staff. “A passing monk wants some food,” he cried.




    Sagacious shouted for a long time, but no one responded.




    He walked around to the kitchen. There wasn’t any cauldron. The earthen stove had collapsed. Lu untied his rucksack and placed it down before the idol of the kitchen god. Carrying his staff, he went on with his search. In the rear of the kitchen he found a small room in which a few old monks were sitting, their faces sallow and sunken.




    “You monks are very rude,” said Lu. “I shouted and shouted but none of you answered.”




    One of the monks waved his hand. “Keep your voice down.”




    “I’m a monk who’s just passing through and I want something to eat,” said Lu. “What’s wrong with that?”




    “We haven’t eaten ourselves in three days. How can we find any food for you?”




    “I’m from Mount Wutai. Even half a bowl of gruel would be all right.”




    “We should feed you, since you’re from the place of the living Buddha. But what can we do? All the other monks are gone and we don’t have a single grain. We have really been hungry for the past three days.”




    “Liars! I don’t believe there’s no grain in a big place like this.”




    “It’s true that our monastery was once prosperous. Wandering monks came from all over. Then one of them brought a Taoist priest and they took control. They ruined everything. There’s nothing those two won’t do. They drove all our monks away. Only we, who are too old to move, remained. That’s why we have nothing to eat.”




    “Liars! What do a single monk and a single priest amount to? Couldn’t you have lodged a complaint with the government?”




    “Reverend, you don’t understand. We’re a long way from any government office. Besides, even soldiers couldn’t stop them. They’re very fierce. Murder and arson mean nothing to them. They’re living in a building behind the abbot’s hall.”




    “What are their names?”




    “The monk is called Cui. His Buddhist title is Accomplished. His nickname is Cast Iron Buddha. The Taoist priest is named Qiu. His father called him Second Son. His nickname is Flying Messenger from Hell. Neither of them act like men who’ve renounced the material world. They’re just robbers in the greenwood. They only use their priesthood as a cloak.”




    As Sagacious was questioning the old monks he got a whiff of something fragrant. He took up his staff and went stealthily to the rear. There, on an earthen stove, steam was seeping through the reed cover of a pot. Sagacious raised the lid. Millet was simmering inside.




    “You old monks are very rude,” he cried. “You say you haven’t eaten for three days, but here you’re heating a pot of gruel! Monks are supposed to speak the truth!”




    Lu’s discovery dismayed the old men. They hurriedly took away all the bowls, plates, dishes, ladles and buckets. Sagacious was hungry to distraction. He saw the gruel and he wanted to eat, but the monks had removed all the utensils. Next to the stove he noticed a chipped old painted table, covered with dust. “Necessity is the mother of invention.” Lu rested his staff, grabbed some straw from beside the stove, wiped the dust off, picked up the pot with both hands, and poured the gruel on the table.




    The old monks rushed to snatch the porridge. Sagacious shoved and tripped them. Some fell, some ran away. Lu scooped gruel from the table and ate. He had just started when one of the old monks said:




    “We haven’t eaten in three days’. Only today we managed to beg this bit of millet and were making it into a little gruel, and now you’re eating it!”




    Lu had consumed no more than six or seven mouthfuls, but on hearing this, he stopped.




    Outside, someone was singing mockingly. Lu washed his hands, took up his staff and went to take a look. On the other side of a crumbling wall he saw a Taoist priest, his head bound by a black bandanna, wearing a cloth robe tied at the waist by a girdle of many colors, and shod in hemp sandals. On his shoulder was a carrying-pole from one end of which hung a bamboo basket containing a few fish and some meat wrapped in a lotus leaf. A jug of wine, its mouth also covered by a lotus leaf, dangled from the other end. The priest was bawling this song:




     




    In the east are you, in the west am I,




    For you no husband, no wife for me.




    Without any wife I can still get by,




    Without a man how lonely you must be.




     




    The old monks hurried over, waving their hands, and whispered to Sagacious: “That’s the priest Flying Messenger from Hell, or Second Son Qiu!”




    Sagacious grasped his staff and followed him. The man, unaware that he was being trailed, went through a door in the wall behind the abbot’s compound. Lu did the same. Under a green locust tree he saw a table laid with platters of food, three wine cups and three pairs of chopsticks. A fat monk sat in the middle chair. His brows were like streaks of smeared paint, his face was as black as ink. He bulged with muscles. Beneath his chest a swarthy belly protruded. A young woman sat beside him. The Taoist set down the bamboo basket and seated himself also.




    Lu walked up to them. Startled, the monk jumped to his fee. “Please have a seat, brother,” he cried. “Drink a cup with us.”




    “What do you two mean by ruining the monastery?” Sagacious demanded, tightening his grasp on his staff.




    “Please be seated, brother,” the monk replied. “Allow me to speak.”




    “Let’s hear it. Out with it,” Lu cut in, glaring.




    “The monastery used to be a fine place. Its fields were broad, its monks were many. But those few old monks living in the cloisters like to eat and drink and carouse and spend money on women. The abbot couldn’t restrain them. They complained against him and had him expelled. As a result, the monastery has fallen into decay, the monks have all left, the fields have been sold. I and this priest came here recently to take over. We hope to set the monastery in order and repair the halls.”




    “Who is this woman?’ asked Sagacious. “Why is she here drinking?”




    “Please hear me, brother,” said the monk. “This woman is the daughter of Wang Youjin in the village below. He made contributions to the monastery often. But he’s fallen on hard times and has had to sell all of their family property. His daughter has no other relatives, and her husband is ill. She’s come here to borrow a little grain. Since her father used to be one of the monastery’s donors, we’ve invited her to have some wine. That’s all there is to it, brother. Don’t listen to what those old animals say.”




    Lu was impressed by the monk’s polite speech. “Those old monks have been playing tricks on me,” he muttered. He returned to the kitchen, staff in hand. The monks had just finished their gruel and had been watching from a distance.




    Sagacious pointed at them and said angrily: “So it was you who ruined the monastery. You lied to me!”




    “Don’t believe that monk, brother,” the old men responded in chorus. “He’s keeping a woman there right now. He saw you had a knife and a staff. He was unarmed, so he didn’t dare quarrel. If you don’t believe us, go back again and see how he treats you this time. Judge for yourself, brother. They’re drinking wine and eating meat, while we hardly have any gruel. We were even worried that you wanted to eat it.”




    “That’s true,” said Lu. Holding his staff by the lower end, he went to the rear of the abbot’s compound. The door in the corner of the wall was shut. Sagacious angrily broke it open with one kick and strode through. Cast Iron Buddha, or Accomplished Cui, halberd in hand, rushed forward to attack under the locust tree. With a roar, Lu sprang into the fray, brandishing his staff.




    They fought fourteen or fifteen rounds. Cui, no match for Sagacious, could only parry and dodge. Weakening rapidly, he waited for a chance to run. The Taoist priest, seeing this, strode towards Lu with another halberd from the rear. Lu heard his approaching footsteps, but dared not turn his head. Then he saw the priest’s shadow, and knew the man was almost upon him.




    “Now,” shouted Lu.




    Cui, panic-stricken, thought this signalled a blow from the ex-major’s staff. He leaped out of the combat circle. Sagacious whirled, so that he was facing both his foes in a triangle. He fought the pair for more than ten rounds. But he was hungry and travel-weary, and couldn’t cope with their combined strength. He executed a feint and ran, dragging his staff. His adversaries, waving their halberds, chased him to the outside of the monastery. They fought another ten rounds, and Lu ran again. They pursued him as far as the stone bridge. There, they sat down on the balustrade and rested.




    Sagacious continued a long way. When he had caught his breath, he said to himself: “I left my rucksack by the kitchen god. I thought only of escaping and forgot to take it. Now I have no money for the road and I’m hungry. This is a pretty fix. I can’t go back because those two rascals are too much for me. It’s two against one. I’d only be throwing my life away.”




    He dawdled along another few li until he came to a large forest. All the trees were red pine. “A wicked-looking wood,” he thought.




    Suddenly, he saw a man poke his head out of the shadows. The fellow peered at him, spat, then slipped back among the trees.




    “That bird is a robber, or I miss my guess, and he’s here waiting for business,” thought Lu. “When he saw I was a monk he knew there was no profit in me, so he spat and went away. It’s just his bad luck that he’s run into me. I’ve a bellyful of wrath and no place to get rid of it. I’ll strip the lout of his clothes and sell them for wine money.”




    Staff in hand, he hurried towards the forest, crying: “You rogue in the wood, come out, quick!”




    When the man heard this, he laughed and said: “I’m down on my luck and in need of money and he comes to pick a quarrel.”




    He grasped his halberd and bounded out from among the trees.




    “Scabby donkey,” he shouted. “It’s you who’ve come looking for death! I haven’t sought you out.”




    “I’ll show you who I am,” said Lu. Brandishing his staff, he charged. The other fellow rushed forward with his halberd.




    But even as he did so, he thought: “Where have I heard that voice before?”




    “Your voice sounds familiar, monk,” he said. “What’s your name?”




    “I’ll tell you after we’ve fought three hundred rounds,” Sagacious retorted.




    Angered, the man attacked, halberd against staff. They fought a dozen or so rounds. “That monk’s a grand warrior,” the man said to himself admiringly. After another five rounds he shouted: “Rest a bit. I’ve something to say!”




    Both contestants jumped from the combat circle.




    “Really, what is your name?” the man queried. “I’m sure I know your voice.” Sagacious told him. The man tossed aside his halberd and bowed. “Don’t you recognize Shi Jin?” he asked.




    “So it’s you, Young Master Shi,” Sagacious laughed. The two exchanged salutes and went into the forest and sat down. “Where have you been since we parted in Weizhou?” asked the monk.




    “The day after I left you at the tavern I heard that you had killed Butcher Zheng and run away. The police discovered I had helped you in sending off Old Jin and his daughter, the singer, so I decided I’d better leave Weizhou too. I went to Yanzhou, looking for my teacher Wang Jin, but I couldn’t find him. I returned to the Northern Capital and lived there a while. But my money ran out, so I came to this place to pick up some more. I never thought we’d meet here. What made you become a monk, brother?”




    Lu told his whole story from the beginning.




    “If you’re hungry, brother,” said Shi Jin, “I have dried meat and some buns.” He gave them to Sagacious. “You say you left your rucksack in the monastery,” Shi Jin continued. “Let’s go back and get it. If they won’t give it up, we’ll finish the rascals off.”




    “Right,” said Lu.




    After he and Shi Jin had eaten their fill, they took their weapons and returned to Waguan Monastery. As they neared the entrance, they saw Accomplished Cui and Second Son Qiu sitting on the bridge.




    “Come on, you wretches,” shouted Lu. “Let’s fight to a finish!”




    The fat monk laughed. “I’ve already licked you once. Haven’t you had enough?”




    Enraged, Sagacious ran towards the bridge, twirling his staff.




    Cast Iron Buddha was annoyed. He charged down the bridge with his halberd.




    Sagacious knew that he now had Shi Jin to back him up, and this gave him more courage. What’s more, he had eaten heartily and was in high spirits. He fought the fat monk eight or nine rounds. Gradually, Accomplished Cui weakened until he began looking for a means to escape. Qiu, the Taoist priest, saw that Cui was losing. He hurried forward with his halberd to assist.




    Shi Jin bounded out of the forest and shouted: “Don’t any of you try to get away!” He pushed back his broad-brimmed hat and attacked the priest, halberd in hand.




    Both pairs battled furiously. The fight between Lu and Cui was reaching its climax. Lu saw an opening. “Ho,” he exclaimed. With one clout of his staff he knocked Cast Iron Buddha off the bridge.




    The priest saw the monk fall and lost heart. He feinted with his weapon and ran.




    “Where do you think you’re going?’ exclaimed Shi Jin. He caught up and plunged his halberd into the priest’s back. The man fell to one side. Shi Jin placed a foot on him and stabbed again and again.




    Lu sped down from the bridge. With a single blow of his staff he broke Cui’s back.




    Poor ruffians, their lives vanished like a dream.




    Sagacious and Shi Jin tied the bodies of their victims together and threw them into a ravine. Then they re-entered the monastery and took Lu’s rucksack from the kitchen. The old monks, having seen Lu routed and afraid Accomplished Cui and Second Son Qiu would kill them, had all hung themselves. When Sagacious and Shi Jin went through the door in the wall behind the abbot’s hall, they found the kept woman had jumped into a well and committed suicide.




    They searched eight or nine small buildings but found no one else.




    On a bed they saw a few bundles of clothing. Shi Jin opened them. Hidden inside were gold and silver objects. They selected some and wrapped them up. In the kitchen they found fish and wine and meat. They lit the stove, cooked the food and dined.




    Then each shouldered his pack. They tied reeds together into torches and ignited them in the stove. When the flames on the torches were leaping, they set fire to the small buildings in the rear. When these had burned almost to the door, they lit more torches and touched off the main hall from behind. Just then the wind rose, and crackling flames were soon spiralling into the sky.




    Sagacious and Shi Jin watched for a while. The whole monastery was burning briskly. “It’s very beautiful here,” they said to each other ironically, “but it’s hardly a place to make our home!”




    They set out and travelled all night. When the sky was turning light they saw a number of buildings in the distance, evidently a small town. Before long, they entered. They noticed a little tavern beside a single-plank bridge.




    Lu and Shi Jin went inside and drank. They had the waiter buy them some fresh meat and rice, and they cooked these themselves. While dining they told each other of their experiences during their separate travels.




    “Where will you go now?” Lu asked, when they had finished their meal.




    “The only thing I can do is return to Mount Shaohua and join Zhu Wu and the other two leaders,” replied Shi Jin. “After some time there, I can decide what to do next.”




    “Very well, brother,” said Lu. He took some gold and silver drinking vessels from his bag and gave them to Shi Jin.




    The two then tied on their rucksacks, took up their weapons, paid the bill and left the tavern and the town. When they had walked six or seven li they came to a fork in the road.




    “We part here, brother,” said Lu. “I’m going to the Eastern Capital. Don’t see me off any further. You’re going to Huazhou. You take that road. We’ll meet again some day. If you know of anyone coming in my direction, you can have him bring me a message.”




    Shi Jin bowed and bid Sagacious farewell. Each went his separate way.




     




    We’ll talk now of Sagacious Lu. After eight or nine days on the road he sighted the Eastern Capital. Lu entered the city. He found it a noisy, bustling place. In the center of town he apologetically asked a passer-by: “Could you tell me where the Great Xiangguo Monastery is?”




    “There, ahead, by the bridge.”




    Sagacious, carrying his staff, went on to the monastery. He looked it over, east and west, then proceeded to the guesthouse. A servant went in to announce him. Soon the reception monk came out. He was somewhat startled by Lu’s fierce appearance, the iron staff in his hand, the sword at his waist and the pack upon his back.




    “Where are you from, brother?” he asked.




    “I’m form Mount Wutai,” said Sagacious. “I have a letter from my abbot, requesting Lucid Teacher, the venerable abbot of this monastery, to give me a position as a working monk.”




    “In that case, please come with me.”




    Sagacious followed him to the abbot’s hall, opened his bundle and took out the letter.




    “How is it you don’t know the ceremony, brother?” the reception monk asked. “The abbot will be here in a minute. Remove your knife, bring out your robe and mat, and light the incense of faith so that you can do homage to the abbot.”




    “Why didn’t you say so before?” demanded Sagacious. He took off his knife, and pulled a stick of incense and a mat and his robe out of his rucksack. But he didn’t know what to do with them. The reception monk placed Lu’s robe over his shoulders and told him to put the mat on the floor.




    A moment later the abbot, Lucid Teacher, appeared. The reception monk stepped forward and said: “This monk comes from Mount Wutai with a letter to you from his abbot.”




    “It’s been a long time since my brother on Mount Wutai has written,” said Lucid Teacher.




    “Quick, brother,” whispered the reception monk. “Pay your respects to our abbot.”




    Lu didn’t know where to put his stick of incense. The reception monk couldn’t help laughing. He placed it in an incense burner. Sagacious kowtowed three times. The reception monk stopped him and presented his letter to the abbot.




    Lucid Teacher opened the letter and read it. The letter set forth in detail why Sagacious had become a monk and the reason the had been sent down from Mount Wutai to the monastery in the Eastern Capital. “We pray you will exercise benevolence and give him a working post,” the missive concluded. “Please do not refuse. This monk will have great attainments later on.”




    When he finished reading, the abbot said: “You’ve come a long way. Rest in the monk’s quarters. They will give you something to eat.”




    Sagacious thanked him. He collected his mat, bundle, staff and sword, and followed a novice out.




    The abbot summoned both sections of his clergy. When they had all assembled in his hall he said: “My brother abbot on Mount Wutai really has no discretion. This monk he’s sent used to be an officer in a border garrison. He shaved of his hair only because he killed a man. Twice he caused riots in the monks’ quarters of the Wutai monastery. He made no end of trouble. My brother abbot couldn’t cope with him, so he’s shoved him off on me. Shall I reject him? My brother’s plea is so insistent that I can’t very well refuse. But if I keep him here, he’s liable to play havoc with our rules and put us in a terrible state.”




    “Even though he’s one of our brothers,” said the reception monk, “he doesn’t look at all like a man who’s renounced the world. How can we keep him?”




    “I’ve thought of something,” said the deacon. “Outside Sour Date Gate we have a vegetable garden behind the compound for retired working monks, don’t we? The soldiers of the garrison and those twenty-old knaves living nearby are always despoiling it. They even graze sheep and horses there. It’s quite a mess. The old monk in charge doesn’t dare interfere. Why not let this fellow take over? At least he wouldn’t be afraid of them.”




    “That’s good idea,” said the abbot. He instructed his assistant: “When that brother in the guest-room of the monks’ hall has finished eating, bring him here.”




    The assistant went out. He soon returned with Sagacious.




    “My brother abbot has recommended that you join us,” said Lucid Teacher. “Our monastery has a large vegetable garden outside Sour Date Gate, next door to the Temple of the Sacred Mountain. I will put you in charge. Every day the men tending the garden must deliver to us ten loads of vegetables. The rest will belong to you.”




    “I was sent by my abbot to become a member of the abbey here,” said Lu. “Even if you don’t make me a supervisor or deacon, how can you put me in charge of a vegetable garden?”




    “You don’t understand, brother,” the elder interjected. “You’ve only just arrived. You haven’t shown any special merit. How can you be appointed deacon? Overseeing the garden is also an important job.”




    “I’m not looking after any vegetable garden,” cried Sagacious. “I won’t be anything but a supervisor or deacon!”




    “Let me explain,” said the reception monk. “We have various kinds of members. I, for instance, am the reception monk. My job is to receive guests and visiting monks. Posts like prior, personal assistant to the abbot, scribe and elder, are special jobs. They’re not easy to get. The supervisor, deacon, director and manager are custodians of the monastery’s property. You’ve just come. How can you be given such a high post? We also have jobs like master of the surras, master of the halls, master of the rooms, master of alms begging, and master of the bath house. These positions are held by middle-ranking members.




    “And then we have the keepers—keeper of the kitchen, of the tea, of the vegetable garden, of the toilets. These are all overseers’ jobs, comparatively low in rank. If you keep the garden well for a year, brother, you’ll be raised to keeper of the pagoda. If you do that well for a year, you’ll be made master of the bath house. Only after still another year’s good work might you be appointed supervisor.”




    “So that’s how it is,” said Lu. “As long as there’s a chance for advancement, I’ll start work tomorrow.”




    Lucid Teacher let him remain for the day in the abbot’s hall. A notice of appointment was written and posted in the compound for retired working monks, effective the following day.




    The next morning Lucid Teacher sat on his dais and issued the formal appointment of Sagacious Lu to the post of keeper of the vegetable garden. Sagacious accepted the document, bid the abbot farewell, shouldered his pack, hung his knife at his waist, and took up his staff. With two monks as escorts, he went directly to the compound to assume his duties.




    In the neighborhood of the monastery’s vegetable fields were twenty or thirty rogues and gamblers. They made their living by selling the vegetables they stole from the monastery’s fields. That day, when a few of them went to raid the fields, they saw a notice posted on the gate of the overseer’s compound. It read:




     




    The monastery has appointed the monk Sagacious Lu overseer of these vegetable fields. Starting tomorrow, he shall be in charge. Those having no business here are strictly forbidden to enter.




     




    The rascals called a conference of the entire gang. “The monastery has sent a monk called Sagacious Lu to take charge of the vegetable fields,” they said. “He’s new to the job. This is a good chance to pick a quarrel and beat him up. Teach the lout to respect us.”




    “I have an idea,” one of them said. “He doesn’t know us; how can we pick a quarrel? Let’s lure him to the edge of the ordure pit instead, as if to congratulate him, then grab his legs and toss him in head over heels. It will be a nice little joke.”




    “Good. Good,” approved the scoundrels. After making their plans, they went to seek the monk.




    As to Sagacious Lu, on arriving at the overseer’s compound, he put Ms pack and luggage in the house, leaned his staff against the wall and hung up his knife. The lay brothers who worked in the fields all came to greet him and he was handed the keys. The two monks who had escorted him there and the monk he was succeeding as overseer bid him farewell and returned to the monastery.




    Sagacious then made a tour of the vegetable fields. He saw coming towards him twenty or thirty scamps bearing a platter of pastries and ceremonial wine.




    “We neighbors have heard that you’ve been put in charge, master monk,” they said, grinning broadly, “and we’ve come to congratulate you.”




    Not knowing it was a plot, Sagacious walked forward until he reached the edge of the ordure pit. The rascals advanced together, one of them intending to seize his left leg, another his right, and toss him in.




    The result was: A foot kicked out and a fierce mountain tiger was startled; a fist struck out and a dragon of the sea met a sorry plight. A peaceful garden was instantly changed into a minor battlefield.




    What came of the ruffians’ scheme to upset Sagacious? Read our next chapter if you would know.




    



  




  

    Chapter 7


    The Tattooed Monk Uproots a Willow Tree


    Lin Chong Enters White Tiger Inner Sanctum by Mistake




    Among the twenty to thirty knaves who lived outside Sour Date Gate, two were leaders. One was Rat Crossing the Street Zhang the Third. The other was Snake in the Grass Li the Fourth. These two were in the lead as the gang advanced. Sagacious naturally walked forward to meet them.




    The gang halted at the edge of the ordure pit and chorused: “We’ve come to congratulate you on your new post.”




    “Since you’re neighbors,” said Sagacious, “come into the compound and sit a while.”




    Zhang and Li dropped to their knees respectfully. They hoped that the monk would approach to raise them courteously to their feet. Then they could go into action.




    Noticing this, Sagacious grew suspicious. “This gang is a queer-looking lot, and they’re not willing to come forward. Can they be planning to dump me?” he wondered. “The louts think they can pluck the tiger’s whiskers. Well, I’ll go to them, and show them how I use my hands and feet.”




    Sagacious strode up to the gang. Still kneeling, Zhang and Li cried: “We younger brothers have come especially to pay our respects,” and each reached to grab one of the monk’s legs.




    But before they could even lay a finger on him, Sagacious lashed out with his right foot and kicked Li into the ordure pit. Zhang rose to flee, but a quick thrust of the monk’s left leg and the two rascals were floundering in the foul mess together.




    Startled, the rest of the gang gaped, then turned to run.




    “Whoever moves goes into the pit,” bellowed Sagacious.




    The scoundrels froze, not daring to take a step.




    Zhang and Li now raised their heads out of the ordure. The pit seemed bottomless, and they were covered with excrement. Maggots clung to their hair. Standing in the filth they wailed: “Reverend, forgive us!”




    “Help those two dogs out, you oafs,” Sagacious shouted to the gang, “and I’ll forgive you all.”




    The rogues quickly hauled their leaders from the pit and helped them over to a gourd arbour. The two stank to high heaven.




    Sagacious roared with laughter. “Fools! Go and wash off in the pond. Then I want to talk to all of you.”




    After the two gang leaders had cleansed themselves, some of their men removed their own clothing to give them a change of garments.




    “Come into the compound,” Sagacious ordered. “We’re going to have a talk.”




    He sat down in the midst, pointed his finger at them and scoffed, “You ragamuffins! Did you think you could fool me? How could pricks like you ever hope to make sport of me?”




    Zhang, Li and the whole gang dropped to their knees. “Our families have lived here for generations,” they said, “supporting themselves by gambling and begging and robbing these vegetable fields. The monastery paid people several times to drive us away, but no one could handle us. Where are you from, Reverend? Such a terrific fellow! We’ve never seen you at the monastery before. From now on, we’ll be happy to serve you.”




    “I’m from Yanan Prefecture, west of the Pass. I used to be a major, under his excellency the garrison commander Old General Zhong. But because I killed many men, I took refuge in a monastery and became a monk. Before coming here, I was on Mount Wutai. My family name is Lu. On entering the Buddhist order I was given the name Sagacious. Even if surrounded by an army of thousands, I could hack my way out. What do you twenty or thirty amount to!”




    The knaves loudly and respectfully voiced their agreement with these sentiments. They thanked the monk for his mercifulness and withdrew. Sagacious went into the house, put his things in order, then went to bed.




    The next day, after talking the matter over, the rogues scraped some money together and bought ten bottles of wine. Leading a live pig, they called on Sagacious and invited him to join them in a feast. A table was laid in the overseer’s compound. Sagacious sat at the head of the table, with the twenty to thirty rascals lining both sides. Everyone drank.




    “Why are you spending so much money?” the monk asked.




    “We’re lucky,” they replied. “Now that you are here you can be our master.”




    Sagacious was very pleased. Wine flowed freely and the party grew lively. There was singing and talking and applause and laughter. Just as the merriment was at its height, crows were heard cawing outside the gate.




    Some of the men piously clacked their teeth and they intoned together: “Red lips rise to the sky, white tongue enters the earth.”




    “What are you making such a blasted racket about?” demanded Sagacious.




    The vagabonds replied: “When crows caw, it means there’s going to be a quarrel.”




    “Rot!” said the monk.




    One of the lay brothers who tilled the monastery’s fields laughed and said, “In the willow tree beside the wall there’s a new crow’s nest. The birds caw from dawn to dusk.”




    “Let’s get a ladder and destroy the nest,” said some.




    “I’ll do it,” volunteered several of the others.




    Feeling his wine, Sagacious went out with the crowd to take a look. Sure enough, there was a crow’s nest in the willow tree.




    “Get a ladder and tear the nest down,” said the men. “Then our ears can have a little peace and quiet.”




    “I’ll climb up and do the job,” boasted Li, “and I don’t need any ladder.”




    Sagacious looked the situation over, walked up to the tree and removed his cassock. He bent and grasped the lower part of the trunk with his right hand, while his left hand seized it higher up, then gave a tremendous wrench—and pulled the tree from the ground, roots and all!




    The knaves dropped to their knees, crying: “The master is no ordinary mortal! He’s truly one of the Lohans! If he didn’t have ten million catties of strength, how could he have uprooted that tree?”




    “It was nothing at all,” Lu said. “One of these days I’ll show you how to handle weapons.”




    That night the vagabonds departed. But they came again the next day, and every day thereafter, bringing meat and wine to feast Sagacious, for they positively worshipped him. They begged the monk to demonstrate his skill with weapons.




    After several days of this, Sagacious thought to himself: “These fellows have been treating me day after day. I ought to give them a banquet in return.” He sent a few lay brothers into the city to buy several platters of fruit and five or six buckets of wine, and he killed a pig and slaughtered a sheep. It was then the end of the third lunar month.




    “The weather’s getting warm,” said Sagacious. He had mats spread beneath the green ash tree and invited the rascals to sit around and feast outdoors.




    Wine was served in large bowls and meat in big chunks. When everyone had eaten his fill, the fruit was brought out and more wine. Soon the feasters were thoroughly sated.




    “The past few days you’ve demonstrated your strength, master,” said the rogues, “but you still haven’t shown us your skill with weapons. It would be fine it you could give us a performance.”




    “All right,” said Sagacious. He went into the house and brought out his solid iron Buddhist staff, five feet long from end to end and weighing sixty-two catties.




    His audience was amazed. “Only a man with the strength of a water buffalo in his arms could handle such a weapon,” they cried.




    Sagacious took up the staff and flourished it effortlessly, making it whistle through the air. The vagabonds cheered and applauded.




    Just as the monk was warming up, a gentleman appeared at a gap in the compound wall. “Truly remarkable,” he commended. Sagacious stopped his exercise and turned to see who had spoken.




    The gentleman wore a black muslin cap with its two corners gathered together; a pair of interlinked circlets of white jade held the knot of hair at the back of his head. He was dressed in a green officer’s robe of flowered silk, bound at the waist by a girdle made of double strips of beaver and fastened by a silver clasp shaped like a tortoise back. His feet were shod in square-toed black boots. In his hand he carried a folding Chengdu fan. About thirty-five years old, he had a head like a panther, round eyes, a chin sharp as a swallow’s beak, whiskers like a tiger and was very tall.




    “Indeed remarkable,” he said. “What excellent skill.”




    “If he approves, it certainly must be good,” said the vagabonds.




    “Who is that officer?” queried Sagacious.




    “An arms instructor of the Mighty Imperial Guards. His name is Lin Chong.”




    “Invite him in. I’d like to meet him.”




    Hearing this, the arms instructor leaped in through the gap in the wall. The two men greeted each other and sat down beneath the ash tree.




    “Where are you from, brother monk?” asked Lin. “What is your name?”




    “I’m Lu Da, from west of the Pass. Because I killed many men, I had to become a monk. In my youth, I spent some time in the Eastern Capital. I know your honorable father, Major Lin.”




    Lin Chong was very pleased, and adopted Sagacious as his sworn brother on the spot.




    “What brings you here today, Arms Instructor?” asked Sagacious.




    “My wife and I just arrived at the Temple of the Sacred Mountain next door to burn incense. Hearing the cheers of your audience, I looked over and was intrigued by your performance. I told my wife and her maidservant, Jin Er, to burn the incense without me, that I would wait for them by the gap in the wall. I didn’t think I would actually have the honor to meet you, brother.”




    “When I first came here I didn’t know anybody,” said Sagacious. “Then I became acquainted with these brothers and we gather together every day. Today, you have thought well enough of me to make me your sworn brother. That makes me very happy.” He ordered the lay brothers to bring more wine.




    Just as they were finishing their third round, the maidservant Jin Er, agitated and red in the face, rushed up to the gap in the wall and cried: “Hurry, master! Our lady is having trouble with a man in the temple!”




    “Where?” Lin Chong demanded hastily.




    “As we were coming down the stairs of the Five Peaks Pavilion, a low fellow suddenly blocked her way. He won’t let her pass.”




    Lin Chong quickly took his leave of Sagacious. “I’ll see you again, brother. Forgive me!” He leaped through the gap in the wall and raced with Jin Er back to the temple.




    When he reached the Five Peaks Pavilion he saw several idlers carrying crossbows, blowpipes and limed sticks gathered below the stair railing. They were watching a young man who was standing on the stairway with his back to them, blocking the path of Lin Chong’s wife.




    “Let’s go upstairs,” the young man was urging her. “I want to talk to you.”




    Blushing, the lady said, “What right do you have to make sport of a respectable woman in times of peace and order!”




    Lin pushed forward, seized the young man by the shoulder and spun him around. “I’ll teach you to insult a good man’s wife,” he shouted, raising his fist. Then he recognized Young Master Gao, adopted son of Marshal Gao Qiu, commander of the Imperial Guards.




    When Gao Qiu first rose to high office he had no son to help him run his numerous affairs. And so he adopted the son of his uncle, Gao the Third. Since the boy was not only his cousin but now also his foster son, Marshal Gao loved him to excess.




    The young scoundrel made full use of his foster father’s influence in the Eastern Capital. His favorite pastime was despoiling other men’s wives. Fearful of his powerful connections, none of the husbands dared speak out against him. He became known as the “King of Lechers.”




    When Liu Chong saw that he was Young Master Gao, the strength left his arms.




    “This has nothing to do with you, Lin Chong,” said Gao. “Who asked you to interfere!” He didn’t realize that the lady was Lin Chong’s wife. Had he known, the thing would never have happened. Seeing Lin Chong’s hesitancy, he spoke boldly.




    The commotion drew a crowd of idlers. “Don’t be angry, Arms Instructor,” one said. “The young master didn’t recognize her. It was all a mistake.”




    Lin Chong’s rage hadn’t fully abated, and he glared at the rake with burning eyes. Some of the crowd soothed Lin Chong while others persuaded Gao to leave the temple grounds, get on his horse and depart.




    Lin Chong was turning to go with his wife and Jin Er, the maidservant, when Sagacious, iron staff in hand, came charging into the temple compound with huge strides, leading his twenty to thirty vagabonds.




    “Where are you going, brother?” asked Lin Chong.




    “I’ve come to help you fight,” said Sagacious.




    “The man turned out to be the son of our Marshal Gao. He hadn’t recognized my wife and behaved discourteously. I was going to give the lout a good drubbing, but then I thought it would make the marshal lose too much face,” Lin Chong explained. “You know the old saying, ‘Fear not officials—except those who officiate over you!’ After all, I’m on his payroll. I decided to let the young rascal off this time.”




    “You many be afraid of the marshal, but he doesn’t scare me a bit,” shouted Sagacious. “If I ever run into that young whelp of his I’ll give him three hundred licks of my iron staff.”




    Lin Chong saw that Sagacious was drunk and he said: “You’re quite right, of course, brother. It was only because everybody urged me that I let him go.”




    “The next time you have any trouble, just call me and I’ll take care of it!”




    The knaves supported the tipsy Sagacious under the arms. “Let’s go back, Reverend,” they said. “You can deal with young Gao later.”




    Iron staff in hand, Sagacious said politely to Lin Chong’s lady: “Your pardon, sister-in-law. Please don’t laugh at me.” And to Lin Chong he said: “Until tomorrow, brother.” Then he and the vagabonds departed.




    Lin Chong, his wife and Jin Er returned home. The arms instructor was angry and depressed.




    As for Young Master Gao, when he had drifted into the temple leading his band of idle cronies and met Lin Chong’s wife, he had become sorely enamored. After Lin Chong drove him off, he returned unhappily to the marshal’s residence.




    A few days later, his ne’er-do-well friends called. But they found him so fretful and irritable that they went away.




    One of these idlers was an attendant named Fu An, better known as Dried Pecker Head. He suspected what was troubling Young Master Gao,” and later went alone to the residence. The young rake was sitting abstracted in the study.




    Fu An drew near and said: “You’ve been rather pale lately, Young Master. You seldom smile. Something must be bothering you.”




    “How do you know?”




    “I’m just guessing.”




    “Can you guess what it is?”




    “Lin Chong’s wife. How’s that for a guess?”




    The Young Master laughed. “Not bad. The problem is I don’t know how to get her.”




    “Nothing to it. You’re afraid to provoke Lin Chong because he’s a big powerful fellow. But you needn’t worry. He’s under the marshal’s command and is being well provided for. Would he dare to offend? The least that could happen to him is exile, the worst is death. Now I’ve got a little scheme that will put his wife right into you hands.”




    “I’ve met many beautiful women. Why should I love only her? My heart is bewitched, I’m not happy. If you have a scheme that will work, I’ll reward you generously.”




    “One of your trusted men, Captain Lu Qian, is Lin Chong’s best friend. Tomorrow, prepare a feast in a quiet nook upstairs in Lu Qian’s house. Have Lu invite Lin out for some drinking. Let Lu take him to a secluded room on the upper floor of the Fan Pavilion Tavern. I’ll go to Lin’s wife and say: ‘Your husband has been drinking in Lu Qian’s house and has been stricken by a sudden illness. He’s collapsed. You’d better hurry and look after him.’ Then I’ll bring her over to Lu’s place, where you’ll be waiting. Women are as changeable as water. When she sees what a handsome romantic sort you are, Young Master, and you deluge her with sweet words, she won’t be able to resist. What do you think of my plan?”




    “Excellent,” Gao applauded. “Have Captain Lu Qian summoned here tonight.”




    It so happened that Lu Qian lived only one street away from the Gao residence. He agreed to the scheme immediately. He felt he had no alternative. As long as it would please the Young Master, he was willing to forget his friendship with the arms instructor.




    To get back to Lin Chong. For several days he had been brooding at home. One morning he heard someone shouting at his front door: “Is the arms instructor in?”




    Lin Chong went to the door, and there was Lu Qian.




    “What brings you here, Brother Lu?” Lin asked quickly.




    “I’m concerned about you. Why haven’t I seen you on the streets these past few days, brother?”




    “My mind is troubled. I don’t feel like going out.”




    “Come and have a few cups with me and forget about your trouble.”




    “First sit a while and have some tea.”




    After the two finished their tea, they rose.




    “Sister-in-law,” Lu Qian called to Lin Chong’s wife who was in the next room, “I’m taking Brother Lin over to my place for a few cups of wine.”




    The lady hurried to the door curtain and pushed it aside. “Don’t let him drink too much, brother,” she admonished. “Send him home early.”




    The two men strolled down the street. “Let’s not go to my house, brother,” Lu Qian said. “We can have our drinks in the Fan Pavilion.”




    They went to the tavern. They selected a small room and ordered two bottles of good wine and some tidbits to go with it. For a time they chatted idly. Lin Chong sighed.




    “What’s wrong, brother?” asked Lu Qian.




    “You don’t know what’s happened. I have talents but no intelligent superior to recognize them. I serve under little men from whom I have to take a lot of dirty nonsense.”




    “There are several arms instructors in the Imperial Guards, but none can compare with you. The marshal regards you very highly. Who would dare to molest you?”




    Lin Chong told Lu Qian about his encounter with Young Master Gao a few days before.




    “The Young Master didn’t realize she was your wife,” Lu Qian said soothingly. “It’s not serious. Forget it. Let’s drink.”




    Lin Chong downed eight or nine cups. Soon he had to relieve himself. He got up and said, “I have to wash my hands.” He went down the stairs, left the tavern, and attended to his business in a small lane to the east. As he was coming out, he met Jin Er.




    “I’ve been looking all over for you, master,” said the maidservant. “So you’re here!”




    “What’s up?” asked Lin Chong hastily.




    “You had only been gone a little while when a man come rushing over to our house and said to the mistress, ‘I’m a neighbor of Captain Lu. While drinking with him, me arms instructor suddenly gasped for breath and fell to the floor. You’d better go and look after him.’ Our lady begged Dame Wang next door to take care of our house, then she and I hurried with the man to a place one street past the marshal’s residence. When we got upstairs we saw a table laden with food and drink, but mere was no sign of you, master.




    “As we turned to leave, that young fellow who pestered the mistress at the temple the other day came out and leered: ‘Stay a while, lady. Your true husband is here!’ I flew down the stairs. Our mistress was screaming for help. I couldn’t find you anywhere. Finally I met Doctor Zhang, the medicine vendor, and he told me: ‘I just saw the arms instructor and another man going into the tavern.’ so I hurried over here. Master, go quickly!”




    Shocked, Lin Chong without waiting for Jin Er, ran at triple speed to Lu Qian’s house and raced up the stairs. The door was locked. He could hear his lady exclaiming: “In times of peace and order how dare you hold a good man’s wife prisoner!” Young Master Gao was entreating: “Have pity on me, mistress. Even a woman of iron and stone shouldn’t be so cold-hearted!”




    “Wife, open the door,” thundered Lin Chong.




    Hearing her husband’s voice, Mistress Lin rushed to comply. The terrified Young Master Gao pushed open a window, climbed out and fled along the top of a wall. He was gone before Lin Chong entered the room.




    “Did that dog violate you?” demanded the arms instructor.




    “No,” replied his wife.




    In a fury, Lin Chong smashed Lu Qian’s furniture to bits, then led his wife down the stairs. As they came out of the house, frightened neighbors on both sides of the street hastily shut their doors tight. Jin Er was waiting for them outside. The three of them went home together.




    Lin Chong armed himself with a sharp knife and sped directly to the tavern in search of Lu Qian. But his treacherous friend was gone. Lin Chong went to Lu Qian’s house and waited outside the door all night. But Lu Qian did not return. Finally the arms instructor went home.




    “He didn’t harm me. Don’t do anything foolish,” his wife urged.




    “Who would have thought that Lu Qian is such a scoundrel,” fumed Lin Chong. “Calling me ‘brother’ while plotting against me all the time. Even if I can’t catch that Young Master I won’t let Lu Qian off!’“




    His wife pleaded desperately with him to remain at home.




    Meanwhile, Lu Qian hid in the marshal’s residence, afraid to return to his own house. For three successive days, the arms instructor waited for him outside the residence gate, but the traitor didn’t dare show himself. Lin Chong’s appearance was so menacing, no one had the courage to question him.




    On the fourth day since they parted, Sagacious came to Lin Chong’s home. “Where have you been keeping yourself these past few days, Arms Instructor?” the monk asked.




    “I’ve been too busy to call on you, brother,” replied Lin Chong apologetically. “Since you’ve honored me with a visit to my humble home, I ought to offer you a few cups of wine. But we don’t have anything decent to drink in the house. Why not go out for a stroll together and have a cup or two in the market place?”




    “Excellent,” said Sagacious.




    They went out and drank together all day and arranged to meet again on the morrow. Thereafter, Lin drank with Sagacious every day. In time, he gradually set the other matter aside.




    As to Young Master Gao, after he received that fright in Lu Qian’s house and had to flee over the wall, he became ill and took to his bed. He didn’t dare say anything to the marshal about what had happened. Lu Qian and Fu An called on the Young Master at the residence. They found him pale and in low spirits.




    “Why are you so unhappy, Young Master?” asked Lu Qian.




    “I won’t try to fool you two,” Gao replied. “Now that I’ve failed in both attempts to get Lin’s wife, and had that awful scare in addition, I feel worse than ever. If I pass out of this world in three months or half a year, you needn’t be surprised.”




    “Be of good cheer,” the sycophants urged. “Unless she suddenly hangs herself, we guarantee to get you that woman, come what may.” At that moment the old chamberlain entered to see how the Young Master was faring. Lu Qian and Fu An withdrew and held a private consultation.




    “There’s only one way...” they agreed. After the chamberlain had concluded his call and emerged, they invited him to a quiet corner.




    “There’s only one way the Young Master can get well,” they said. “We must let the marshal know and have him order the death of Lin Chong. Then the Young Master will be able to get Lin’s wife and he’ll recover. Otherwise, he’s sure to die.”




    “That’s easy,” replied the old chamberlain. “I’ll inform the marshal this evening.”




    “We already have a plan,” said the two. “We only await word from you.”




    That night, the old chamberlain saw the marshal. “I’ve discovered what’s wrong with the Young Master,” he said. “It’s Lin Chong’s wife.”




    “When did he ever see the woman?” asked Gao Qiu.




    “On the twenty-eighth of last month, at the Temple of the Sacred Mountain. Today is a little over a month,” said the old chamberlain, and he told the marshal what Lu Qian had in mind.




    “H’mm, Lin Chong’s wife, eh? The question is how to put Lin Chong out of me way,” mused the marshal. “Let me think. I can’t let my son lose his life just for the sake of Lin Chong.”




    “Lu Qian and Fu an have a plan.”




    “So? Bring them in here and we’ll talk it over.” The old chamberlain summoned Lu Qian and Fu An into the marshal’s hall. They hailed Gao respectfully.




    “Do you two have a plan that can cure my son’s ailment? If so, I’ll raise you both in rank.”




    Lu Qian stepped forward. “Gracious lord, it can be done only thus and thus and thus....”




    “Very well,” said the marshal. “You may take action tomorrow.” Of this we need say no more.




    To get back to Lin Chong. He drank every day with Sagacious Lu and finally forgot about the matter.




    One day, as the two friends were nearing a lane, they saw a big fellow standing on a corner, a cap with gathered ends on his bead and dressed in an old military robe. He was holding a fine sword in his hand, with a tuft of grass tied to it indicating that it was for sale.




    “No one recognizes its value,” he was muttering. “What a pity for my precious sword!”




    Lin Chong paid no attention and continued walking and chatting with Sagacious. The man trailed behind them, saying: “A splendid sword. It’s shame no one appreciates it!”




    Lin Chong and Sagacious were still engrossed in their conversation. The man followed them.




    “A big city like the Eastern Capital and not a single person knows the worth of military weapons,” he cried.




    At this, Lin Chong looked around. The fellow whipped the sword out of its sheath. It gleamed dazzlingly in the sun.




    Lin Chong was fated for trouble. He said abruptly: “Let me see it.”




    The fellow handed him the sword. Lin Chong took the weapon and he and Sagacious examined it.




    Astonished, the arms instructor exclaimed: “An excellent blade! How much do you want for it?”




    “The price is three thousand strings of cash, but I’ll take two.”




    “It’s well worth two thousand, but you won’t find anyone who’ll give that much. If you’re willing to accept one thousand, I’ll buy it from you.”




    “I need money quickly. If you really want the sword I’ll knock off five hundred and let you have it for fifteen hundred.”




    “A thousand is the best I can do.”




    The fellow sighed. “It’s selling gold at the price of iron. All right, all right, but not one copper less.”




    “Come home with me and I’ll give you the money,” said Lin Chong. He turned to Sagacious, “Wait for me in the teahouse, brother. I’ll join you soon.”




    “No,” said the monk, “I must go back. I’ll see you tomorrow.”




    After taking leave of Sagacious, Lin Chong brought the sword-seller to his home, counted out the purchase price in silver and gave it to him.




    “Where did you get this blade?” the arms instructor asked.




    “It was handed down to me from my ancestors. Because my family became impoverished I had no choice. I had to sell it.”




    “What’s the name of your family?”




    “If I were to tell you, I’d die of shame.”




    Lin Chong asked no more. The fellow took the money and departed.




    Lin Chong turned the sword this way and that. “Truly a beautiful weapon. Marshal Gao is supposed to have a fine sword but he won’t show it to anyone. Though I’ve asked to see it several times, he’s never been willing to bring it out. Today I’ve bought a fine sword too. One of these days I’ll compare blades with him.”




    The arms instructor didn’t let the sword out of his hand all evening. Late that night he finally hung it on the wall, but he was up before daybreak and took the blade down again to admire it.




    Some time before noon two lieutenants came to his gate and cried: “Arms Instructor Lin, an order from the marshal. He’s heard that you’ve bought a fine sword and wants you to bring it to compare with his. The marshal is waiting for you in the residence.”




    “Who is the big-mouthed gossip that reported the news so fast?” wondered Lin Chong.




    The lieutenants waited while Lin Chong got dressed. He took his sword and accompanied them.




    On the way he said: “I haven’t seen you at the residence before.”




    “We’ve only recently been transferred,” they replied.




    Soon they arrived at the residence. In the reception room, Lin Chong halted.




    “The marshal is waiting in the rear hall,” said the lieutenants.




    Lin Chong went with them around a screen wall into the rear hall. But there was still no sign of the marshal, and Lin Chong halted once more.




    “The marshal is awaiting the arms instructor in the rearmost court. He directed us to bring you there,” said the lieutenants.




    Lin followed them through two or three more gateways until they came to a courtyard lined on all sides by green railings.




    The lieutenants led him to the entrance of a large hall and said: “Please wait out here, Arms Instructor, while we report to the marshal. We won’t be long.”




    Lin Chong stood before the eaves of a porch while the two lieutenants went inside. A time long enough to drink a cup of tea passed, but they did not return. Growing suspicious, the arms instructor pushed aside a hanging awning, poked his head in and looked. There, above the door, was a placard with four words written in green: “White Tiger Inner Sanctum.”




    “This is where the highest military affairs are discussed,” thought Lin Chong, startled. “How dare I go in there!”




    He turned hastily. Behind him he heard the tread of boots, the steps ringing sharply. Another man had entered the courtyard. The arms instructor recognized him. It was none other than Marshal Gao. Lin Chong proffered his sword with both hands, and greeted him respectfully.




    “Lin Chong,” the marshal barked. “I didn’t summon you. How dare you force your way into the White Tiger Inner Sanctum! Don’t you know the law? And carrying a weapon! You must have come to kill me! People told me that you were seen waiting outside the Residence two or three day ago with a knife in your hand. Your intentions are surely evil!”




    Bowing, Lin Chong replied, “Benevolent lord, two of your lieutenants brought me here saying you wanted to compare your sword with mine.”




    “Where are they?” cried the marshal.




    “They just went into the hall, sir.”




    “Lies! Lies! No lieutenants would dare enter my official halls. Ho, guards! Seize this lout!”




    Before the order had left the marshal’s mouth, from the buildings flanking the sides of the courtyard over thirty stalwarts came rushing out and knocked Lin Chong to the ground.




    “As an arms instructor of the Imperial Guards, you must know the law,” the marshal raged. “Why also would you enter the Inner Sanctum with a sharp sword in your hand if not to murder me?”




    He ordered his men to take Lin Chong away. Could Lin Chong survive?




    And because of this there was a great tumult on the Central Plains and a wild disturbance on the waters. Peasants had to wear army designations on their backs. Military pennants fluttered on fishing boats.




    Did Lin Chong live or die? Read our next chapter if you would know.




    



  




  

    Chapter 8


    Arms Instructor Lin Is Tattooed and Exiled to Cangzhou


    Sagacious Lu Makes a Shambles of Wild Boar Forest




    As we were saying, Marshal Gao shouted for his guards to take Lin Chong out and execute him. Lin Chong loudly exclaimed that he was innocent.




    “Why did you enter the Inner Sanctum with a sword in your hand?” demanded the marshal. “Of course you wanted to kill me!”




    “Would I dare go in if the marshal hadn’t summoned me?” countered Lin Chong. “I saw those two lieutenants enter the hall! They tricked me into coming here!”




    “Nonsense! What lieutenants are you talking about? This scoundrel refuses to admit his guilt,” said the marshal. And he directed his guards: “Take him to Kaifeng Prefecture. Ask Prefect Teng to examine him and investigate the case. Get the truth out of him, then have him executed. Label the sword as an official exhibit and take it along.”




    Bearing the marshal’s order, the guards escorted Lin Chong to Kaifeng Prefecture. It happened that the prefect was still holding court, and Marshal Gao’s emissary brought Lin Chong to the prefect’s hall and knelt at the foot of the dais. The prefect’s secretary relayed the emissary’s message from Gao Qiu and placed the labelled sword down in front of Lin Chong.




    “Lin Chong,” said the prefect, “you’re an arms instructor in the Imperial Guards. You must know the law. How could you enter the Inner Sanctum holding a sword? That’s an offence punishable by death.”




    “Benevolent lord, you reflect the truth like a mirror. Lin Chong has been grievously wronged! Although I’m only a crude and stupid military man, I’m not exactly ignorant of the law. How would I presume to enter the Inner Sanctum? The reason I went there was this: On the twenty-eighth of last month I took my wife to the Temple of the Sacred Mountain to burn incense. There I caught Marshal Gao’s son trying to seduce her. I berated him and drove him away. Next, he had Captain Lu Qian trick me into going out to drink and got Fu An to lure my wife to Captain Lu’s home, where he tried to ravish her. This too I discovered and wrecked Lu Qian’s furniture. Though Young Master Gao failed to despoil her, I have witnesses to both attempts.




    “Yesterday, I bought this sword. Today, Marshal Gao sent two lieutenants to summon me. They said he wanted me to bring my sword to compare it with his. And so I went with them to the Inner Sanctum. After they went inside, Marshal Gao suddenly entered the courtyard. It’s all a plot to destroy me. Please help me, Your Honor!”




    After hearing Lin Chong’s story, the prefect ordered that a receipt-of-prisoner be issued, a wooden rack locked around the arms instructor’s neck, and that he be held in custody. Lin Chong’s family sent food to him in jail and gave tips to the keepers. His father-in-law, Arms Instructor Zhang, also called at the prison. He spent quite a bit, bribing high and low.




    It happened that in the prefecture there was a scribe named Sun Ding. Because he was extremely just and kindly and always willing to help people, he was known as Sun the Buddha. Learning the facts of the case, he diplomatically informed the prefect what he had discovered.




    “Lin Chong has been wronged,” he said. “You must help him.”




    “But Marshal Gao has confirmed that he committed a crime. He insists that I convict Lin Chong for entering the Inner Sanctum, sword in hand, with the intention of murdering him. What can I do?”




    “Is Kaifeng Prefecture ruled by the imperial court or the family of Marshal Gao?”




    “Don’t talk nonsense!”




    “Everyone knows Gao Qiu uses his position tyrannically. There’s nothing he won’t do. Whoever offends him, even in the slightest, he sends to Kaifeng Prefecture. If he wants a man killed, we kill him. If he wants him hacked, we hack him. We’ve become a mere subdivision of his family.”




    “How can I make things easy for Lin Chong? What sort of sentence should I pass?”




    “From Lin Chong’s story, it’s plain that he’s innocent, although we haven’t been able to find those two lieutenants. Why not have him confess to entering the Inner Sanctum improperly wearing a sword at his waist, sentence him to twenty strokes of the bamboo, tattoo him and exile him to some distant military district?”




    After considering this, Prefect Teng went to see Marshal Gao and urged him to agree to such a confession from Lin Chong. Knowing that reason was against him, and since the prefect seemed reluctant to cooperate, the marshal was forced to consent.




    The very same day, the prefect called court into session. He had Lin Chong summoned, the rack removed and twenty blows of the bamboo administered. The prefect directed the tattooer to place the mark of a criminal on Lin Chong’s cheek. Then he calculated the distance and decided upon Cangzhou as Lin’s place of exile. In full court, a hinged wooden rack of seven and a half catties was placed around the arms instructor’s neck and nailed fast, and prefectural seals were affixed. The prefect issued a deportation order and designated two guards to escort the prisoner to his destination. Their names were Dong Chao and Xue Ba.




    The guards left the prefectural compound with Lin Chong. Outside the gate, many of Lin Chong’s neighbors and his father-in-law, Arms Instructor Zhang, were waiting. All repaired to a tavern and took seats.




    “Thanks to the assistance of Scribe Sun, my beating was not heavy and I’m still able to walk,” said Lin Chong.




    Arms Instructor Zhang told the waiter to serve the two guards with wine and fruit. They drank several cups, and the old man presented them each with some silver.




    Clasping hands respectfully, Lin Chong addressed his father-in-law. “Bad times have befallen me, exalted father-in-law. I clashed with Young Master Gao and the court has condemned me wrongfully. Now I have something to say: In the three years since you generously gave me your daughter in marriage she has never done anything to displease me. Although she’s borne no children, not once have we quarrelled or even grown red in the face. Today I’ve suffered this misfortune. I’m being exiled to Cangzhou and there’s no telling whether I’ll live or die. My lady will be left at home. I’m worried about her. I’m afraid Young Master Gao will try to force his suit.




    “She’s still young. I shouldn’t tie her down. This is my own idea, it’s entirely voluntary. In the presence of our honorable neighbors I want to write out an annulment of our marriage, consenting to her making a new match and promising not to contest it. Only in this way will I feel at ease, assured that Young Master Gao won’t be able to harm her.”




    “What words are these, good son-in-law,” cried the old arms instructor. “You’ve been unlucky and this misfortune has happened. It’s not of your own doing. Today you’re going to Cangzhou for temporary refuge, but sooner or later Heaven will pity you and let you return, and husband and wife will be together again. I’ve got a bit of money. I’ll have my daughter and Jin Er move in with me. Come what may, I can support them for four or five years. I won’t allow my daughter out on the streets. Young Master Gao won’t be able to see her even if he wants to. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of everything. You go on to Cangzhou. From time to time I’ll send you letters and clothing. Don’t get any foolish ideas. Just go in peace.”




    “Thank you, father-in-law, for your good intentions. But I wouldn’t feel right, tying her down. Have pity, father-in-law, let me have my way. Then, even if I die, I can close my eyes peacefully.”




    But Arms Instructor Zhang wouldn’t hear of it. The neighbors also were opposed.




    “Unless I am allowed to do this, even if I succeed in coming back I swear I’ll never see her again,” said Lin Chong.




    “Write out the annulment, if that’s how you feel,” said the old man. “In any event, I won’t let my daughter marry another.”




    Lin Chong then sent for a scribe and purchased a sheet of paper. The scribe wrote as Lin Chong dictated:




     




    Because he was convicted of a serious crime, Lin Chong, arms instructor of the Imperial Guards, Eastern Capital, has been sentenced to exile in Cangzhou. What will happen to him is difficult to foretell. His wife (maiden name Zhang) is still young, and he therefore wishes to annul their marriage. He grants her permission to contract a new marriage and guarantees that he will never contest it. The annulment is truly voluntary and not issued under compulsion. In the event of any doubt, this document shall serve as proof.




    Year... Month... Day...




    When the document was completed, Lin Chong took the writing brush and signed his name below the date, then added his thumb print. Just as he was about to hand the annulment to his father-in-law, his wife, weeping and crying aloud, came hurrying to the tavern, followed by the maidservant, Jin Er, who was carrying a bundle of clothing. Lin Chong rose and went forward to meet her.




    “Wife,” he said, “I have something to tell you. I’ve already spoken to father-in-law. Because I’ve fallen on bad times, I’ve had this misfortune. Today, I start for Cangzhou. It’s hard to say whether I’ll live or die. I don’t want to hold you back in the flower of your youth, so I’ve had this document written. Please don’t wait for me. If you meet a good man, marry again. Don’t delay your happiness on my account.”




    “Husband,” she wept. “I’ve never wronged you in the slightest. How can you discard me?”




    “I mean well, wife,” said Lin Chong. “Otherwise, we’ll only impede each other. You’ll be harmed.”




    “Don’t worry, my daughter,” said Arms Instructor Zhang. “Even though son-in-law recommends it, I’ll never allow you to remarry. He can depart easy in his mind. If he doesn’t return, I’ll provide for you for the rest of your life, so that you can remain faithful to him.”




    The young woman uttered heart-rending sobs, tears streaming down her cheeks. When she saw the annulment document she collapsed swooning to the floor. Lin Chong and his father-in-law hurried to raise her. It was some time before she revived. She wept uncontrollably as Lin Chong presented the document to her father. Women neighbors did their best to comfort her. Supporting the bereft woman under the arms, they escorted her home.




    “Go, and try to come back soon,” Arms Instructor Zhang told Lin Chong. “Tomorrow, I shall move your wife over to my house. I’ll take care of her until you return. You can depart without any worries. Be sure to write to us from time to time, if you find people who can deliver your letters.”




    Lin Chong rose and thanked his father-in-law and his neighbors, placed his bundle on his back, and went off with the guards. Arms Instructor Zhang and the neighbors departed for home. Of them we shall say no more.




    We’ll speak of the two guards and Lin Chong. Dong Chao and Xue Ba locked their prisoner in a guard house, and returned to their homes to pack some things for their journey. As Dong Chao was tying a bundle together, a waiter from the tavern at the head of the lane came in.




    “Sir, a gentleman wishes to speak with you in our tavern.”




    “Who is he?”




    “I don’t know. He only told me to invite you over.”




    Dong Chao went with the waiter to a room in the tavern. He found a man wearing a hat decorated with Buddhist swastikas and dressed in a black silk tunic. On his feet were black boots and plain stockings. When Dong Chao entered, the man quickly rose and clasped hands in greeting.




    “Please be seated,” he said.




    “I have not had the privilege of meeting Your Honor before,” said Dong Chao. “How can I serve you?”




    “Please sit down. You’ll know shortly.”




    Dong Chao took a chair on the opposite side of the table. The waiter brought wine cups and food and fruit and laid them out.




    “Where does Xue the guard live?” the man asked.




    “In that lane ahead,” replied Dong Chao.




    The man called the waiter and asked him for Xue’s exact address. “Invite him here to meet me,” he instructed.




    In less time than it takes to drink a cup of tea, the waiter returned with Xue Ba.




    “This gentleman has invited us for a talk,” Dong Chao explained.




    “May I ask your name, sir?” queried Xue Ba.




    “You’ll know very soon,” replied the man. “First let us drink.”




    The three took their seats and the waiter served wine. After they had consumed several cups, the man drew from his sleeve ten ounces of gold and placed them on the table.




    “Five ounces for each of you,” he said. “There is a small matter I want to trouble you about.”




    “But we don’t know Your Honor. Why should you give us gold?” they asked.




    “Aren’t you going to Cangzhou?”




    “We’re taking Lin Chong there under orders of the Kaifeng Prefect,” said Dong Chao.




    “It’s precisely for that reason that I must bother you two. I am Marshal Gao’s trusted Captain Lu Qian.”




    Dong Chao and Xue Ba immediately greeted him with profound respect. “How can insignificant men like us presume to sit at the same table with Your Honor,” they cried.




    “As you know, Lin Chong has incurred the marshal’s displeasure. The marshal has ordered me to present you with these ten ounces of gold. He hopes you will finish off Lin Chong in some secluded place along the road—it needn’t be too far—and bring back a certification of his death from the local authorities. If Kaifeng Prefecture causes any difficulty, the marshal will take care of it personally. You needn’t worry about that.”




    “I’m afraid it’s not possible,” said Dong Chao. “The official order of Kaifeng Prefecture directs that we deliver Lin Chong alive, not that we kill him. He’s not an old man: How could we explain his death? We’d surely get into trouble. I’m afraid it can’t be done.”




    “Dong, old fellow,” said Xue Ba, “listen to me. If Marshal Gao ordered us to die, we would have to obey, to say nothing of a case like this, when he sends this gentleman with gold. Say no more. I’ll share it with you and that’s that. If we do this little favor, we’ll be looked after in the future. On the road to Cangzhou there’s a big pine forest, a wild evil place. Come what may, we’ll finish him off there.”




    Xue Ba took the gold and said, “You can rely on us, Your Honor. At the latest on the fifth stage of the journey, at the earliest the second, the thing will be done.”




    Very pleased, Lu Qian exclaimed: “Xue Ba is truly straightforward and to the point. When the deed is accomplished, bring back the golden print on Lin Chong’s face as proof. I will then reward you both with another ten ounces of gold. I shall be waiting for good news. Be sure not to delay.”




    In Song times, prisoners who were to be exiled were always tattooed on the face. To make it sound better, the mark was called “the golden print.”




    The three finished their wine, Lu Qian paid the bill, then all left the tavern and went their separate ways.




    Dong Chao and Xue Ba, after dividing the gold, returned to their homes and finished packing. Then they took their official staves, called for Lin Chong at the guard house, and set out from the city. They travelled more than thirty li before calling a halt. In Song days, guards escorting a prisoner did not have to pay for lodging in public inns. Xue and Dong brought Lin Chong to an inn, and they stayed the night.




    At dawn the next morning, the guards lit a fire and made breakfast, and the three continued their journey to Cangzhou. It was the height of summer and the weather was scorching. Lin Chong had not suffered much when he was beaten. But now a few days had passed, and the fiery heat irritated his wounds. He walked painfully, with dragging steps.




    “Stupid clod,” Xue Ba said. “It’s over two thousand li from here to Cangzhou. Who knows when we’ll get there, at the rate you’re going!”




    “I was buffeted a bit in the marshal’s compound, and then, the other day, I was beaten with bamboos. My wounds are paining me in this awful heat,” Lin Chong explained. “Please, sirs, don’t be impatient.”




    “Just take your time,” said Dong Chao. “Never mind his grumbling.”




    Xue Ba kept complaining and cursing all along the road. “It’s our misfortune to have run into a wretched demon like you,” he berated Lin Chong.




    As the day was drawing to a close, the three again put up at a village inn. Entering the door, the guards rested their staves and removed their packs. Lin Chong also dropped his luggage bundle. Before the guards could say anything, he took out some pieces of silver and told the attendant to bring wine, meat and rice, and set the table. Lin then invited the guards to dine with him.




    Dong Chao and Xue Ba ordered still more wine, plying Lin Chong with it until he fell over on his side, wooden rack and all. Xue Ba then boiled a large pot of water. When it was bubbling hot he poured it into a basin.




    “Wash your feet, Arms Instructor,” he said. “You’ll sleep better.”




    Lin Chong struggled to a sitting position, but he couldn’t lean forward because of the rack.




    “I’ll wash them for you,” Xue Ba offered.




    “How could I impose upon you?” Lin Chong hastily replied.




    “Men travelling together shouldn’t be ceremonious over such details,” said Xue Ba.




    Lin Chong didn’t realize it was a plot. He stretched out his legs. Xue Ba seized them and plunged them into the boiling water.




    “Aiya!” exclaimed Lin Chong, hurriedly pulling his feet out. They had turned red and swollen. “I mustn’t trouble you!” he cried.




    “Plenty of prisoners have looked after guards, but how often do you see a guard serving a prisoner?” said Xue Ba. “With the best of intentions I wash his feet, but he has the nerve to complain—the water’s too cold, the water’s too hot.... If this isn’t returning evil for good I don’t know what is!”




    He grumbled and swore half the night.




    Not daring to reply, Lin Chong could only fall over and lie on his side.




    The two guards poured out the boiling water, filled the basin afresh, then went to wash their feet outside.




    They slept until the fourth watch, rising while the rest of the inn was still in bed. Xue Ba heated some water to wash with, and cooked breakfast. Lin Chong, dizzy, was unable to eat and barely able to walk. Xue Ba threatened him with his staff. Dong Chao untied from his belt a pair of new straw sandals with loops and bindings of woven hemp. He told Lin Chong to put them on. Lin Chong’s scalded feet were covered with blisters. He wanted his old soft sandals, but they were nowhere to be found. He had to put the new ones on.




    The waiter added up the bill and the guards led Lin Chong from the inn. It was by now the fifth watch.




    Before Lin Chong had gone more than two or three li, the blisters on his feet, broken by the new straw sandals, bled freely. He could hardly drag himself along and he groaned ceaselessly.




    “Walk! Faster!” shouted Xue Ba. “Keep moving or I’ll help you with this staff.”




    “Have pity on me, good officer,” Lin Chong pleaded. “Would I dare slow down deliberately and delay our journey? It’s because my feet are killing me. I can’t walk.”




    “You can lean on me,” said Dong Chao. He supported Lin Chong. But since the arms instructor walked with difficulty, they covered only four or five li.




    It became obvious that Lin Chong really couldn’t go much farther. They saw ahead of them a wild evil wood shrouded in mist. Known as Wild Boar Forest, it was the first dangerous place on the road from Kaifeng to Cangzhou. During the Song Dynasty, those who had grudges against prisoners being sent into exile often bribed their escorts to murder them there. Who can say how many good men lost their lives in that wood?




    Now, the two guards led Lin Chong straight into the forest.




    “In the whole fifth watch we haven’t even walked ten li,” said Dong Chao. “We’ll never reach Cangzhou at this rate.”




    “I’m tired,” said Xue Ba. “Let’s rest here.”




    The three men walked deeper into the forest, then removed their packs and placed them at the foot of a tree. Lin Chong groaned. With his back against a tree trunk he slid to the ground.




    “Having to wait for you every time we take a step has worn me out too,” said Dong Chao. “I want to sleep a while, then we’ll go on.”




    They rested their staves and lay down beside a tree. But no sooner had they closed their eyes than they leaped up with an exclamation.




    “What’s wrong, good officers?” asked Lin Chong.




    “We were just about to sleep when we remembered that there are no doors and locks here. We’re afraid you’ll run off. We’re worried, so we can’t sleep in peace.”




    “I’m a respectable man. Since I’ve already been convicted, I’d never run away.”




    “Who can believe that?” scoffed Dong Chao. “The only way we can really feel secure is to tie you up.”




    “It that’s what you good officers want, how can I refuse?”




    Xue Ba took a rope from his waist and bound Lin Chong hand and foot and tied him, together with the rack, tightly to the tree. Then he and Dong Chao sprang up, whirled around, seized their staves and advanced on Lin Chong.




    “Killing you isn’t our idea,” they said. “The other day Captain Lu Qian informed us of the order of Marshal Gao. We’re to finish you off here and return immediately with the golden print. Even if we travelled a few more days, it would still be your death march. Doing the job here, we can get back that much earlier. Don’t blame us two brothers. We’re only carrying out orders. We have no choice. You must know: A year from this day will be the first anniversary of your death! We’ve been given a time limit. We must return quickly with our report.”




    When Lin Chong heard this, his tears fell like rain. “Officers,” he cried, “there’s never been any enmity between us. Spare me, and I’ll never forget you in this world or the next!”




    “Empty talk,” said Dong Chao. “You can’t be saved!”




    Xue Ba raised his official staff and swung it fiercely at Lin Chong’s head.




    What a pity that a hero’s life should vanish like a dream!




    There are no inns on the long road to the Nether Regions. In whose home can a wandering spirit rest in the deep of night?




    Did Lin Chong live or die? Read our next chapter if you would know.




    



  




  

    Chapter 9


    Chai Jin Keeps Open House for All Bold Men


    Lin Chong Defeats Instructor Hong in a Bout with Staves




    Xue Ba raised his staff with both hands to bring it down on Lin Chong’s head. But quicker man words can tell, from behind the pine tree came a thunderous roar as a solid iron rod shot forward, intercepted the staff and sent it flying into the sky. Then out leaped a big fat monk.




    “I’ve been listening quite a while,” he yelled. Dressed in a black cassock, he was wearing a knife and carried a Buddhist staff which he brandished at the two guards.




    Lin Chong, who had just opened his eyes, recognized Sagacious Lu, and he hastily cried: “Brother! Stay your hand. I have something to say!”




    Sagacious lowered his iron staff. The guards gaped at him, too frightened to move.




    “It’s not their doing,” said Lin Chong. “Marshal Gao, through Captain Lu Qian, gave them orders to destroy me. How could they refuse? It would be wrong to kill them!”




    Unsheathing his knife, Sagacious cut the arms instructor’s bonds and helped him to his feet.




    “Brother,” he said, “I’ve been worried about you ever since that day we parted, when you bought the sword. After you were convicted, I had no way to rescue you. I heard that you were being exiled to Cangzhou, and I sought you outside Kaifeng Prefecture, but in vain. Someone said that you had been locked in a guard house. Then I learned that a waiter had gone to the two guards, saying: ‘A gentleman wishes to speak to you in the tavern;’ and I became suspicious. I was afraid these oafs would try to harm you along the road, so I followed.




    “When these knaves brought you to the inn, I put up there too. I heard them plotting in whispers. When they tricked you and scalded your feet in the boiling water, I wanted to kill them on the spot. But there were too many guests at the inn and I was afraid I couldn’t carry it off. I knew the rogues were up to something dirty. I was very worried.”




    “You set out before dawn at the fifth watch. I hurried ahead to the forest and waited to kill the two wretches here. They intended to harm you, so I ought to destroy them.”




    “Since you’ve saved me, brother, there’s no need to kill them,” urged Lin Chong.




    “Scurvy knaves,” bellowed Sagacious. “If it weren’t for my brother here, I’d pound you both into mincemeat! Only because he asks it, I’ll spare your lives.” He put his knife away and shouted: “Support my brother, and be quick about it! Come with me!” Taking his staff he set off.




    How dared they refuse? “Save us, Instructor Lin,” the guards pleaded. They again shouldered their packs and took up their staves. Supporting Lin Chong and carrying his bundle, they followed the monk out of the forest.




    After walking three or four li, they saw a little tavern at the entrance to a village. All four went in and sat down. They ordered five or six catties of meat, two jugs of wine and some griddle cakes. The waiter laid the table and served the wine.




    “My we presume to inquire,” the guards said to Sagacious, “in what monastery you reside, Reverend?”




    Sagacious chuckled. “Why do you ask, scoundrels? So that you can tell Marshal Gao how to harm me? Others may fear him, I don’t! If I meet that wretch I’ll give him three hundred licks of my iron staff!”




    The guards dared say no more.




    The four finished the meat and wine, got their luggage in order, paid the bill and left the village.




    “Where are you planning to go, brother?” asked Lin Chong.




    “‘To kill a man you must draw blood, to rescue a man you must see him to safety.’ I still don’t feel at ease about you, brother. I’m going to escort you all me way to Cangzhou.”




    The two guards secretly groaned: “Woe! That ruins our scheme! What will we say when we get back?” But they could only continue the journey, docilely obeying the monk’s orders.




    From then on, they marched when Sagacious wanted to march, and rested when he wanted to rest. How dared they oppose him? In a good mood, he merely cursed them, in a bad, he beat them. Neither of the guards dared say a word for fear of arousing the monk’s ire.




    After marching two more stages, they hired a cart. Lin Chong rested on it, while the other three walked behind. The guards had guilty consciences and were anxious to preserve their lives, so they tagged along cautiously.




    On the road, Sagacious frequently bought wine and meat for Lin Chong, and the guards were permitted to join him. When the party came to an inn, they would retire early and rise late. Of course, the guards lit the fires and did the cooking. Who dared to disobey the monk?




    They conferred worriedly in private. “We’ve become the prisoners and the monk the escort. When we get back, Marshal Gao will surely punish us.”




    “I’ve heard that a newly arrived monk has been put in charge of the Great Xiangguo Monastery’s vegetable fields,” said Xue Ba. “He’s called Sagacious Lu. This must be the man. Let’s tell the truth when we get back. We’ll say that we wanted to finish Lin Chong off in Wild Boar Forest, but that the monk rescued him and went with us all the way to Cangzhou. That was why we couldn’t do the job. We’ll return the ten ounces of gold to Captain Lu Qian. Let him settle accounts with the monk himself! All you and I want is to be clear of the whole thing.”




    “My feelings exactly,” said Dong Chao.




    Of their discussion we shall say no more.




    To make a long story short, they marched for seventeen or eighteen days, with the monk never relaxing his watch over the two guards. Soon they were only about seventy li from Cangzhou. It was a well-travelled road the rest of the way, with no desolate stretches. After inquiring to make sure of this, Sagacious led the party into a pine grove to rest.




    “Brother,” he said to Lin Chong, “From here to Cangzhou is not far. There are plenty of people on the road and no deserted places. I’ve already checked on it. I’ll part with you here. Some day we’ll meet again.”




    “Go back, brother. Let my father-in-law know I’m all right,” said Lin Chong. “If I live, I’ll repay you for your gracious protection in full.”




    Sagacious took out a score or more ounces of silver and gave them to Lin Chong, then handed two or three ounces to the guards.




    “Scurvy knaves! Originally I was going to cut your heads off along the road. Out of courtesy to my brother I’ve spared your paltry lives. The journey is nearly over. Don’t get any evil ideas!”




    “Would we dare? It was all Marshal Gao’s doing,” they replied, and accepted the silver.




    As they turned to leave, Sagacious glared and shouted: “Wretches! Are your heads harder than this pine tree?”




    “We humble servants have heads only of the flesh and skin our parents gave us, wrapped around a few bones.”




    Sagacious raised his iron staff and struck the tree a mighty blow, cutting a gash two inches deep. The pine folded over neatly and fell.




    “Scurvy knaves,” roared the monk. “If you get any wrong ideas, I’ll clout your heads like I did this pine!”




    Dragging his iron staff and swinging his other arm, Sagacious walked off, calling: “Take care of yourself, brother.”




    The two guards stuck out their tongues in astonishment. It was some time before they remembered to retract them.




    “Let’s go, good officers,” said Lin Chong.




    “Terrific,” exclaimed the guards. “With one blow he snaps a tree in half!”




    “That’s nothing,” said Lin Chong. “Back in the monastery, he pulled a willow tree up by the roots!”




    The two guards wagged their heads. This confirmed their guess about the monk’s identity.




    Leaving the grove, the three continued walking until noon. Down the highway they observed a tavern. They entered, and Lin Chong invited the guards to sit at the head of the table. Dong and Xue relaxed for the first time that day.




    The tavern contained several tables, and the four or five waiters were busy rushing from one to another serving food and drink. Lin Chong and the guards sat for nearly an hour, but no one came to take their order.




    Finally, Lin Chong pounded on the table and shouted impatiently: “Ho, tavern keeper, how dare you abuse a customer? You see that I’m a prisoner, so you ignore me! I can pay for what we eat. What’s the meaning of this?”




    “You don’t understand,” said the tavern keeper. “My intentions were good.”




    “You don’t sell me wine or meat. What’s good-intentioned about that?”




    “You don’t understand. In our village there’s a wealthy man called Chai Jin, known in these parts as Lord Chai. In the fraternity of bold men, all address him as Small Whirlwind. He’s descendant of the Later Zhou Dynasty royal family. When the last Later Zhou emperor surrendered his throne, the first Song emperor bestowed on Chai’s ancestors a ‘Wrought Iron Pledge’. Since then, no one has dared to molest his family.




    “Chai Jin makes a practice of welcoming all bold men. He’s always supporting forty or fifty of them in his home. He’s left instructions with us at the tavern: ‘Tell any prisoner on route to exile to come to my manor. I will help him with money.’ If I sold you meat and drink today and you ate until you were red in the face, he would say that you have money and don’t need his help. My intentions were good.”




    Lin Chong turned to the guards. “When I was giving arms instruction to the soldiers in the Eastern Capital, I often heard military men speak of Lord Chai. So this is where he comes from! Why don’t we pay him a call?”




    Xue Ba and Dong Chao thought it over, then said: “Since we’re already here, what have we got to lose?”




    They collected their luggage and asked the tavern keeper: “Where is Lord Chai’s manor? We want to visit him.”




    “Go straight ahead for about three li until you cross a big stone bridge. One or two turns, and you’ll see a large estate. That’s it.”




    Lin Chong and the guards thanked the tavern keeper and set out. After marching about three li, sure enough, they came to a big stone bridge. They crossed to the other side where they found a smooth broad road. In the distance, amid many green willows, they could see the outlines of a manor. A wide moat, flowing around the four sides, was fringed on both banks by large weeping willows. Through the trees, the white outer wall of the manor was faintly visible.




    After a few more turns down the road, they neared the entrance. Four or five vassals were sitting on a plank bridge, enjoying the cool breeze. Lin Chong and the guards approached and bowed to the vassals. The arms instructor asked: “Could I trouble you to report to Lord Chai that a prisoner named Lin, on his way to exile from the capital, requests to see him?”




    “You’re out of luck,” said the vassals. “If His Lordship were at home, you’d receive wine and food and money. But he left this morning to go hunting.”




    “When will he return?”




    “Hard to say. Probably he’s resting at the eastern manor, but maybe not. We can’t tell you for sure.”




    “That’s my misfortune. I won’t be able to meet him. Let’s go back,” said Lin Chong to the guards.




    The three men took leave of the vassals and returned along the same road on which they had come. Lin Chong felt very depressed.




    They walked more than half a li. Far off they saw a column of horsemen dash out of a grove and come galloping in the direction of the estate. On a snow-white steed with a curly mane rode a noble-looking gentleman. He had the brows of a dragon and the eyes of a phoenix, gleaming white teeth and ruble red lips. Drooping mustaches framed his mouth, below which was a slim goatee. About thirty-five years of age, he wore a black flowered silk hat with curled-up corners, and was dressed in a figured purple gown with designs embroidered on the chest. Around his waist was a handsome girdle inlaid with precious jade. On his feet were black boots with green stripes and filigreed gold thread. He carried a bow and a quiver of arrows.




    The long line of riders raced towards the manor.




    “Can that be Lord Chai?” Lin Chong wondered. But he didn’t dare to ask.




    The young nobleman turned his white horse out of the column and trotted up to Lin Chong.




    “Who is this gentleman wearing the rack?” the nobleman asked.




    Lin quickly bowed and replied: “Your humble servant is called Lin Chong, formerly an arms instructor in the Eastern Capital’s Imperial Guards. Because I offended Marshal Gao, he invented an excuse to send me to Kaifeng Prefecture and have me sentenced to exile in Cangzhou. We were told at the village tavern that the gallant hero who lives here, Lord Chai, keeps open house for men of talent. But my luck was poor and I was unable to find him.”




    Leaping from his saddle, the gentleman rushed forward, crying: “I am Chai Jin. A thousand apologies for not being at home to welcome you!” He fell to his knees on the grass and clasped his hands in salute.




    Lin Chong hastily returned the courtesy. The gentleman took him by the hand and led him towards the manor. The vassals saw them coming and pushed wide the gates. Chai Jin led Lin Chong directly to the ceremonial hall, where the two men again exchanged obeisances.




    “I have long known of your fame,” said Chai Jin, “Who would have thought that today you would come to our humble place! To be able to gaze on your respected countenance is one of the happiest events of my life!”




    “Your Lordship’s name is honored everywhere. It is revered by all. I never thought that because I was convicted and was passing here on my way to exile I would have the joy of meeting you!”




    At Chai Jin’s insistence, Lin Chong took the chair of honor at the table. Xue Ba and Dong Chao also were seated. The men who had accompanied Chai Jin on the hunt led their horses into the rear compound and retired. Of them we shall say no more.




    Chai Jin ordered his vassals to bring wine. Before long they served a platter of meat and one of griddle cakes and a pot of warmed wine. Then came another platter heaped with rice. On top of the rice were ten strings of cash.




    “These rustics don’t recognize a man of quality,” said Chai Jin. “How can they value the arms instructor so lightly? Ho! Take these things back. Bring fine fruit and wine. Slaughter a sheep. Be quick.”




    “Please, no more, Your Lordship,” protested Lin Chong, rising politely. “This is quite enough.”




    “You mustn’t say that. It’s a rare privilege to have you here. We can’t be remiss in courtesy.”




    The vassals soon came rushing in with fruit and wine. Chai Jin stood up and handed out three full goblets. Lin Chong thanked him and drained his cup. The two guards also drank.




    “Excuse me a moment, Arms Instructor,” said Chai Jin.




    He took off his bow bag and quiver of arrows, went over to the guards and asked them to down a drink with him. Then he seated himself in the host’s chair. Lin Chong occupied the chair of the guest of honor. The two guards sat beside him. All chatted idly for a time of bold adventures and feats of arms.




    Before they knew it, the sun had sunk in the west. Wine, food, fruit and delicacies from the sea were set upon the table. Toasting each guest personally, Chai Jin drank three rounds. Then he resumed his seat and called: “Bring the soup.”




    After the soup was consumed, and six or seven more goblets of wine, a vassal entered and announced: “The teacher has come.”




    “Good. Invite him to sit with us and meet our guests,” said Chai Jin. “Bring another setting.”




    The new arrival entered and Lin Chong rose to greet him. Cap tilted to one side, chest protruding, the man swaggered into the hall. “That vassal referred to him as teacher,” thought Lin Chong. “He must be His Lordship’s arms teacher.” Hastily bowing, the arms instructor intoned: “Lin Chong tenders his respects.”




    Completely ignoring him, the man did not return his salutation. Lin Chong dared not raise his head.




    Chai Jin said to the man, whom he called Arms instructor Hong: “This is Arms Instructor Lin who teaches the art of spears and staves in the Eastern Capital’s Imperial Guards. You two should know each other.”




    Lin Chong immediately dropped to his knees and kowtowed.




    Arms Instructor Hong said brusquely: “Don’t kowtow. Get up.” He himself didn’t even bow.




    Chai Jin was annoyed. Lin Chong kowtowed twice, then rose and begged Hong to be seated. Without even a pretence of courtesy, the fellow promptly took the guest of honor’s chair. Chai Jin was quite displeased. Lin Chong slipped into the next seat. The two guards sat down beside him.




    “Why is Your Lordship so courteous to an exiled man?” Arms Instructor Hong asked.




    “This gentleman is not an ordinary person. He’s an arms instructor in the Mighty Imperial Guards. How can you regard him lightly, Teacher?”




    “Because Your Lordship is fond of feats of arms, these exiled men are always coming to enjoy your bounty. Anyone who says: ‘I’m an arms instructor in spears and staves,’ can call at the manor and get food and drink and money and rice! Your Lordship is too gullible.”




    Lin Chong said nothing, but Chai Jin retorted: “It’s difficult to tell from appearances. You shouldn’t underestimate him.”




    Stung by this last remark, Hong leaped to his feet. “I don’t believe him. If he dares to take me on in a bout with staves, then I’ll admit he’s genuine arms instructor!”




    Chai Jin laughed. “Not a bad idea. Arms Instructor Lin, what do you say?”




    “Your humble servant couldn’t presume to such a thing,” said Lin Chong.




    Hong thought to himself: “He doesn’t know how to fight, that’s sure. He’s afraid.” And so he insisted that Lin Chong accept his challenge.




    Chai Jin not only wanted to see an exhibition of Lin’s skill, he wanted him to beat Hong and shut the oaf’s mouth. “Bring wine,” he called. “We’ll drink first. The match can wait till the moon is high.”




    By the time they had consumed another six or seven rounds, the moon had risen and was shining in with such brilliance that the hall was as bright as day. Chai Jin stood up and said: “Arms Instructors, please give us a bout.”




    Lin Chong thought to himself: “This Instructor Hong must be Chai Jin’s arms teacher. If I beat him, His Lordship will lost face.”




    Observing Lin Chong’s hesitation, Chai Jin said: “Instructor Hong has not been here long either. No one has taken him on. Please don’t refuse, Master Lin. I am most eager to see the skill of you two instructors.” Chai Jin said this to indicate that Lin need have no fears of offending him, and that he should not hold back.




    Lin Chong at last felt reassured.




    “Come on, come on,” cried Hong, rising. “I’ll give you a bout with staves!”




    Everyone surged out of the hall into the courtyard. Vassals brought a bundle of wooden staves and laid them on the ground. Hong removed his outer robe and tied up his skirts. Selecting a staff, he struck a fighting pose.




    “Come on, come on,” he urged.




    “Instructor Lin,” said Chai Jin, “please start the bout.”




    “Don’t laugh at my clumsiness, Your Lordship,” Lin Chong begged. He chose a staff and said to Hong: “Master, please teach me.”




    Hong glared as if wanting to swallow him down in one gulp. Lin Chong advanced holding the staff extended in both hands. Hong rapped his staff sharply on the ground and rushed at Lin.




    After the two arms instructors had fought four or five rounds in the bright moonlight, Lin Chong leaped out of the combat circle. “Halt the bout,” he cried.




    “Why won’t you show us your skill, Instructor?” queried Chai Jin.




    “I’ve lost,” said Lin.




    “But you haven’t fought to a conclusion. How can you say you’ve lost?”




    “If I have to fight with this rack around my neck, I may just as well consider myself defeated.”




    “How thoughtless of me,” Chai Jin laughed. “That can be remedied easily enough.”




    He directed his vassals to fetch ten ounces of silver. When the money was brought he said to the two guards: “May I trouble you to take Lin Chong’s rack off temporarily? If there’s any question raised about this when you arrive at the Cangzhou Prison, I will bear all responsibility. Divide these ten ounces between you.”




    Chai Jin looked so lofty and dignified that the guards didn’t dare refuse. They wanted to stay in Chai’s good graces and wanted the silver as well. Since there was no danger of Lin Chong running away, Xue Ba removed the wooden collar from his neck.




    “Now the two masters can continue their match,” said Chai Jin joyfully.




    Because Lin’s tactics had been cautious, Hong regarded him with scorn. Raising his staff, he prepared to resume combat.




    “Just a moment,” Chai Jin exclaimed. He ordered his vassals to bring an ingot of silver weighing twenty-five ounces. In no time at all, the ingot was produced.




    “A match between you two instructors is no ordinary contest,” said Chai Jin. “Whoever wins gets this silver as a prize.” He was hoping in this way to encourage Lin Chong to display his skill. Deliberately, he tossed the ingot on the ground.




    Hong was very annoyed that Lin Chong had come, and he coveted the big piece of silver. What’s more, he was worried that a defeat would lower his prestige. Vigorously, he struck a fighting pose, then executed an opening flourish called “lifting the torch to sear the heavens.”




    “His Lordship wants me to defeat him,” thought Lin Chong. First holding his staff level, he performed a move called “separating the grass to find the snake.”




    “Come on, come on,” yelled Hong.




    He swung his staff downwards. Lin dodged back. Hong pressed forward another pace. Raising his staff, he again chopped down. Lin Chong saw that he was off balance and brought his staff sweeping upwards from the ground. Hong had no time to recover. He tried to twist out of the way, but Lin’s staff cracked him hard on the shin bones. Hong dropped his staff and fell heavily.




    Delighted, Chai Jin called for wine and presented Lin Chong with a congratulatory goblet. The watchers all laughed. Hong struggled but was unable to rise to his feet. Grinning vassals helped him up. Hong, shamefaced, limped away and left the manor.




    Chai took Lin Chong by the hand and led him into the rear hall and feasted him with wine. He directed vassals to present Lin with the prize. Lin tried to refuse, but his host insisted, and finally he was compelled to accept.




    Chai Jin kept Lin Chong at the manor for several days, entertaining him daily with excellent wines and delicious food. After another six or seven days, since the guards were pressing Lin to leave, Chai gave him a farewell banquet. He also wrote two letters which he handed to the arms instructor.




    “The prefect of Cangzhou is a good friend of mine,” he said, “I’m also on intimate terms with both the warden and head keeper of the garrison prison. Give these letters to them and they’ll be sure to treat you well.”




    He presented Lin Chong with another ingot of twenty-five ounces of silver, and bestowed five ounces on the two guards. They feasted all night.




    Early the next morning, after breakfast, Chai Jin directed a few vassals to go with them and carry their luggage. The rack was again fastened around Lin Chong’s neck. Chai Jin accompanied the party to the manor gate.




    “I will send someone with winter clothing for you in a few days,” he said to Lin Chong in parting.




    “I don’t know how to express my gratitude to Your Lordship,”’ said Lin Chong. The guards also thanked Chai Jin, then the three departed for Cangzhou. They arrived about noon and sent the luggage bearers back. The guards went directly to the prefecture and presented their order of exile to an official, who immediately brought Lin Chong before the prefect. Accepting custody of the arms instructor, the prefect issued a receipt and wrote out an order committing Lin Chong to prison. The guards bade Lin farewell and departed for the Eastern Capital. Of them we shall say no more.




    We’ll tell of Lin Chong after he was escorted to the prison. He was placed in a room by himself and directed to await registration. The other prisoners came to see him.




    “The warden and the head keeper here are very bad,” they said. “They only want to extort money. If you can bribe them, they treat you well. If you have no money, they throw you in the dungeon where you pray for life and long for death, both in vain! If their palms are greased, you can avoid the hundred blows they give all new prisoners to beat discipline into them. You need only say you’re ill and the matter will be postponed indefinitely. Otherwise, it’s a hundred strokes that will leave you more dead than alive.”




    “It’s good of you brothers to advise me. If I were to give money, how much would be enough?”




    “To do it properly, five ounces of silver for the warden and five for the head keeper would be just about right.”




    As they were talking, the head keeper came over and asked: “Which one of you is the new arrival?”




    Lin Chong stepped forward. “I am that humble person.” When the head keeper saw that the arms instructor failed to produce any money, his face darkened.




    Shaking his finger at Lin, he shouted: “You wretched exile! How dare you not bow and hail me respectfully when I enter? I’ve heard all about your carryings-on in Kaifeng! Where do you get the gall to behave so insolently in my presence? I can read from the lines on your face that you’re destined for nothing but hunger! You’ll never rise in the world! What you need is plenty of beatings, you stubborn jail-bird! For better or worse, you’re in my hands now, you felonious wretch! I’ll pulverize your bones and pound your flesh to jelly soon enough!”




    The keeper cursed vigorously while Lin Chong stood with bowed head. At this storm of invective, the other prisoners fled.




    Lin Chong waited until the head keeper had blown off most of his steam, then took out five ounces of silver and handed them to him with a smile. “A trifling gift, brother. Please don’t despise it.”




    “Is this for me and the warden both?”




    “Just for you, brother. In addition, here’s another ten ounces for the warden. I must trouble you to deliver them to him.”




    The head keeper grinned broadly. “Arms Instructor Lin, I’ve heard of your good name before. You’re truly a splendid fellow. Marshal Gao has framed you, no doubt about it. Although, for the time being, you have to suffer this inconvenience, I’m sure you’ll eventually make your mark. A man with your reputation and talents never waits around idly for long! One of these days you’ll be a big official.”




    Lin Chong laughed. “I’m entirely dependent on your kindness.”




    “You can rest assured,” said the head keeper.




    Giving him Chai Jin’s letters, Lin Chong said: “May I trouble you to deliver these?”




    “Letters from Lord Chai? Then you’ve nothing to worry about. They’re worth an ingot of gold each! I’ll deliver them now. In a little while, the warden will send for you to be registered. When he orders the hundred blows, say that you were ill during your journey and that you still haven’t recovered. I’ll speak up for you. We must make it look genuine.”




    “Many thanks.”




    The head keeper took the silver and the letters and departed, leaving Lin Chong alone in the room. The arms instructor sighed. “‘With money you can reach even the gods.’ A bitter truth indeed.”




    To the warden, the head keeper gave only the five ounces which Lin Chong had originally presented to him. “Lin Chong is an excellent man,” he confided. “Here is a letter of introduction from Lord Chai. It seems that Marshal Gao had him exiled on a trumped-up charge. There’s nothing much to the whole thing....”




    “Since Lord Chai has sent us this letter,” said the warden, “we must look after him.” He directed that Lin Chong be summoned.




    To get back to Lin Chong. He was brooding alone in his room when a turnkey shouted: “The warden orders that new prisoner Lin Chong report to the warden’s hall to be registered.”




    Lin Chong went directly to the hall.




    “You are a new prisoner,” said the warden. “The first emperor of Song has bequeathed to us the ancient regulation: ‘One hundred blows must be administered to every prisoner newly sent into exile.’ Guards! Get him ready!”




    “Your humble servant caught a bad cold during his journey here, and still hasn’t recovered,” said Lin Chong. “I request that the beating be postponed.”




    “He’s not at all well,” said the head keeper. “Please have pity on him.”




    “Since the symptoms of his illness are still evident, perhaps we can put this off for the time being,” said the warden. “We can beat him when he regains his health.”




    “Today, the time is up of that prisoner who has been taking care of the garrison prison temple. Why not let Lin Chong replace him,” suggested the head keeper.




    The warden promptly wrote out an order and the head keeper accompanied Lin Chong back to his room, where he collected his belongings, then led him to the temple.




    “I’m being very considerate to you, Arms Instructor Lin, getting you this job,” said the head keeper. “It’s the easiest work in the garrison prison. All you have to do is burn incense and sweep the floor once in the morning and once again in the evening. You’ll soon see that we don’t let up on other prisoners from morning till night. As for those without money, we throw them into the dungeon where they pray for life and long for death, both in vain.”




    “Thanks for your protection,” said Lin Chong. He gave the head keeper another few ounces of silver. “There’s one more matter I must trouble you about, brother. Could you have this rack taken from my neck?”




    “Just leave it to me,” said the head keeper as he tucked the money away. He hurried to the warden and relayed the plea. The rack was removed.




    From then on, Lin Chong slept and ate in the temple. Every day, he did nothing except burn incense and sweep the floor. Before he knew it, forty or fifty days had gone by. The warden and the head keeper, having been bribed, were always very cordial. He was left free to come and go as he pleased, with no restrictions. Lord Chai sent a man with winter clothing and other gifts. All the prisoners became recipients of Lin Chong’s charity.




    To make a long story short, one day around noon as winter was drawing near, Lin Chong was strolling outside the garrison gates.




    Suddenly, he heard someone behind him call: “Arms Instructor Lin, what are you doing here?”




    Lin Chong turned around and looked.




    And as a result of seeing the man who hailed him: Fire and flames nearly put an end to his life. In the wind and snow he narrowly escaped suffering mortal wounds.




    Who was the man whom Lin Chong saw? Read our next chapter if you would know.




    



  




  

    Chapter 10


    Lin Chong Shelters from the Snowstorm in the Mountain Spirit Temple


    Captain Lu Qian Sets Fire to the Fodder Depot




    Lin Chong was strolling along, when someone behind him called his name. He turned around and saw the tavern waiter Li Xiao-er. When they first became acquainted in the Eastern Capital, Lin had helped him financially several times. Later, Xiao-er stole money from the tavern keeper and was arrested. He was going to be sent to the prefect but Lin Chong spoke up in his behalf, and he did not have to stand trial. Lin also paid back the money for him and he was released. Although Xiao-er could no longer find work in the capital, thanks to the travelling expenses which Lin gave him, he was able to seek employment elsewhere. Today, unexpectedly, they met again in Cangzhou.




    “What are you doing here, Brother Xiao-er?” asked Lin Chong.




    Xiao-er kowtowed and replied, “After you saved me, benefactor, and gave me travelling money, I looked everywhere for a job, but in vain. Finally, I wandered into Cangzhou. Here, a tavern keeper named Wang took me on as his assistant. Because I was a hard worker and could make tasty dishes and sauces, the customers praised me and business improved. The tavern keeper had a daughter, and he gave her to me in marriage and adopted me into his household. Now, both he and my mother-in-law are dead. Only my wife and I are left. We run a tavern in front of the garrison. I was just passing by on my way to collect some bills. What are you doing here, benefactor?”




    Lin pointed to the mark on his face. “Because I crossed the will of Marshal Gao, he conspired against me and had me convicted and exiled to this place. At present, I look after the garrison prison temple. I don’t know what they’ll do with me in the future. I never expected to meet you here.”




    Xiao-er brought Lin Chong to his home, invited him to be seated, and called his wife in to greet him. Both husband and wife said happily. “We have no close relatives. Your coming here today, benefactor, is like a gift from heaven!”




    “I’m an exile,” said Lin. “Won’t associating with me sully your name?”




    “How can you talk like that?” said Xiao-er. “Everyone knows your excellent reputation. Be sure to bring all your washing and mending to my wife.”




    He entertained Lin Chong with food and drink and that night saw him back to the garrison temple. The following morning, he came again to invite Lin to his home.




    From then on, Xiao-er and Lin called on each other frequently. Xiao-er often sent tea or soup to Lin in the garrison. Moved by the couple’s respect and devotion, Lin gave them money from time to time to use in their business.




    To skip the idle chatter, time passed quickly. Winter came. All of Lin Chong’s padded winter garments were stitched and mended by Xiao-er’s wife. One day, while Xiao-er was cooking in the entry, a man slipped in and sat down inside at one of the tables. Then another fellow furtively entered. The first man was an army officer, by the looks of him. The second seemed more like an attendant. He also hurried in and sat down.




    Xiao-er went up to them. “Wine?” he queried.




    The officer handed Xiao-er an ounce of silver. “Take this on account. Bring us three or four jugs of good wine. When our guests come, serve some food and tidbits. You choose the dishes. You needn’t ask me.”




    “You’ve invited guests, sir?”




    “I must trouble you to go to the garrison prison and invite the warden and the head keeper here for a chat. If they question you, just say: ‘A gentleman requests that you come and discuss certain matters. He is looking forward to your arrival.’“




    Xiao-er assented and left. At the garrison, he first relayed the request to the head keeper then, together, they extended the invitation to the warden, after which all three went to the tavern. The gentleman, the warden and the head keeper exchanged greetings.




    “We haven’t met before,” said the warden. “May we ask your name, sir?”




    “I have a letter of introduction here, which I will give you shortly,” replied the man. “But first let’s have some wine.”




    Xiao-er quickly opened the jugs and served the food. The gentleman called for a ceremonial tray of wine goblets. After filling and handing them out, he invited his guests to be seated. Xiao-er dashed back and forth like a shuttle, serving without cease. The gentleman’s attendant took care of the warming of the wine. A dozen rounds were drunk, more tidbits to go with the wine were ordered.




    “My attendant will warm the wine,” the gentleman said to Xiao-er. “You needn’t come unless we call you. We want to talk privately.”




    Xiao-er said: “Very well, sir,” and left the room. Outside the door, he conferred with his wife.




    “There’s something fishy about those two.”




    “What do you mean?”




    “They’ve both got Eastern Capital accents and neither of them knows the warden. When I went in with those tidbits just now, I heard the head keeper murmur something about ‘Marshal Gao’. Wasn’t he the one who harmed Instructor Lin? I’ll stay here at the door and keep an eye on them. You go and listen on the other side of the partition wall.”




    “Why not bring Instructor Lin here from the garrison and see if he recognizes them?”




    “You don’t know what a terrible temper he has. He’s liable to commit murder and burn the place down. If I called him and that gentleman turned out to be the Captain Lu he mentioned the other day, Lin would never let him escape alive. If anything happened here, you and I would be involved. You’d better go and listen. We’ll decide what to do later.”




    “Very well,” said the wife. She went and listened for a time. Then she returned and said: “They’re whispering with their heads together and I couldn’t hear much. But I saw that fellow who looks like an officer take something wrapped in a white cloth from his attendant and give it to the warden and head keeper. Maybe there’s money in it. I heard the head keeper say: ‘Leave everything to us. We’ll finish him off, come what may.’“




    Just then, from the inner room a voice shouted: “Bring the soup.” Xiao-er hastened to comply. As he entered, he saw that the warden had a letter in his hand. Xiao-er served the soup, then brought some more dishes of food.




    The feast continued for another hour. After the bill was paid, the warden and head keeper departed first. The other two, heads stealthily lowered, then also left.




    Shortly afterwards, Lin Chong entered the tavern. “Brother Xiao-er,” he said, “I hope you’re prospering.”




    “Please sit down, benefactor,” Xiao-er begged hastily. “I was just about to look for you. I must tell you something very important.”




    “What is it?” asked Lin Chong.




    Xiao-er led him to the inner room, invited him to be seated, and told him all about his recent customers. “I don’t know who these fellows are,” he said in conclusion, “but I don’t trust them. I’m afraid they want to harm you, benefactor.”




    “What do they look like?” asked Lin.




    “One is of average build, fair, clean shaven, about thirty or so. The other fellow isn’t very tall either. He has a ruddy complexion.”




    Startled, Lin Chong cried, “That man of thirty must be Captain Lu Qian! The filthy thief, how dare he come here to harm me! If I get hold of him I’ll smash him to a jelly!”




    “The main thing is to be on your guard,” said Xiao-er. “‘Take care not to choke when you eat, or trip when you walk,’ as the old saying goes.”




    Lin Chong left Xiao-er’s home in a towering rage. On the street, he bought a sharp dagger. Carrying it on his person, he made a search of all the streets and lanes. Xiao-er and his wife were in a cold sweat.
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