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    Chapter 1




     




    
The Warrior Maiden Of Olden Times Descends With Swordsmanship





    
While Yuan Gong Steals Daoist Books And Comes Home To His Cave





     




    Boundless transformation is the way of destiny




    While men and beasts together make a single family.




    You who doubt that spirits can our learned senses trick




    Just watch the whirlwind breath down life into a lantern wick!




     




    It is said that an official named Liu Zhiqing lived in a place called Zhen Ze1 during the Kai Yuan reign2 of Tang. He had been a Councilor of the Imperial Censor, but as he had attempted unsuccessfully to impeach Prime Minister Li Linfu3 he had been forced into retirement to his home district. His wife had warned him against leveling such accusations, so she held bitter feelings and they often quarreled over this. The gentleman was an upright individual but in these affairs he refused to recognize his own fault. Consequently his wife became sad at heart, and her anguish changed into an illness of the body. A physician was repeatedly summoned to heal her, and try though he did on several visits the ailment proved to be chronic.




    One night when the lady was sitting on her bed sipping a few mouths of congee she called her maid to clear away the bowl and utensils. And seeing that the silver lantern’s flame was dim, the maid spoke up: “Madam, look how beautifully the spent wick is glowing! A sign of good luck, indeed!”




    “What good is it bringing me?” answered the lady. “Still,” she continued, “if you give me a bigger flame the brightness before these dying eyes just might make me feel more at ease.”




    The maid then went forth and with two fingers applied the tool to the burnt wick. Soon the lamp was brilliant and the carbon sliver, red hot, fell down upon the table. Just then from behind the lantern blew a gust of cold wind which swirled the glowing ember round and round, as if it were a pearl of fire.




    “Madam,” the maid laughingly exclaimed, “look! The wick has come to life...” But before she had finished they were already staring at the blazing dervish, swirling and revolving back and forth, to and fro, dancing and becoming as large as a bowl. And as they watched, the glowing mass hopped down onto the floor, rumbling and sputtering like a Roman candle, now hissing, now exploding, scattering fiery stars all over the floor. Then all at once it disappeared. All that could be seen was the form of an old hag, grown to three feet in height. The apparition then advanced toward the lady, greeted her with numerous blessings and proclaimed: “Your old kinswoman knows that something ails thee! I’ve got a medicine of the gods for m’lady to swallow down.”




    Now, our Lady Liu had at first been frightened, but having heard the apparition speak up she recognized it as the manifestation of some holy spirit, and she was in fact delighted. It was as if, provided the sickness was not incurable, the Buddha himself had taken the form of some individual who was fated for the part, so as to help her. Then she took the offered medicine and her illness was immediately cured. However, the old hag proceeded to pester Lady Liu, desiring to come around regularly as if she were some blood relative. Riding in a four-seat palanquin, preceded by much ceremonious cacophony and followed by a jostling crowd, she frequently arrived at the Liu home amidst the sound of confusion. Try as she might to drive her away, there was no getting rid of her and Lady Liu didn’t dare insult her. And if anyone defied her wishes, she would merely beckon with her hand and that person would be stricken down. Then, by some unknown technique, she would extract the accursed person’s heart and liver and would hold high the organs dripping with blood, causing the crowd to cry out in bitter, grieving lamentations, begging her to stop. At that point she would take the grisly organs and fling them back into the seemingly dead victim’s mouth as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and the stricken individual would then awaken.




    Because of these fearful occurrences, Censor Liu and his entire household were sorely vexed, and he took it upon himself to have somebody follow this demon and find her domicile. Now for one thing, she had been seen swirling down into the shallows of Oriole Throat Lake. Of what strange sort of water does dear reader think that lake was filled? How could it be that she made her home in those shallows? Certainly she was a phantom siren! Censor Liu called repeatedly for Daoist priests to write charms and recite spells, in mysterious combinations of profound, secret and abstruse characters, but he was still unable to exile her, and things went from bad to worse. The gentleman then went to an old monk at Southgrove Temple, who entreated the Venerable Spirit for Rectifying Religious Truths to come forth and set a vast cosmic snare for the ghost, to prevent any possibility of escape. The siren was then enticed and snatched up, and promptly revealed its original form, that of a three-foot-tall, common Macaco monkey, rather old in years and ghastly in appearance. Now, the Venerable Spirit was none other than the Dragon Tree Bodhisattva of ancient fame. Censor Liu had supported this deity with sacrifices during normal times and, due to his resolute faith, this Bodhisattva came forth to render aid in extirpating the siren and her great mischief. A poem says:




     




    The ape is apart from the human race




    With its wild behavior it has no place




    After the tale of a snuff turned ghost




    Adultery and theft are banal at most!




     




    Now this common monkey which was trapped was human in appearance and by nature very clever. But he climbed up on windowsills and tables, pushed aside plates and overturned bowls, pulled at people’s sleeves and tugged at their garments, picked his fleas and masturbated in public; his airs were grossly unrefined to say the least. And furthermore he was old and thus unable to change his strange ways. Now there is also a breed of ape, known in Chinese as Yuan, which grows to large size and which is both exceptionally robust and nimble. And among these are a type which know the use of their hands, of which they have four: one at the end of each limb, giving them a pair of fully developed hands on each side of their body. So they could extend or withdraw their limbs simultaneously, even while reaching up with yet another free hand and pulling themselves out of danger. And each of them was expert at climbing gorges and leaping up trees, and if anyone tried to shoot them with an arrow they would reach out in all four directions and snatch up the shafts in flight, entirely unafraid of the attacker. And these apes also came to know, in time, of Dao and to thoroughly grasp the principles of Yin and Yang, to chant Daoist charms and perform expert magic, and to achieve broad knowledge of the spirits. In fact, we can never exhaust our description of them. And how do we know? We can find out from this poem:




     




    Born in ninth stage of creation, he went forth from Ba Shan.4




    Born in creation’s afternoon before that day was done.




    And given the title of Lord of Apes his children then did stray




    To the West where their offspring have flourished down to this very day.




    When we hear the cry of this lonesome beast by moonlight calling its mate




    How can we not feel sadness at such a bitter Fate?




    Why should he who could leap without a care from earth to Heaven high




    Fear capture or the deadly gleam of the mortal archer’s eye?




    Did he teach the Yellow Emperor to reckon sums back then




    Or hand down Heaven’s calendar to ordinary men?




    Or maybe he trained the Chief of Clouds in spear and sword and wing




    His matches the magic of Bi Mawen, the famous Monkey King!




     




    Now it is said that in the time of Zhou Jing Wang during the Spring and Autumn period, when the kingdoms of Wu and Yue were joined in battle, Fu Cha, King of Wu laid siege to Gou Jian, King of Yue upon Mt Kuaiji. But thanks to the efforts of Yue’s emissary Wen Zhong, who went forth to plead for mercy, Fu Cha permitted his rival to live. However, Gou Jian and his lady were stripped of robe and crown and thrown into a dungeon; later, they bred horses for Wu for three years. Only then were they permitted to return home. Now the King of Yue felt compelled to avenge this shame. Thinking of the 3,000 superior swords of Wu, he realized how difficult it would be to prevail. So he had his minister Fan Li present a strategy, and an army of 6,000 noblemen was selected, to be drilled from dawn to dusk. And then there was the maiden, Chu Nyu,5 sojourning at Nanshan and said to be expert at swordsmanship. For her part she received an edict from Gou Jian, appointing her “Teacher of the Realm.” Our maiden tidied up and started down from her mountain home, but before she had gone half of the way she met a white-haired old man who called himself Yuan Gong.6




    “I hear tell,” he stated boldly, “that thou art an expert swordswoman. Well, I, Old Yuan, knoweth a thing or two and would like to challenge thee to a little test of arms!”




    “I,” the maiden answered shyly but confidently, “am but a low and uncouth girl and don’t dare deceive you. I’m really not much of a fighter but out of respect for your years I can only accept your challenge.”




    These words so politely said, Yuan Gong peeked into the trees, selected a stem of dried bamboo, danced about some and plucked it right out. Then he threw it up and let it fall to earth. Receiving the power of the very wind itself it snapped in two with a loud “crack.” Chu Nyu grabbed the top half, Yuan Gong the bottom and the test of combat was on. The old man stabbed the maiden outright but our Chu Nyu neither panicked nor rushed angrily into defeat. Continuing to grasp her half of the stem, she whirled about and delivered a stinging blow right into Yuan Gong, who leapt high into the treetops, changed into a white ape and fled.




    Now, our Chu Nyu was not originally a mortal being. In truth she was a transmigration of Xuan Nyu, the Mystery Girl, Dowager Queen of ninth, highest Heaven, who had assisted the Yellow Emperor in times of old. Because Fu Cha, King of Wu, did not follow the correct path, the Jade Emperor of Ninth Heaven7 had dispatched her to earth to aid Yue in the annihilation of Wu. And as for his part, Yuan Gong was in fact a highly dexterous white ape who had lived for many years in the Kingdom of Chu, cultivating himself in perfect accordance with Dao, the correct path. But when King Gong went out for the royal hunt at Mt Jing, Yuan Gong snatched up all eighteen of the royal arrows. The King thereupon ordered the country’s most famous archer, Yang Youji, who could shoot a branch off of a willow at a hundred paces, to come forth and shoot Yuan Gong. Now, the white ape knew that Yang Youji was a fine archer and that he could never hope to deal with him, so he up and disappeared in a cloud of smoke. The King then had his three armies, large and small, come out to surround the summit. But search and search as they might there was not a trace to be found. They then set fire to the entire mountain’s trees and shrubs, burning them completely. And to this day it is said by folks that “the King of Chu burned a forest in anger” over a runaway monkey.




    The white ape had in fact escaped to White Cloud Cave on Mt Dream-of-the-Clouds, where he applied himself to a life of consummate Dao. Having heard that the Mystery Girl Xuan Nyu had descended to earth, he deliberately changed himself into an old man and went forth to test her fighting skills. After the combat the maiden, who was as we have said the mortal manifestation of this Mystery Girl sent by the Jade Emperor, went to see Gou Jian and to drill the 6,000 man army of Yue to perfection. And in so doing she answered to no man, neither Fan Li nor the King of Yue himself! And then, her work complete, she drifted up and away and was gone. And there is poem that sums it all up:




    How could Xuan Nyu’s knowledge be so transmitted when




    The young 6,000 nobles were only mortal men.




    Because they learnt a very few of Heaven’s secret charms




    They have among their fellow men become the hegemons!




     




    It is said that at the time when the maiden descended Nanshan and came to the Kingdom of Yue, crowds presenting gifthorses and pulling carts laden with treasure came to welcome this royal officer; there is no need to belabor the pomp and opulence of this occasion. And then one day she left without saying farewell; now, of course she was alone. Half in cloud and half in mist, walking along an old path, she could hear someone in the forest calling out for the venerable Goddess Xuan Nyu, crying out: “Master! My Venerable Teacher!” But when the maiden brushed aside the clouds and swept her all-seeing, all-knowing eyes across the scene she saw that the sound came from Yuan Gong, who was kneeling reverently. In his hands he was offering up a stone dish, upon which were arrayed four varieties of everlasting fruit.




    “Esteemed Teacher,” he cried out, “Pity the honesty and utmost sincerity of your disciple, who longs to be taken in and taught benevolence, really he does!”




    Now these four varieties of eternal fruit are hazelnut, acorn, yew and walnut. For although the Southeast has oranges, grapefruits and strawberries and the Northwest has crabapples, pears and jujubes, and although these are all fine fruit they must be eaten fresh, in season. But there are four sorts of fruit which are stored in shells like nuts, so that the wind cannot dry them, nor can the rain soak them and they have long been among the vittles stored by mountain dwellers. And in painting there has long been the depiction of a white ape presenting fruit; it comes from this very story!




    At this time the prostrated Yuan Gong put down his plate and knocked his forehead repeatedly on the ground.




    “Teacher,” he cried out, “you must certainly receive disciples here!” And the maiden, whom he had recognized as a transformation of Xuan Nyu, thought for a moment.




    “I didn’t give this old man enough credit,” she mused, “why he’s bolder and more clever than I thought! No harm in taking one of each of his fruit for myself, and I can present the remainder to the King of Yue’s servants for their enjoyment.”




    Then Yuan Gong, down upon his knees, straightened his back and prayed while the maiden received the fruit and picked out in return, from in her sleeve, two large magic pellets, each of which were as large as an eye; she bestowed these upon Yuan Gong who received them respectfully with both hands. And seeing that they entirely resembled cast iron, what with dull appearance, Yuan Gong while silent harbored many doubts.




    “If these were a couple of wheat dumplings,” he thought, “they could at very most only delay hunger, and even if they were silver, well, what with their weighing no more than a couple of ounces, they would be of no great value. And even if they were only lead pellets, I, Old Yuan, would never take up marbles; what good are they?”




    At this point, as he hesitated, the Mystery Girl had already figured out his dilemma and breathed down onto the pellets, incanting “Live!” Then a strange brilliance flashed up and in an instant they jumped and danced left and right, like two golden snakes entwined and encircling, only bobbing their heads and throats. Then from their mouths burst forth all the myriad secrets of the universe, in cold brilliance, and the bitingly frigid blast of wind seemed unendurable. And stabbing his eardrums there came at once a sound like that of a thousand swords and myriad blades, so frightening that Yuan Gong closed his eyes tightly.




    “Good Master,” he exclaimed, “your disciple now knows that you possess the might of Heaven itself!”




    For now, what had originally been two lumpen pellets were molded, certainly by an immortal being, into two complimentary swords incorporating the male and female principles, both flexible and capable of limitless transformations. By ordinary light they first appeared to be only lumps of lead, but then upon leaping up and dancing around they could become capable of running freely right past a million soldiers and striking with brutal insolence, going like arrows and coming like the wind itself. We can safely say that these pellets, once launched in flight by some immortal, would strike their target 100% of the time! This time the Mystery Girl used only a small part of her magic power and managed to terrify Yuan Gong, but although the demonstration was fierce it left him unscathed, aside from a few singed hairs on his head and brow. Still, he knew that if at some time he were to be insincere to even the slightest degree, he would be immediately beheaded: even if he were to have ten thousand heads she would take them all! Chu Nyu now suddenly swept her sleeves, extinguishing the brightness and secreting the two leaden pellets back into hiding. Yuan Gong finally dared to open his eyes, the cold sweat of terror pouring forth from his entire body, and for a moment he was speechless. He then bowed wholeheartedly and followed the Mystery Girl’s earthly form directly to the vault of Nanshan, where he spent an entire day picking flowers and sacrificial fruit as offerings to his new master. Now, the maiden pitied him in his careful labors, and she took it upon herself to transmit her knowledge of swordsmanship to him in its entirety. Yuan Gong copied the two swords, male and female-natured, which could be stored up a sleeve and moreover which could transform themselves, and with which he was, to say the least, delighted.




    Now at this time, the King of Yue was leading his army of 6,000, marching directly on Wu. Punishing Fu Cha, he himself came to control all of the territory east of the river dividing them, and the thought arose of using Chu Nyu on his attacking front. So again he dispatched runners to Nanshan to search for her. But this time there was no trace, so at once he commanded that a temple be built in honor of the maiden atop Nanshan. This was accomplished, and all throughout the procession of the four seasons worshippers sacrificed continually. And does the dear reader have any idea why Xuan Nyu could not be found? It was precisely because the King of Yue had been successful in battle, and because the Mystery Girl of Nanshan had ascended to report this successful rectification of evil on earth to the Jade Emperor. At any rate, how can mere mortals like ourselves hope to fathom the marvelous efficacy of godly immortals in their ability to reveal or conceal themselves as they wish?




    *****




    Now it is said that the Mystery Girl took Yuan Gong up to Ninth Heaven with her, and that they were received by the Jade Emperor. Seeing that he loved Dao, the Jade Emperor invested Yuan Gong as Lord of White Cloud Cave and ordered him to take official charge of the Mysterious and Marvelous Secret Books of Highest Heaven. And why, dear reader, are these known as “Secret Books”? Well, whatever books may have been possessed by mankind, whether they be of the three teachings, Confucianism, Daoism or Buddhism, or the Nine Schools of antiquity, or whatever, wherever, all are stored in Heaven. But the books of this highest Ninth Heaven have reached neither the eyes nor the ears of humanity, nor can they be reckoned in their numbers; hence they are called Mysterious and Marvelous Secret Books, and they are collected and kept in a jade box which is in turn inside a golden vault. Every year, on the fifth day of the fifth lunar month, the day of the Dragon Boat Festival, the Royal Attendant in Charge of Cultural Affairs comes to take an inventory of them; he is the leading official of the Ministry of Cultural Affairs. Now although Yuan Gong had been given official charge of the books, there were decrees of official prohibition that had been promulgated by the government of Heaven, and ordinary mortals like himself did not dare open the books without proper authorization. But suddenly one day, that of the morally upright Golden Mother of Western Heaven’s birthday celebration, also called the Pantaohui, or Fairy’s Banquet, the Jade Emperor called out his officials, generals and councillors for attendance at Yaochi,8 the Jade Fairy Pond, that Queen’s domicile far off in the Kunlun Mountains of the West. And how do we know? There is a passage from an ancient book of poetry that serves as evidence:




     




    North of Scarlet River is a range




    The Kunlun Mountains, where, so ancients say




    Earth began and Heaven’s center lay.




     




    The sun and moon in travels ranging wide




    Avoid its light, where stars and dawn reside




    It is the very pillar of the sky.




     




    Fairyland was made of stones it’s said




    Stored in precincts of most precious jade




    Its treasure trees and flowers of ancient hue.




     




    In there the fairy tree does grow on high




    A hundred thousand feet up in the sky




    It blooms but every thousand years to view




     




    To bear its flowers takes a thousand more




    And yet another thousand to mature




    Its round red flower deepest jade for sure.




     




    A million fairies gathered in the flesh




    To enjoy their Queen’s solicitude afresh




    To tune of tinkling chimes they up and whirled




    In that banquet hall of beautiful green jade.




     




    Jade children bearing feathered parasols




    Lead celebrants to parade in sacred halls




    While spirit consort pipers line the walls.




     




    Their faces flushed with nectar, wine and sweets




    Some offer on jade dishes fairy treats




    Of fruit for worthies and divinities.




     




    Now this immortal fruit will guarantee




    'Til world’s end immortality




    How can a mortal man get but a grain?




     




    Although it has been said that Yuan Gong cultivated himself in accordance with Dao, he had not yet climbed the Buddha’s path to spiritual progress. And because he was only a mortal staff member of the Palace of Heaven he could not follow the others to Yaochi. Now, he had always been fond of fruit. Having heard that the fairy fruit of the Queen Mother’s9 birthday feast were ten feet wide, that they came from precious flower that bloomed but once every 3,000 years and that eating of them would bring eternal life in accordance with Heaven, how could his mouth not water? Consequently he was feeling glum and bored so he plucked the two pellets from up his sleeve, breathed onto them and incanted "Live!” They then changed into the male and female swords as before, leaping and dancing about and putting on a little show for him. Then he swept his arm and caught the sunlight on his sleeve, and they returned to their hiding place in his garment. By now he was really bored and sullen, but he suddenly realized that, in his own quarters, he was taking care of many secret books. He had not yet had an opportunity to browse through them but, he now thought, “there’s no time like the present for stealing a peek, is there?”




    And as he spoke to himself he ran his eyes over to them, seeing only the Golden Vault and Jade Box that contained sections of the Three Great Teachings and of the Nine Schools of Antiquity, each in its own class arranged by order of their Chinese characters. And as Yuan Gong peeked clandestinely through the index of Confucianist terms he became impatient.




    “This stuff is about degree holders,” he mumbled. “I needn’t bother myself with it.” Then running his finger down the list of Buddhist terms he was yet again disappointed.




    “This is about sickly-faced monks in saffron,” he hissed contemptfully. But seeing the concordance of Daoist characters he jumped for joy.




    “Ah,” he exclaimed, “this is about me, Old Yuan, and my very own profession!”




    Now, in the midst of the collection sat a small jade box, and laid out along its edges were innumerable sealing stamps. When, as in former years, the Royal Attendant of Cultural Affairs comes to this box to perform the inspection ceremony, he checks the seals and adds a new one.




    “What with all the seals on this jade box,” Yuan Gong whispered, “there must be something really profound somewhere in here!”




    But when he tried to tear open the seals and open the box with his hands he found that it was entirely solid, as if cast of iron. Yuan Gong thought it strange, for if this box were indeed iron it would have rusted shut over the long years, but it was fashioned from beautifully ground jade, its lines so square as to ensure a perfectly tight fit. Yuan Gong thought: “If I could have a word or two with the craftsman, whoever he was, that crafted this box, I’d tell him to polish off a bit where the top slides in, to make it a bit easier to open!” But to get on with the story Yuan Gong tore away with all his might at the lid once more but it seemed as if firmly nailed as well as sealed with molten gold, totally unmovable no matter what.




    Now, dear reader, it is common sense that your usual ape would quickly become frustrated and begin beating and kicking such a box, and even butting it with his head. Yuan Gong, however, had already cultivated himself in accordance with Dao for many years and had managed to suppress this fiery nature, but oh, how he wanted to make haste! Thrusting his hands down in a frenzy, he grasped the box and held it up with both hands as if presenting it. Then, throwing himself down on all fours he exclaimed: “My Teacher, Mystery Girl of Ninth Heaven, if thou blesseth thy disciple so that his sorcery might be enhanced he promiseth to serve thee always and never do evil!” He then proceeded to kowtow three times and, clambering to his feet and once more prying the lid, he found that it came off easily in his hands. And in the box was a parcel wrapped in fine cloth with a flame pattern embroidered upon it. When he unwrapped it for a look he found a tiny book, three inches in length and thickness, on the face of which he saw three characters proclaiming this the “Ru Yi Ce,”10 or, Concordance of Blessings and Charms. Opening it carefully, he found the One Hundred and Eight Charms for Transformation of Forms, with the Thirty-Six Greater Transformations listed in accordance with the principles of divination by the hot dry winds of highest Heaven,11 and the Seventy-Two Lesser Transformations12 listed in accordance with divination by the cold, damp spirits of deepest Earth. And there was a marvelous formula for altering the course of the heavens and moving the Pole Star, miraculously useful in battling against ghosts and in harnessing spirits.




    Great happiness settled in Yuan Gong’s heart. “This book alone,” he blurted out, “should be quite enough for me, Old Yuan! All my life I’ve followed teachers but now I’ve got it all for myself! You know, every since I left home I’ve wanted to boil some rice, and now I realize that a lantern is a source of fire as well as light!”




    Now, immeasurably pleased with himself, Yuan Gong rolled up this “Concordance of the Will of Heaven” in his hands, let out a long whistle and flew down into the cloudy heights of earth, finally arriving at his home in White Cloud Cave on Mt Dream-of-the-Clouds. And there were apes of all sorts and sizes on hand, his children and grandchildren, their numbers surging like waves, dancing happily and rushing forth to pay their respects. Yuan Gong spoke to them: “Today I received this book and I shall become the leader of its teaching. When I become a god, each and every one of you will be blessed and delighted. Now you can all get to work at chipping away the two cliffsides around our cave’s entrance. Attack these walls and make them smooth, and believe me, I have a good use for all this!”




    The herd of apes heard and complied as one; all rushed to take up the hammering, chipping, grinding and polishing until in the wink of an eye the two rock cliffs were wiped out, their features annihilated and their surfaces made over just like mirrors. Yuan Gong then took out his brush and ink, placed them on his stone table, moistened the inkstone and dipped his brush until it was soaked.




    Then, on the western wall he wrote the Thirty-Six Greater Transformations by the hot, dry winds of highest Heaven, and on the eastern wall the Seventy-Two Lesser Transformations by the cold and damp spirits of deepest Earth. And then he ordered the multitude of beasts to take up hammers and chisels and to carve along the characters he had written, etching them deep in the faces of the cliffs.




    “Folks say,” he laughingly exclaimed, “that in Heaven things are open to all, so then why do they have this private book? Well, you up there can be the Venerated Emperor of Thirty-Three Heavens if you wish, and be as selfish as you like, but for my part I’ll be glad to contribute to mankind’s perfection. So, my children and disciples, I want you to go and study these skills with the utmost of concentration!”




    And the animal throng answered with cries and moans of “How strict you are! How can we ever read this, let alone master it? We rely upon you, old Uncle, to explain it to us!”




    Yuan Gong was unyielding. “If a slave girl,” he answered, “brokers a marriage for her friend, she merely cheats herself out of a husband! I, Old Yuan, can only recite from memory, and I’m not very smooth even at that. So let’s slow down and reconsider, and call things off for a couple of weeks or for as long as that old man, the Jade Emperor, has nothing to say. Then when he has forgiven me for my apelike mischief he’ll come right here to this cave and explain each of these items in person.”




    And then, as he stood in silence, the multitude of apes hear a great boom and roar from above.




    “It is thundering,” one exclaimed, “and we are afraid it’s one of Heaven’s transformations!”




    “That’s not the sound of the Thunder God!” answered Yuan Gong, confidently. “It’s only the signal drum at Heaven’s gate. It sounds whenever the matter of a determination of guilt and punishment arises and an inquest is conducted in the torture chamber. It’s just like the beating of the Crying Drums at criminal proceedings, which are in the Confucianist books of this world. All of you, remain on guard here in this cave while I go up to report for roll-call in Heaven, to try to overhear what’s going on.”




    And so he went dancing and hopping right out of the cave, gradually turned his eyes toward Heaven’s Gate and was gone. Only this time, he was responsible for those teachings of his...




    For Yuan Gong had committed an unpardonable abomination in violating one of Heaven’s regulations; indeed, so heavily had he transgressed that the Master of Heaven passed yet another law. It’s really like this:




    With those who practice Heaven’s deeds without recrimination




    No wonder that our present times are fraught with ruination!




    If you, dear reader, don’t yet know what all this is about




    Please read on and see the way it finally turns out!




     




    



  




  

    Chapter 2




     




    
The Board of Culture and the Lord of the Pole Star Pass Sentence





    
While White Cloud Cave Gets a Monkey God and a Curtain of Fog





     




    Mao Shan’s magic was created by a groundless liar




    And never can you really get the things you so desire.




    But whosoever Heaven’s books should somehow come to know




    Shall straight away become like God and climb up to Yin Zhou.




     




    Now it is said that when the Jade Emperor returned from the Fairy Peach Celebration at Yao Chi and the guards of the Palace of Heaven all came forth to greet him, Yuan Gong was nowhere to be seen. And a memorial was submitted by Mi Heng,13 the Royal Attendant of the Bureau of Cultural Affairs, stating in bold and ceremonious characters as follows:




    “The Lord of White Cloud Cave has illegally opened secret books. It has already been seven days since he absconded to earth with the Ru Yi Ce.”




    The Jade Emperor was ashen faced. “This Ru Yi Ce is one of Heaven’s most secret writings,” he thundered, fear and trembling in his voice. “It is forbidden to the world below because the hearts of men and women are not sufficiently righteous. Their getting this book will surely bring harm to people. And with that thief being just a lowly creature born of beasts, his breaking one of Heaven’s regulations cannot be forgiven!”




    Then from below came the sound of the alarm drum at Heaven’s gates, and the hundred spirits were called to assemble. The Jade Emperor personally ordered the Thunder God, Feng Long, to dispatch his subordinates the Lord of Thunder, Lei Gong, and the Lightning Mother, Shan Mu,14 to descend to earth in a flash, apprehend Yuan Gong and bring him to the Cultural Affairs Bureau to be punished as seen fit by them in joint deliberation with the Lord of the Pole Star,15 the Bei Dou Jun.




    Now just as all of this was transpiring who should arrive at the gates of Heaven but Yuan Gong; of course he eavesdropped and overheard everything.




    “That loudmouth Mi Heng,” he hissed, “why doesn’t he nod off? Instead of being a good fellow he’s telling on me, stirring up an affair. Well, let me wrap up the Ru Yi Ce and put it back in the jade box. But until I get the chance to do that I’ll have to claim my innocence!” And feeling his sleeve as he walked along he discovered with a great fright that it was empty. Of course! He had left it on his stone bed and forgotten it there, so he hurriedly directed his magic cloud back to White Cloud Cave. The herd of his ape offspring crowded around for news, but Yuan Gong was in no mood to talk about anything! Stretching out his arms he ran directly to the stone bed, grabbed the Ru Yi Ce and returned immediately to Heaven’s Gate. Just then he suddenly encountered the sagely Lord of Thunder and Lightning Mother and their coterie of subordinates who were just then flying out in their Thunder Chariots. The Lightning Mother thrashed out wildly with one of her bolts, which flew and swirled like a fiery whip and danced upon the ground like a golden snake.




    “This old lady is really fierce!” exclaimed Yuan Gong, greatly frightened. “She’s a fighter all right!” And just then, as he was about to grab his pellets for the male and female swords and take his chances in a fight, he saw the subordinate deities of the Bureau of Thunder all continuously beating a drum with the sound of a mighty avalanche, and forks of lightning were flashing all around him. They had Yuan Gong surrounded by a wall of fire, almost burning his skin and hair; in terror he covered his ears and shut his eyes.




    “Gentlemen!” he cried out, “ if you’ve got something to say, please say it and don’t rough me up!”




    The Thunder Lord spoke: “We have been ordered by imperial command to take the ‘Ru Yi Ce’ from you and we must report to his Excellency, whether we succeed or fail!”




    “I’ve got it, I’ve got it,” blurted out Yuan Gong in a steady stream of words. But secretly he thought: “If the Lord of Heaven ordered me to be brought in, why should they have to bring me to the Cultural Affairs bureau? Why it’s my old home! All I, Old Yuan, need do is toss it out of my gown and I’ll be clean!”




    At this he put most of his terror aside, but seeing the soldiers of the Thunder Lord still behind him he dared not refuse to go along. And so the Spirit Official Xie Xian placed an iron collar with a chain around Yuan Gong’s neck and they rode off together in a Thunder Chariot. In a while they entered the Gates of Heaven and went directly to the Bureau of Cultural Affairs. It’s like this: If the Green Dragon and the White Tiger can walk together in peace, anything, auspicious or threatening, is possible!




    Now, the Royal Attendant Mi Heng had long before ascended the throne of justice; this can be seen from this poem:




     




    A poet there was, the best of his age




    By mockery proud did he risk his king’s rage.




    But careful was he in his words and ends




    Kong and Yang were his only friends.




    A nightmare came at Parrot Isle




    Then the Crying Drums’ dirgeful beating awhile.




    At Yuyang this life-long upright soul




    Was called by Heaven for another role.




    An honest official with mountainous cares




    The mighty Attendant of Cultural Affairs!




    Then he passed away and they took his ghost




    To serve above in Heaven’s post.




     




    Now, after a while all we see are fringed war flags and parasols, all following the Lord Of the Pole Star. And how do we know? Again, we have a ‘Xijiangyue’ poem to go by:




     




    Seven are the Lords of the Northern Sky,




    Of Yin and Yang they know not why.




    But law they know and hand it out




    By the Dipper’s starry pouring spout.




    Pointing to stars as above they trail




    Four stars has the Dipper and three its tail.




    Heaven’s Dao was born in the South they tell




    Then spread and is found in the North as well.




    Seven constellations rule the fearsome Northern Sky




    Their seven Lords can Right from Wrong so quickly clarify!




    Proudly the Lords of Northern Sky advance under their banner




    In this we folks can never meddle in our mortal manner.




     




    At this point the Royal Attendant of the Cultural Affairs Bureau came down the stairs, bowed deeply and allowed the Star Lords to sit in the most honored places. Then the Lord of Thunder and the Lightning Mother carried in Yuan Gong and handed him over to the Royal Attendant; they then returned to the Bureau as ordered. Now our white ape had been annoyed by the Thunder and Lightning Officials and had been irritated, and by the time he arrived at the bureaus he was groggy and dreamy. At his sides were officials and soldiers who dragged him to the foot of the stairs and forced him to kneel.




    “The captured book thief is present!” they announced.




    Yuan Gong lifted his head for a look, but he could see only the rows of fringed flags arranged so boldly with such severe looking spears and staffs guarding the court. When he peeked he did not feel so afraid of the upright interrogation officials on the right side of the Royal Attendant, but he greatly feared the one on the Attendant’s left, in black clothes and holding a jade tablet for notes, whom he recognized clearly as the Lord of the Pole Star. This fright was great, for always the Palace of the South Star in Sagittarius meant life, while that of the North Star denoted death! For even if you are fated to live as short a life as Yan Hui or Yang Wu, if you should beg the Lord of South Star to write a few marks in his book, the King of Hell will not dare consider you even if you live for a hundred and ninety years. But if the Lord of the Pole Star should be angered and caused to write something in his tablet you will loose your life directly, and even a thousand pardons from the Jade Emperor will not save you! How should such a presence be anything but terrifying? At this point Yuan Gong, not waiting for the presiding official to begin speaking, threw up his arms and offered up the treasured ‘Ru Yi Ce’ and kowtowed continuously, only acknowledging his deadly sin.




    “Vile creature!” thundered the Lord of the Pole Star. “you broke the heavenly seals without authorization, and by yourself stole Heaven’s secret teachings. This is even worse than a guard stealing what he is paid to protect! It is proper to plan an execution!” Yuan Gong then pleaded for his life, and kowtowed without stopping. Then the Royal Attendant Mi Heng spoke.




    “Did you or did you not steal Heaven’s Books?” he asked. “Tell us honestly!”




    “I, Old Yuan,” answered the accused, “have never in my life lied! Those magical transformation charms from the ‘Ru Yi Ce’ are arranged so neatly on the walls of White Cloud Cave. If one talks about leaking secrets, well, they haven’t seen the face of any stranger.”




    “This creature is really honest,” thought the Lord of the Pole Star, “or at least naive.” And again he shouted: “Why did you carve the secret text onto the stone walls?”




    “It’s often said,” answered Yuan Gong, “that the Emperor of Heaven is not selfish, so I didn’t believe that he could have any secrets. If he did have secrets, they shouldn’t have been written down. But as they are indeed written down they should be handed down throughout the ages. The Jade Emperor’s storing them in a box and my carving them on the walls are one and the same thing!”




    The Royal Attendant objected: “The beast should stop using such strong words in pleading his innocence!”




    Yuan Gong hurriedly kowtowed in acknowledgement of his mortal sin and continued: “I, old Yuan, have been naive all my life and I can only explain my actions upon the basis of the facts! How dare I argue strongly!”




    “It is said,” continued the Royal Assistant, “that the jade box is a treasure of the Palace of Heaven, and that there are three prohibitions against its being opened. For one, it cannot be opened without permission of the universal Creator himself. Second, it can’t be opened without permission of the Mystery Queen of Ninth Heaven. Third, it can’t be opened without the Jade Emperor’s permission. You hairy creature, just who authorized YOU to open it?”




    “At first,” answered Yuan Gong, “in fact, I tried to open it quite a few times without success. So I swore an oath to my teacher, the Mystery Girl, Queen of Ninth Heaven, as follows: ‘Please protect your disciple who is fated to practice Daoist magic. I’ll always protect these secrets ad I’ll never dare do wrong.’ Then the lid immediately came off the box. If it had not in fact opened at last, I, old Yuan, would have given up. And I wouldn’t have called a jade worker to grind or crack it open, either. Having known that Heaven’s rules were so strict, the Mystery Girl shouldn’t have helped me commit this crime. All my life I have hated the narrow ways of the world, which often condemn people to prison on the grounds of the shakiest connection to a crime. I can’t imagine how Heaven, so broad in its outlook, wants to cast me into prison or worse for merely looking at a three-inch-long booklet, and doesn’t consider my well cultivated soul. To the contrary, I am on trial for my life, accused of the crime of booktheft, and which I feel is beyond regret. I simply will not resign myself to accepting death as a just punishment, as I’ve done nothing wrong! Kill me if you like but my eyes will not close!”




    Now when the Royal Attendant Mi Heng heard these words about the world’s ways being narrow his mood suddenly changed, and he thought of the time when he himself had been imprisoned by Liu Biao merely because he was mentioned in a letter of Sun Ce’s. And his character being strong and upright, seeing Yuan Gong’s hurt feelings and excited speech, his sobbing and his running nose, he became sad through and through and addressed the Lord of the Pole Star.




    “What this hairy critter is saying makes sense,” he proclaimed. “In speaking of his mission to spread the Dao there lies a motive. Moreover as he is the Mystery Dowager Queen’s student, I would like to trouble my Lords to all stand behind a memorial to the Jade Emperor, proposing that Yuan Gong be allowed to reform himself. I don’t know how my Lords feel about this...”




    “The accused,” answered the Lord of the Polestar, “has been your subordinate all along; everything is up to you. But as this is a trial, and hundreds of gods are already thoroughly knowledgeable about the case, perhaps we should draw up a formal record of this interrogation and then offer up a memorial to the Emperor.”




    “My Lord’s words are so fitting,” answered Mi Heng. At this point the clerks were commanded to bring paper, brush and inkstone to Yuan Gong. Now, our white ape knew that the Attendant had a mind to toss aside the charges, and was too happy to even stand. He hurriedly took up the pen and wrote as follows:




     




    DEPOSITION




    I, Yuan Gong, age unknown, a righteous long-time resident of White Cloud Cave on Mt Dream-of the-Clouds, was nominated for service by the Mystery Queen of Ninth Heaven. Through his Imperial Majesty’s great beneficence, I was invested as Lord of White Cloud Cave, to guard the secret books of Ninth Heaven under the supervision of the Royal Attendant, for an indeterminate period of time. Until then I had done nothing wrong. However, when all of the gods in Ninth Heaven went together to the Fairy Peach Celebration, I was unable to go along due to my inadequate moral and spiritual cultivation. Illegally, I took it upon myself to steal a peek at a secret book, twice trying to open the lid of its container without success. So I wholeheartedly prayed to my teacher, the Dowager Queen, Mystery Girl of Ninth, Highest Heaven to assist me and only then could I open the box and get the book. Wrongly thinking that heaven had nothing private and wishing to create something of everlasting value for mankind, I then absconded with the book and carved its contents into the walls of White Cloud Cave. I am confident that what I have done is predestined and correct. My taking things into my own hands is hard to pardon, but all was done out of the goodness of my heart and my interest in Dao; I certainly had no evil, selfish intent. If I am forgiven, I promise to concentrate my heart and soul upon the furtherance of good teachings. Should my heart wander from this oath, may the Lords of Heaven and Hell strike me down!




    The Above statement is a Factual Record of Events




     




    The Lord of the Pole Star finished reading the deposition and laughed: “Through this scrap of writing you actually make yourself look clean in body!”




    “Not only am I, Old Yuan, clean in body,” shouted our ape, jumping up and down excitedly, “but clean in mind as well! I am a serious and honest type of individual who calls a spade a spade, not the sort that passes off two and two as five!”




    The Royal Attendant and his assistants laughed heartily. Then he and the Lord of the Pole Star got up, escorted Yuan Gong to the spirit paradise above the clouds and memorialized as follows to the Jade Emperor:




    “Although Yuan Gong’s crime is serious, his words are cause to pity him. Moreover, the One who created the world out of chaos Himself uttered these four lines:




    When the jade box opens




    Fate is on




    But when it closes




    Fate is gone.




    Now, one word for fate is Yuan, the same pronunciation as the accused’s surname although the character is different. Perhaps Yuan Gong was fated, so the jade box opened by itself. Since he doesn’t have an evil heart, for the sake of the Mystery Queen we should be inclined to leniency, to forgive him and set him free.”




    Now the Jade Emperor granted this petition and he cancelled the sentence of death. But he struck the title “Lord of White Cloud Cave” from Yuan Gong’s name, changing it to “White Ape God” and dispatched him to guard the stoney walls of White Cloud Cave. And then he issued an imperial edict to the Judges of the Fates of Souls and to the Earth God, to drive away from that place all of the ape children and grandchildren of Yuan Gong, along with all of their cohorts, to prohibit their coming within ten li of the cave and to allow only a solitary Yuan Gong to reside there. And should Yuan Gong teach his blasphemy to the people of earth, to cause disasters or make trouble, they would all be punished together.




    After Yuan Gong had thanked him for his kindness and mercy the Jade Emperor ordered that a lantern be brought to the penitent ape. This incense burner was known as the Magic Lamp of Wishes; when Yuan Gong cultivated himself in the cave the smoke would issue forth naturally and without pause and would float right up to Heaven’s gate. But if Yuan Gong should perchance go out of the cave, the fragrant smoke would cease. Clearly, by use of this pure little fire, Yuan Gong’s wild and impulsive heart could be controlled, and as a result he wouldn’t dare do anything rash.




    Yuan Gong again thanked the Jade Emperor for his kindness and mercy, and memorialized as follows:




    “Although White Cloud Cave, my home on Mt Dream-of-the-Clouds, is remote and isolated, it is by no means far from the mortal world. Now, I hear that the Spirit Official Zhang Kai can make a five-li fog, and I would like to borrow it to cover the cave entrance. That way we can avoid scrutiny by outsiders.”




    The Jade Emperor granted the petition. “If you desire a fog,” he laughed, “you needn’t trouble the Spirit Official at all!” He thereupon called the Guard of Heaven’s Vault to select and bring forth a weird and priceless treasure. And the name of this treasure was the Mother of Fog.




    Now, originally the world above had the Four Mothers, and they were its most precious things. The first was the Mother of Vital Force, and she carried all of Heaven’s ‘Qi,’ which is at the core of the never-ending universes upon universes as they revolve. This force is what the Teacher Maitreya carries in his cloth bag. There is a poem that bears witness:




    With belly of enormous size




    He laughs through ever-open eyes




    He carries a sack from morn 'til late




    And yet he feels it has no weight




    If you want to know what’s there unseen




    Well, for secret use it’s Yang and Yin




    





    And looking down he laughs in mirth




    At the fleas in the pants of men on earth!




     




    The second was the Mother of Wind. She stored the windy draughts of all eight directions. How do we know that? Well, think about it. Ravaging is the Eastwind, fierce the Westwind, and cold the Northwind. Longlasting is the wind of the Southwest, mild is the wind of the Northeast, great is the wind of the Southeast and harsh is that of the Northwest. These eight winds all rest in the Pouch of Wind carried by Fei Lian, the God of Wind. And here is a poem for proof:




    If Earth had officials for wind control




    How could Heaven have none at all?




    A snake-tailed deer known as Fei Lian




    Among his achievements is rain for men.




    Wind fairies ride before Mother Meng’s rage




    All picked by Zedan, the Wind Spirit Sage!




    And Earth’s biggest storm, a thousand miles wide




    Is but breath from the pouch at the Wind God’s side!




     




    The third is the Mother of Cloud. When the world was created out of chaos she came from the vital essence of mountains and rivers. Round like a parasol, her cloud is of five different colors. If the season brings a good harvest it is yellow; if war comes it turns green. For a funeral the cloud turns white; a black cloud means flood and a scarlet one, famine. If all five colors appear at once, this is a guaranteed good omen! This Mother of Cloud hides darkly behind her vapor screen; again, here is a poem for proof:




    Pale green dog or sheet of white




    Such cloud is not an auspicious sight




    But should we a red or gold one see




    That is a sign of prophesy!




    If the Cloud Sage didn’t in fact exist




    Why would augury by cloud persist?




     




    The fourth treasure is the Mother of Fog; she wears a gown eight or nine feet long, almost like a drape. This garment is known as the Curtain of Fog. If she opens what appears to be a cooking pot just a hair, out it blasts and hotly rises up. If she opened it completely the resulting fog would cover a hundred li and obscure the entire universe. When it is completely out it is then sucked back in, as if by a pump. That is the way fog is deployed, recovered and stored.




    Now, in days of old when the Yellow Emperor, Xuan Yuan, lived, there was a feudal lord named Chi You,16 entirely lacking in moral cultivation. He managed to get hold of this Curtain of Fog and could cause, control and harvest great fogs at will. He alone could also manufacture swords, spears and giant bows. Proudly then did he think himself without rival in the world. Wanting to steal the Yellow Emperor’s realm, he drummed up his people to war. The Yellow Emperor met Chi You in battle upon the plain of Zhuo Lu, but his army lost its bearings in a fog, couldn’t tell east from west and for three days was unable to secure a victory. But, fortunately, the Mystery Girl of Ninth Heaven descended to earth and resented a plan, in the form of an Yin charm, to the Yellow Emperor. And she created a chariot, called the Compass Cart, that always pointed south. And on this chariot stood a wooden man whose arm and finger pointed straight ahead. No matter if your chariots would go left or right, this wooden man would point always to the south.




    With such help the Yellow Emperor immediately devastated Chi You’s forces, pursued, caught, and beheaded him, and the ground onto which his blood ran turned into salt. And this is precisely the salt pool which is north of the present-day city of Qingyangfu in modern Shaanxi Province. Because Chi You invented armaments and the evil of his crimes weighed so deeply and heavily upon fate, 10,000 generations of folk down to this very day have eaten his blood in the form of their daily salt. But to get back to the tale, when victory was achieved the fog was gathered up by the Mystery Girl of Ninth Heaven, presented to the Jade Emperor and stored in the Vault of Heaven. And once again we have a poem:




    The Yellow Emperor’s spirit




    Was of holy prince so great,




    While Chi You’s fearsome ugliness




    Was a star of bitter fate.




    If the fog were not removed




    And sent to Heaven high,




    How then could we see the sun and moon




    As they shine on in the sky?




     




    On the other hand, later folk also have a poem that says:




    None of the ancients ever heard of these great mothers four




    How can we ever hope to know of Heaven ‘n Earth for sure?




    The wind and clouds are only things that must be calmly seen




    As phenomena created and dispersed by Yang and Yin.




    How can we say four Holy beings




    Or Gods made each of these four things?




     




    This blasphemous poem argues that the Mother of Vital Essence, the Wind Pouch, the Cloud Parasol and the Curtain of Fog, these four items of treasure, are preposterous illusions. But perhaps, in attributing these marvels to mere material processes, the writer of this poem was indeed like a frog sitting in a well looking at Heaven. A member of an uninformed, superficially minded group, indeed! If a mirror can be used to make a fire, if the giant clam of old could produce a flood, if a wild tiger can bring wind, and if there are even more strange, weird myriad things on earth that we cannot understand, how can we ever hope to understand Heaven’s affairs? Let’s not talk nonsense any longer!




    Now it is said that the Jade Emperor, seeing that Yuan Gong wholeheartedly defended Daoist magic and was sincere and truthful, and what’s more was a disciple of the Mystery Girl of Ninth Heaven, took this Curtain of Fog and brought it to him, and advised as follows: “This folded curtain can only be opened about one foot; the resulting fog will cover ten li. You are not permitted to open it completely, for I am afraid of the trouble it will cause earthly residents.” And he added: “From now on you must repent and do good, wholeheartedly cultivating yourself in accordance with Dao, and there will be a day when you will rise to Heaven. Otherwise, your pardon will be revoked, and you’ll plunge eternally into the bottomless depths of hell.”




     




    * * * * *




     




    Yuan Gong agreed unceasingly, knelt, and left the Jade Emperor’s presence. Then the Royal Attendant of Cultural Affairs again knelt and memorialized the throne for the Royal Seals. He then resealed the jade box in fulfillment of his duties. Then the Lord of the Pole Star also knelt and left.




    As for Yuan Gong, he went to the Cultural Affairs Ministry and reverently thanked Mi Heng; he then went to the Delegation of Star Lords and paid his parting respects to the Lord of the Pole Star. In his right hand he now lifted the white jade incense burner while under his left arm he clinched the rolled-up Curtain of Fog fast next to his heart, and at this instant he departed high Heaven, swirling down to earth and crawling into White Cloud Cave on Mt Dream-of-the-Clouds.




    Now, already the monkey children, grandchildren and hordes of flea-bitten followers of Yuan Gong had been completely expelled by Heaven’s charm, already transmitted by the Judges of the Fates of Souls, the Mountain Spirit, and the Earth God. Yuan Gong was suddenly a bit sad but at least he was glad to have his life, and received two treasures in the bargain. His feelings were truly mixed. He then took the precious incense burner and placed it in front of the chamber, and he saw only the misty cloud of smoke soaring directly up to Heaven. Next he opened the Curtain of Fog about a foot, and hung it in the mouth of the cave. Sure enough, white vapor rose toward the sky and outward and in a short while there was a fog covering ten li, engulfing the entire vicinity of the cave in what seemed like white flour. It became impossible to see out or vice-versa.




    “On Earth,” Yuan Gong happily exclaimed, “most things exist in form but not in substance. For example, the name ‘White Cloud Cave’ has always been a misnomer; now at last it is appropriately named!” Then he returned to the precious burner and kowtowed four times to thank heaven for its kindness.




    From this time on everything was the same, but he didn’t allow his spirit to become idle. Every year, at noon on the Duan Wu Day,17 that of the Dragon Boat Festival and the summer solstice, he closed up the Curtain of Fog, reported to the Palace of Heaven, had an audience with the Jade Emperor and apologized. After the noon hour he had to return to the cave as usual, where he again hung the curtain. Once more, inside and outside were separated and the cave became a world apart.




    Now the cave, it is said, was originally very large with many varieties of the most famous flowers and strange fruits, never ceasing their growth throughout the four seasons; they were certainly sufficient for Yuan Gong’s enjoyment and nourishment. After the Imperial Audience, Yuan Gong stayed in the cave, cultivating his nature in accordance with true Dao. And in his leisure time he reached for the pair of male and female magic pellets, delighting in their fiery dancing performances. Now, as the One Hundred and Eight Transformation Charms had already been carved upon the two stone walls, let us consider their importance. They are all capable of stealing the sky and moving the sun itself, and can chase after the Hun and Po essences of the spirit. And among them are the powers to turn beans into men and spirits into swords, all for the purpose of attacking human beings. “No wonder,” surmised Yuan Gong, “the Jade Emperor is so secretive and protective, not permitting these charms to be leaked to the world. That book is obviously heretical Dao, beyond and against the truths of the Buddha, and it has nothing to do with my plane of existence. I knew this from the start; why did I have to go and open the box?” In his heart he felt deep remorse, and so he took up the brush and wrote these characters on the wall at the rear of the cave:




    “These are Secret and Mysterious Charms of Ninth Heaven, cared for by God. If any future person is so fated to see them, he must be prepared to serve Heaven by following Dao. Defend the country and protect the people! And every year on the twenty-fifth day of the twelfth lunar month at the stroke of midnight, he must climb to the peak of his roof and straddle the beam. Then, so positioned, he is to swear an oath to the Lord of the Polestar as follows: Your disciple, X, is caring for your secret charms. Throughout the years down to present he has never committed an offense. If trouble should arise to harm the people, let the Lord of Thunder strike me dead with a bolt of lightning!”




    Altogether the message was comprised of seventy-six characters and accordingly he chiseled their inked forms into the wall. Now what does all this mean? Well, because Yuan Gong had taken an oath upon his life when writing his confession after having been captured by the Thunder Lord and interrogated by the Lord of the Pole Star, now anyone else coming into possession of the charms would likewise have to take the oath to the star lord. So, on the twenty-fifth of the twelfth lunar month when the Jade Emperor comes down to the world of mortals, we can, at last, see Yuan Gong cultivating his heart in devotion to Dao, certainly without a selfish bone in his body.




    When things make news it’s often worse than everyday routine




    What can be more pleasant than a life safe and serene?




    To see who next will steal the charms and what harm it all brings




    Read on and you will come to know about all of these things!




     




     




    



  




  

    Chapter 3




     




    
In Town, Hu Chu Bothers A Virtuous Wife





    
While In The Forest Zhao The Eldest Tracks A Fox





     




    Sudden magic changes are so many and so vast




    But for ghostly transformations the fox is unsurpassed




    If false Buddhas and fake deities have for so long survived




    Why worry whether Holy Auntie’s real or contrived?




     




    It is said that there have been many instances of transformations among living things, such as a black fish becoming a man, a white snail becoming a beautiful woman, a tiger changing into a monk or an old woman, a cow becoming a king, a panther turning into a general, a dog being transformed into its master, a deer becoming a Daoist priest or a wolf changing into a young child. The examples in novels and other literature are innumerable. Now among the beasts the apes have the highest spiritual character, but among all creatures none can change forms more freely than the fox, and there are many records by which to prove this. The fox, for all appearances, has an angular mouth and a pointed nose; his head is small and his tail large, and his fur is yellowish. And among them are black as well as white varieties, and what’s more they can live for many years and change colors.




    According to an account in the “Xuan Zhong Ji”:18 At fifty years of age the fox can turn into a human; at a hundred it can know something a thousand miles away; at a thousand years it can communicate with Heaven. Such a creature is then beyond man’s control and is known as the “Celestial Fox.”19 It is expert at deception and seduction, and it has countless varieties and transformations.




    As a result, from antiquity to the present there have been many comparisons between foxes and folks; for example we call a bewitchingly charming and flirtatious woman a “fox” or “foxy,” as we do a sly or dishonest individual. Worries are also said to be “foxy” feelings, and a gang of friends a “pack of foxes.” Now dear reader, let’s get back to the “foxy” charms of a woman. Generally speaking if a vixen wishes to lure a human male she need only change into a beautiful, charming woman. And if the male fox wishes to seduce a woman he need only change into a handsome man. Both of these metamorphoses require that Yin and Yang seminal and blood vital forces be stolen from the target manifestation. And whatever kind of magic changes you can dream of, the fox has the ability to perform these and more from birth. For example, if a vixen wants to become a woman she must use the skull and bones of a dead human female, and if a male fox wishes to change into a man he must use the bones and skull of a dead man. In either case it must place these upon its head and body and then worship the moon. If the desired change is not possible at the time the skull will tumble down knockety-knock. But if it stays firmly in place, well, then after finishing forty-nine incantations and bows the creature will change on the spot into the form of a man or woman, and will then gather some leaves and flower petals with which to cover its body. These in turn change into fashionable clothes of five colors. Once a person has seen its beauty and its elegant dress, he or she will fall head over heels for the siren or handsome dandy. And except for the most righteous of wives and upright of husbands, ninety-five out of a hundred people will go for its charms. That is why we speak of a strong attraction or beauty as being “foxy.”




    Not only can the fox do all this, but when it meets a bonze it can become a Buddha, and upon encountering a Daoist it can impersonate an Immortal; it can then persuade folks to worship and sacrifice to it. Accordingly, the Tang Dynasty had accounts of a “Fox God” to which every family sacrificed and which none dared offend. At that time folks said that “without a Fox God there can be no village.” This was commonplace wisdom down through the Five Dynasties, and it is not yet extinct even today. A poem says:




    If so much in the world is sham all through




    Why believe that the tale of the fox is true?




    If folks didn’t walk on falsehood’s path




    Foxes wouldn’t be spared from Heaven’s wrath.




     




    Now it is said that at the beginning of the Xianping Reign Era of the Great Song Dynasty,20 the Emperor Zhenzong mounted the throne. At that time the land was at peace and the people prospered; need I say more? And it is said that in Citong Village of Ande District, Western Sichuan, there lived a hunter called Zhao Yi. He was from a once-powerful family, now down on its fortunes. Now, this Zhao Yi had a wife surnamed Qian, the daughter of Squire Qian of that district; she was only twenty-two years of age and very beautiful. Zhao Yi earned a sort of livelihood by hunting, while this Qian woman stayed home in their reed cabin, taking in sewing to help them survive. Who would ever imagine that one day, when going out to draw water, she would be spotted by the sorcerer fox, that the beast’s vile heart would be moved and that it would then seek to seduce her? And who would think that it would change into a handsome Xiucai degree holder, wearing such impeccable clothes and only waiting every day for her husband to leave? Who would have thought that a fox so transformed would then go to their door, perhaps sitting or maybe standing, possibly pretending to be hungry or thirsty and begging for some gruel or water, all the time only seeking to lure her into speaking? Or that try as it did to force out some charming words, that wife would remain as hard as stone, entirely unmovable, and that because of this he could not lure her to the kang and take her? Now our hunter Zhao spotted this Xiucai on the doorpath for two days in a row, and, suspicious, asked the stranger his name. The Xiucai said his name was Hu Chu, that he had studied in his home village and for now had wandered to this place. Zhao Yi had the mind to visit his hometown and check up on him, and finding that no such person had ever lived there his doubts increased.




    Suddenly one day, when the wife Qian went to do up her hair, she was unable to find one of her silver hairpins. She looked in her sleeves, her blouse, her wicker hamper and trunk, her jewelry box and in her bedding, and was unable to find it anywhere. She even looked in the small mousehole at the foot of the wall which was illuminated by lamplight, but not a trace was to be found. But around noontime, when her boiling rice was ready, there was the pin, sticking straight up out of the center of the rice! And when she picked it up for a look, she saw that, stranger yet, the pin was still cold after having been submerged in the rolling, boiling depths of the pot! Now, the woman Qian, fearing that her husband would never believe this, concealed the event and never brought it up. Then on another day she arose rather early and went directly to put on her embroidered slippers, but could not find one of them. Zhao Yi suggested that perhaps the cat had carried it off, and told her to wear another. Now, later that day he went out for a while and came right back, pulling an embroidered slipper from his sleeve.




    “Could this be yours?” he asked her. His wife said that it was, and asked where he had found it.




    “It was hanging in a pomegranate tree more than three li from here,” answered Zhao Yi. “Now isn’t that strange?” So at last the woman Qian felt brave enough to tell her husband about the silver hairpin.




    “Folks say,” answered Zhao, “that if we ignore ghosts they’ll destroy themselves. It’s best to pay it no mind.” And from that point on there was no end of strange happenings around the Zhao household, although no harm occurred. Whatever outrageous things happened, the couple simply ignored them. After awhile they became accustomed to all of this, and it passed out of their minds.




    At this time the ninth day of the ninth lunar month was approaching, and with it the Chong Yang Festival, a time for mountain climbing and hiking. The wind was brisk and the grass dry; this was indeed bow-hunting season, too. Zhao Yi and his hunting pals drove forth their falcons and hounds, slung their bows and quivers over their shoulders, each taking up his customary and favorite hunting tools, and went forth from Coffinwood Pass Village to go hunting in the mountains. Just look at this poem:




    Reckless fools and braggarts they




    Who’d with one shaft two eagles slay.




    Or have one man kill a tiger pair




    How sad are the wounded prey so fair!




    But they’re only beasts of land and sky




    That suffer so before they die




    The blood and gore may be a bit much




    But it’s nothing to one with a hunter’s touch.




    With never a thought to make amends




    But then, they’re only our furry friends.




    Proud falcons and dogs follow masters vain




    With knives and pikes to inflict such pain.




    Each such a feeling of pride receives




    But most folks see them as small-time thieves!




     




    Zhao Yi and his mates all spread out for the hunt, and by evening they had bagged a few roe, deer, rabbits and things of this sort, and divided them up fairly. Suddenly, as they were about to return, a pack of badgers scurried out of a nearby ravine. The gang of hunters shouted out in surprise.




    “Well,” exclaimed one, we’ve all boasted about out kills, now let’s have a go at those badgers, and cheers to the first man to get one!”




    “Right you are!” answered Zhao Yi. After telling a few novices to guard the falcons and dogs, Zhao Yi picked up a forked steel shaft and leapt away, as did five or six other stout men bearing spears and staffs. The pack of badgers were almost caught up with when they scattered, and the hunters split up in individual pursuit. Zhao Yi set his sight on a very large animal and chased it with all his strength, but after two or three li the beast was already out of sight. But he wouldn’t quit, and when he scurried up some high ground for a look he saw that the badger was in the wild grass at the foot of the next hill, scampering about seeking some hole to dive into. Zhao again went all out in pursuit, but after chasing around several hillocks he saw that the beast was gone. There was only a deer with large antlers eating wild grass in a hollow, and when it spotted a man it ran away.




    “Well,” thought Zhao, “I couldn’t get the badger but if I can bag this deer I can still have something to show and conceal this embarrassment!” He hurriedly tore off his jacket, tied it around his waist and tore off up the hill in pursuit, but the deer was not to be found. There was only the burbling of a small brook, and, his throat dry after the chase, he really wanted a drink. Searching for the site of the small creek, he found some brackish water in a small clearing. So following the direction of the sound’s source he climbed and searched, again traveling a short distance before arriving at an exhilaratingly pure cold stream in the midst of a mountain ravine, that poured forth a beaded curtain of sparkling drops like pearls. To one side was a deep pool, and it was entirely lined with stones; its sparkling purity ran deep. Zhao Yi cast down his forked staff and cupped his hands, then scooped up and quaffed a few mouthfuls of water, finally satisfying himself. Then, his weary eyes seeing that the sky had taken on the appearance of dusk, he picked up his hunting staff, turned and left. But he hadn’t realized that he had covered over twenty li in this chase, and, this being the eight day of the ninth lunar month, the light of day was now receding and a crescent moon was already visible.




    And so having come on an impulse he left on a note of disappointment, plodding on wearily. But before he had trudged a couple of li he spotted some moving shadows in the moonlight, far off in a grove. And when he stood on his toes for a better look he saw that it was really a fox, wearing the skull of a man on its head and kowtowing continuously under the moon!




    “How strange,” whispered Zhao, “I’ve often heard folks say that the fox can transform itself....perhaps this is how the vile beast does it! I’ll watch and see what happens...” And so he looked on while the fox bowed in worship several times, and, by and by, he witnessed the form of a handsome young man, no different from the Xiucai he had previously met. “So it is!” exclaimed Zhao Yi. And, without any great hatred, he lightly cast down his grappling staff, picked up his bow and dressed it with an arrow. Pulled back to the bow’s limit, the shaft flew off with great velocity, and seeing it streaking right toward its prey Zhao cried: “zhaaa....!” As usual, an ambush proved more effective than a fair fight in the clear; our hunter Zhao had indeed struck the demon’s left leg! The creature let out a cry, cast off the skull, changed back into a fox and ran off with the arrow embedded in its haunch. Now Zhao Yi, because it was late and due to his understandable fright, shook with cold shivers and didn’t dare give chase. He shouldered his bow, flung out his cloth jacket and put it on, lifted his hunting spear and flew off, returning along his original path.




    By now the other hunters had gone into the village, bought some wine, cooked their game and sat in a circle in a mat shelter at the foot of the mountain, awaiting news of Zhao Yi.




    “Old Zhao is certainly capable of a fine chase,” said one, “I’m sure he’s bagged one!”




    “Hah,” laughed another, “two legs chasing four, it ain’t all that certain!”




    “Zhao the Eldest has always been a first class hunter,” shouted one of them.




    “But this time he hasn’t come back!” exclaimed yet another. “Perhaps it turned out that he couldn’t catch the badger and got himself lost, or even that the tables were turned and he himself is right now being chased around the countryside by the little beast!” At this point they all had a good laugh. Then in the flash of an eye one of them pointed and the circle fell silent. “Isn’t that him coming now?” he asked in expectation. The entire gang came forth from the shanty to greet him, but they saw only an empty-handed and ashen-faced Zhao the Eldest returning.




    “We’ve managed to bag two of the badgers and we’ve already cooked them up!” they shouted; how is it that you, brother Zhao, have been out so long?”




    “Well,” explained Zhao Yi, “I couldn’t catch up with the badger but I’ve run into a really bizarre thing that has, oddly enough, taken a big load off of my mind!” Thereupon he told of his shooting the fox demon which had transformed itself by worshipping the moon, and of what all he had seen; his mates were, of course, stunned, not knowing what to think.




    “Elder brother dares say he’s driven all the evils away from there,” said one. “If that’s indeed the case we congratulate you!” But among them were skeptics who mumbled on about how Zhao Yi had merely concocted this ghastly story to conceal his not having caught a badger. But there was also an older man among them, who counseled should be believed, at least for the time being, and who refused to dismiss it outright. He led Zhao Yi by the sleeve back into the grass shack, poured a big bowl of wine and gave it to him, coaxing more weird details of the fox story out of him for all outside to hear.




    “My arrow,” declared the excited Zhao the Eldest, “struck him right in the butt and he whelped and ran off. I think that tomorrow we can all go and track it to its lair, and I reckon there are more than one or two; we’ll drag them all out, skin them and make jackets to pass the winter in!”




    “If it works out like that,” answered the others, “and there is some proof, then there’s nothing more to say and we’ll all treat you to wine and meat. But if it there is nothing and it turns out you’ve lied to us, we’ll be your guests when you act as host of the century!”




    Zhao Yi consented and there in the night had a bite to eat. Then they each took some of the meat and went home.




    When Zhao Yi arrived home he told his wife of what had transpired. She gave her spoken consent to the plan, but was still not entirely at ease. Zhao went without sleep all night. Anxiously awaiting the dawn, he jumped to his feet at some sound but heard only wild rustling of wind through the leaves in front of his door. “Today is the ninth of the month,” he thought, “the chrysanthemum and mountain climbing festival, and the seasonal wind is starting up.” And when he pushed aside the sliding window he saw only curly, dark rainclouds, laden with water like so many twisted, soaked grey rags, waiting for some giant hand to wring them.




    “It’s going to rain,” he said anxiously. “If I take advantage of these last moments before it starts I can lead the entire gang on this hunt and still be back before breakfast!” Then he hurriedly washed and groomed himself, put on a cloth coat and left. But when he got to the homes of his neighbors and knocked on their doors, each was still in bed, tossing about. At one house he waited for a little water to be prepared, at another for his friend to eat a little something, and so on, wasting much time. This all made Zhao Yi even more impatient, until finally the whole sky opened up with rain. At first he hoped it would soon stop. “It won’t matter, it won’t matter at all,” he assured himself. But after awhile it really began to come down, making it impossible for the mission to be completed as planned. The only thing to do was return home, have breakfast and sit there in his thatched straw cottage, staring dumbly at the rainy sky with his hollow eyes. And the rain fell from morning until night without even the briefest pause. There is a poem about bitter rain that tells it well:




    Rain oh rain, why your silly showers?




    Good but for farmers and watering flowers




    Or maybe the bath and the brewing of tea




    Running off of the roof for me to see.




    Drops large and small make twisted ropes




    Of children’s fears and broken hopes




    Bringing boredom unto me




    As you can no doubt see.




    Into a cave an active man you force




    Like tying up Qianlima, the thousand mile horse




    Oh Son of Heaven in palace high




    Where do you play under rainy sky?




    God of Wind why do you refuse so fast




    To unleash your clearing blast?




    Oh God of Rain what’s all this for?




    To make the world but curse you more?




    Rain if you wish without a break




    And I won’t another comment make.




    But even you will reach your end




    And then the leaden clouds will rend




    Oh can’t you take your rags and mop




    And make this raining quickly stop?




     




    Now Zhao Yi simply couldn’t bear being unable to take a bamboo pole hundreds of thousands of feet in length, push aside the clouds and let the red, round sun shine through! And how he regretted that he couldn’t climb up to heaven carrying tens of thousands of rags and wipe up all of the soaking wet clouds in the sky until not a drop remained! His wife was puzzled upon seeing him so listless at dinner so she procured two bottles of fine wine, heated them up and brought them, with their fine, wild aroma, for him to drink. Zhao Yi then became suddenly very drunk, and without removing his shoes or socks fell unconscious onto the kang. It was not until the drumming of the fourth watch, sometime between one and three o’clock in the morning of the next day, that he finally awakened. Raising his head, there was no rain to be heard and he presumed it was clear outside. Then after passing another two-hour watch in bed the window became somewhat illuminated. And when he went to look at the sky it was still dark, but the rain had indeed stopped. “Those sleepy-headed neighbors of mine are certainly still asleep,” he thought. “I can eat breakfast and still not miss them.” So he hurriedly woke his wife and had her boil water for washing, and told her to arrange breakfast. But after eating and going out of doors he saw that a fine, misty drizzle was falling out of the murky overcast. “This dog-hair drizzle can’t even dampen clothes,” he thought, optimistically. “What’s there to be afraid of?” Walking a few steps and finding it muddy underfoot, he returned to change his socks and put on a pair of waxed shoes. But when he went forth to collect his neighbors from their warm beds, each was unwilling to move.




    “What’s so important,” answered one, “for us to go mucking aimlessly around the countryside? If there’s really a wild fox out there that was shot by you, by this time it’s got quite a welt! Where could it go in this weather with an arrow in its behind? What’s the hurry?”




    Realizing that he could not go out, he was sad and edgy throughout the next night. But the third day dawned clear and bright.




    “Today,” said Zhao, “they’ll have no excuse!” So he went to his mates’ homes to announce his intentions, and, after returning home for breakfast, set off to drag them out of doors. Now, there were a few old hands who wouldn’t go along.




    “It may not be wet underfoot,” said one, “but it sure ain’t dry either! We’ll let you young ones go.”




    “We’re off with elder brother to catch a fox spirit,” said another, “talk to you when we get back!” Walking together were over twenty men, each armed for the hunt. Zhao Yi led the way, winding to and fro, passing quite a few hillocks and making the group impatient, until they finally came upon the grove. Thereupon the entire place was searched and not a half drop of blood was to be found, for it had all been washed away by two day’s heavy rain. Zhao the Elder explained it roughly this way too, but the gang were unable to believe him.




    “The branches overhead form a cover,” said one, “and the rain could never wash it that clean. Even if the bloody trail had been washed away there would still be a burrow nearby, but there isn’t a trace of one!” Still, Zhao led them on, nonsensically searching the forest for half a day.




    “Phooey!” exclaimed one of the group. “We won’t go along any longer on this weird hunt! Let’s go back and have you treat us to a feast!”




     




    * * * * *




     




    Angry at fate, Zhao Yi couldn’t utter a word. Upon reaching town all broke out into laughs and shouts of “Old Zhao the fibber” and other such abuse, and even I, your narrator couldn’t help but chime in with “Old Zhao the reckless liar! In this pure and peaceful world if there’s any such fox spirit or ghost it’s only Zhao the Elder, the lying ghost!” And to this very day those caught in lies are still called “Ghost Zhao” and “Wild Zhao,” referring of course to this fox business. There is this poem for proof:




    That a sorcerer fox did worship there was truthfully described




    ‘Twas not the case that our Zhao Yi to anyone had lied.




    The tracks of blood were washed by rain and weren’t at the spot




    Who in this world can tell for sure what’s true and what is not?




     




    When Zhao arrived home, all of his fellows were already there waiting for the promised feast. He could do nothing but take some of his wife’s clothes and coats and pawn them, and with the little money thus obtained he bought the wine for his guests to drink. Even the village elders were invited and everyone ate away, gnawing and chewing to their hearts’ content. And when it came time to leave somebody said: “Since we’ve troubled Brother Zhao for a feast, after today, should anyone ask, we’ll all put out the word that there was a fox spirit out there after all!” Zhao Yi boiled over with rage, and from this point on never again brought up the matter.




    Now to digress in our story, the old male fox which has been depicted being shot was born of an old white vixen. Nobody can reckon her exact age and she is vastly capable of transformations. She changed from her own form into that of a beauty, now in maturity called Holy Auntie, who makes her home in a cave beneath Goosegate Mountain. The twin peaks, east and west, of this mountain rise suddenly, high enough to touch the sky. Migrating geese in their formations always fly between the summits, hence the name. This Holy Auntie had two fox offspring, named Hu Chu and Hu Mei; they were brother and sister. Now, most of your five hundred-year-old fox spirits are surnamed Bai or Kang, but your thousand-year-old foxes are usually named Zhao or Zhang; still, most if them usually go by the alias of Hu. On the night when hunter Zhao shot his strange prey, Holy Auntie was with her daughter Mei under the moon, teaching her the mysteries of chanting. Suddenly they saw Chu, limping, wounded in his left leg and trembling with each step, howling as he returned. When he got near the cave he fell to earth, rolled over and let loose a wild scream. The old mother approached for a look, realizing that her son had been shot by an arrow in the left leg. She hurriedly attempted to pull it out but its head was buried too deeply, and her efforts resulted only in more pain, the shaft entirely unmoving. Holy Auntie thought of a plan.




    “Bear the pain, son!” she first cried out. She then took a deep breath and held it, clenched the arrow’s shaft tightly between her teeth, and used her hands to press down forcefully on the surrounding flesh. Then, with a loud “pop” the shaft was out of his haunch, snatched up and thrown onto the ground; the fox then lost consciousness. Now this arrow had struck right in the hamstring muscle, and the tendon was severed. Struggling back as he did for a such long distance with no thought of the mortal danger of his wound, how did he not die?




    Holy Auntie shed her vixen tears and called upon her daughter Mei to help carry him to his earthen bed and lay him there; after about two hours he awakened. This old vixen knew several kinds of herbal medicine and used heated fluids to irrigate the wound, but it was no use. After two days she saw that her son was nearing death. Truly grieving, she then remembered that, in the District of Yizhou there lived an Imperial Physician surnamed Yan, respectfully known as Yan Sandian. This man had skills that could return the dead to life! If she could only beg some of his drugs, what then would there be to worry about? So she ordered Mei to care for her brother, and herself pretending to be a sick old beggar and carrying a cloth bundle on a bamboo stick with a hundred rings she set off for Chengdu. Because of this decision, this old vixen would soon learn many new skills for almost no price at all! And an unlimited number of events would be set into motion. It’s really like this:




    That receiving healing skills depends on fate is known for sure




    If the illness isn’t fatal one is sure to get the cure.




    Now, to see how Imperial Physician Yan uses his medicines and whether or not the young fox is saved, please read on....




     




    



  




  

    Chapter 4




     




    
The Old Vixen Creates An Uproar In A Famous Doctor’s Clinic





    
While The Great Healer Carefully Examines Three Threads Of A Pulse





     




    Money is no object when a mother heals her son




    What counts is that a speedy cure be found and somehow done;




    If you desire to guard your health and assure reincarnation




    You must come with the purest heart to this sacred healer’s station.




     




    It is said that a famous physician by the name of Yan Benren, a descendant of the famed Yan Junping, lived in Yizhou, Sichuan. His way of taking the pulse, so important in Chinese medicine, was different from that of other practitioners. He used three fingers to lightly feel the pulse, and in so doing directly and successfully diagnosed the source of the illness, and none of his prescriptions failed to cure. Because of this he had become known as “Yan Sandian,” which means “Three Point Yan.” He had once been a physician of the Imperial Medical Department of the Song Court, but during the Jing De reign he ran into trouble when summoned to cure the imperial concubine Li Chen. He had applied his three fingers for only one moment to her pulse and left. The courtesan felt that his attitude was not careful and diligent, and told the Emperor Zhen Zong about it. The Son of Heaven wanted him tried for disrespect of the Court, but because many officials came to his rescue, saying that he had been a student of a truly unorthodox and extraordinary man and that he was in a class of his own as a doctor, he was pardoned of such a grave charge. But his prescription for the Concubine Li was never used and he was exiled to his home district.




    Because of this he only remained at Yizhou and practiced medicine, and on the 5th, 15, and 25th of each month, these three days only, he conducted a free clinic and dispensary, not collecting a cent. Even on ordinary days those with no money were never turned away, although he didn’t refuse payment from patients of means. Because of this his clinic was mobbed like a marketplace. And there was one more strange thing. When other doctors took a pulse they would consider only the individual patient’s illness. It was just a matter of skillfully determining the state of the patient’s vital force by means of the pulse, and then looking at age and wealth as other factors. But by Yan’s “Three Points on One Spot” method he could make an exact determination of whether or not the patient’s mother, father, wife, daughter or other close relations would meet with bad fortune! Even astrologers, arranging the zodiac so carefully in pursuit of the auspicious, could never achieve such accuracy.




    One day his excellency the district magistrate came down with a touch of a cold and sent for Doctor Yan. On arriving he took the pulse as usual.




    “What is ailing your honor,” he said, “does not require any medication. All you need to do is brew some strong Lu An tea and drink it hot. You’ll sweat until about midnight and then it’ll be gone quite naturally. And, happily, your wife will soon bear a son, a cause for rejoicing. But during Autumn, the wife of your eldest son will meet tragedy in childbirth.” His excellency the magistrate laughed. “My wife is indeed pregnant,” he thought, “perhaps some people in the Yamen have leaked it out and he has heard of it...who knows, perhaps he’s just flattering me, who knows? But my son’s wife is at home in Xiangxhou, over three thousand li from here; I don’t even know if she is pregnant. And as for a tragedy in childbirth, how can he know from her father-in-law’s pulse? That’s absolutely preposterous!”




    Later, that night the district chief had the prescribed cup of hot tea and was indeed cured. Afterward his wife gave birth to a boy; as for the prophecy he wrote it off to chance. But within ten months he received a family letter written personally by his eldest son, stating that on the twenty-seventh day of the eighth lunar month his wife had indeed miscarried and died. From that point on the magistrate worshipped Yan Sandian and named him Banxian, meaning “Half Immortal.” Because of this, others as well came to call him Yan Banxian, and the entire world in time came to hear of this name. There is a poem called “The Angel by the River” that singularly recounts the merits of Yan Banxian:




    A pulse by three fingers anybody can feel




    But they all lack that one spot of greatness so real




    One’s family’s fate so properly said




    His tonics then can raise the dead




    Or keep one alive forever instead.




    Few conventional treatments are used in his hall




    Your insides seen as if through a wall!




    The twin devils of illness avoid men so brave




    And apricots planted by those he did save




    Soon all the land west of Jin Jiang would pave.




     




    Now it is said that our old mother vixen changed into an old beggar woman and walked on and on, day and night. Arriving in the town of Yizhou, she already knew that Yan Banxian lived near the Hall of Begonia Blossoms. The date was exactly the 15th of the ninth lunar month, the time for his free dispensary and clinic, and, coincidentally, the magistrate’s birthday as well. Banxian prepared several boxes full of gifts and set off to congratulate him. Meanwhile, those patients of his, who never numbered fewer than a hundred, were waiting around as usual. There were also some idlers hanging around, amusing themselves watching the goings on in the street outside the nearby Begonia Hall. This building was located west of the city Yamen and had been built by Viceroy Li of the Tang for the enjoyment of his subordinates, and it was surrounded by begonias which have flourished to this very day, and every time a newly appointed official takes office he restores this important local landmark to a most dignified and orderly appearance. The old vixen, however, was in no mood for sightseeing and started directly for Yan Banxian’s gate. She came to a line of wooden fenceposts in front of the entrance, and through them could be seen a landscaped garden with a manmade hill and four or five Cassia trees. Inside, the compound opened to a main hall consisting of three small rooms; on the plaque above were the three characters reading Ban Xian Tang, the Banxian Hall. This plaque was, incidentally, a gift from the magistrate. And on either side of the hall hung two banners which when read together proclaimed:




    Step right in this healing den




    Put your faith in Three-Point Yan.




    Do not fret if you are ill




    You’ll be cured with a single pill!




     




    Now the old woman had a fast eye, and took it all in. Leaning on her bamboo cane she stood under the eaves, and come noon or thereabouts heard folks shouting: “He’s here! He’s here!” And going out into the street for a look she saw Yan Banxian riding on a white horse, with his servants ceremoniously holding a gown and several empty boxes, all returning from the Yamen east of there. The crowd had become impatient and one third of the visitors had already left, but many had merely gone out to meet him and follow him home, all tagging along behind his horse. Banxian dismounted at the gate in the wooden fence, and rather than enter his quarters he went quickly to the center of his hall, where he then stood to receive his patients. The crowd then surged forward, pushing and shoving, each thrusting out his arm and begging the great doctor to take his or her pulse while others shouted out the details of illnesses in their families. Banxian examined them individually as they streamed past, shouting out his prescriptions while his servants dispensed the medicines. There were both decoctions and pills, both internal and external; more than ten servants were engaged in handling the chores and before two hours had passed all was finished and the patients were gone.




    Now, Yan Banxian had been taking pulses with three fingers for some time. If so many things at once were done by an ordinary doctor, what with his taking breaks and all, even if he worked like a madman he wouldn’t be able to examine very many patients. And moreover he had been giving only one dose of medication per patient. If his colleagues even opened a medicine chest they would have taken out at least two or three bags, and would have prescribed more than ten doses per patient, all to no avail. For even if you piled up all their medicines like so much dried kindling, enough that a thousand men be needed to ring it in and another thousand to move it, it would all still not help even this one day’s patients. On ordinary days, Banxian’s dispensing of drugs was limited to midday and he never practiced his craft in the afternoons. But today, because he had gone out and been late in returning, he had been especially busy and did not finish until 3 PM. Here is a poem about it:




    In uncanny greatness are no men




    The likes of western Sichuan’s Yan,




    Doctor and prophet one and the same




    Residing in one man’s worldly frame.




     




    Although his clinic was filled like a market with those begging to be healed, Dr Yan had learned from his ancestor Yan Junping to close early. Now our old woman who was a transformation of an old vixen knew that she was a bit strange and decided to lay low, rather than push and shove her way into the hall. So she dozed off at the foot of the sculpted hillock until all had left and then got up and ran forth top see the doctor, but, alas, he had already gone home to his attached quarters. She then leaned lifelessly against his gate in the hope that he would emerge. Then just as she noticed that it was getting late an elderly servant came out carrying a lock for the gate and startling her. She threw herself toward him shouting out blessings, but the old servant wasn’t impressed.




    “If you wish to beg, you should have come earlier,” he stated, officiously. “With the doors bolted and windows closed whose going to come so conveniently by this gate to give you money!” There was suspicion and annoyance in his voice. The old woman wept.




    “This old wife isn’t here to beg alms,” she pleaded, “but a prescription.”




    “If it’s medicine you need there’s a time for that,” answered the old servant. “My Master has labored all day and he’s finally having a well deserved rest. I’m not about to break the rules for you and he wouldn’t come out anyway, old mother. Nothing in it but trouble for me!”




    “I hail from Ande Zhou,” she answered through her tears, “and the long walk here has made me a bit late, I know. But I’ve got a strange illness and wish only to beg the great doctor to save me. I beg of you, kind uncle, give me a break, that’s all. You know,” she continued, “saving a single human life is a greater deed than building a seven-tiered pagoda! Doctors have the spirit of self-sacrifice in healing patients, even cutting their own flesh! If you only go and ask him, just once...please, old uncle, then perhaps he will pity me. You can’t just say what he wouldn’t come out then!” And one hand propping herself up on her bamboo cane and the other clutching the servant’s sleeve she knelt.




    The old man yanked himself away, leapt to his feet and exploded.




    “You old hag,” he raged, “you still don’t get it! After I was nice to you and told you the score you just won’t shut up! If you really got such a weird illness I imagine you aren’t dying of it tonight! Even if you’re lucky enough to meet the Emperor you have to wait 'til morning!” He then seized her bodily with both hands, carried her from the gate and most unceremoniously threw her out into the garden.




    Now, the old woman landed on her feet and cried out loudly, awakening Yan Banxian himself from his sleep inside.




    “Who’s carrying on out there?” shouted his page. The hag thrust herself forward to state her case but the old man held her back.




    “This old bitch,” he answered, “half human and half ghost has been trying to get in and bother our Master for medicine. When I told her to wait 'til morning she kept it up and now that I’ve kindly shown her out she’s complaining she was roughed up!”




    The pageboy came forth. “You, old woman,” he asked, “wherever you’ve come from, how dare you carry on like this? You’re not exactly a regular paying customer, you know. And you’re no young maiden or tempting wife either! Why, your death would weigh no more than an old dog’s. Even his excellency the magistrate has to wait his turn for medicine and he’s the chief of a whole district. Now, you are really out of line but if you leave now there won’t be any trouble, I promise. On the other hand,” he continued, threateningly, “if you insist on bothering our Master, we’ll write out a nice little letter of introduction for you to the magistrate’s Yamen and then you’ll only wish you could die of illness instead of the beating you get.!” Then he helped the servant pick the woman up by the clothes on her back and throw her out again. Now the old hag had a violent seizure; she let out a scream and threw aside her cane, turned yellow and then lay lifeless. It was like this:




    Her body like the dead leaves of deep autumn




    Her life force like a dying lamp at dawn.




    Even if she weren’t doomed to enter death’s embraces




    In front of her lay little luck and much of evil’s traces.




     




    The old servant, seeing the woman dying before their eyes, began blaming the doctor’s pageboy.




    “It’s all your fault, idiot,” he shouted. “I only scolded her once, and you were supposed to mediate. But no, you had to go on scolding and mishandling her and now we’ve really got a problem! This critically ill old woman, how could she take it? You go and explain what you’ve done to the Master, I’ve got nothing to do with it!”




    Now the page was in a real panic as he reported the happenings to Banxian. The doctor had been sitting quietly in his study but upon hearing the commotion went to the foyer. By the time he got to the hillock for a look, the old woman had already been revived by the servant and lay staring blankly. Banxian ordered the old man to pick up the woman’s right hand, and then applied his godly, all-knowing and marvelous fingertips to the pulse. Then he ordered up the left wrist and repeated the procedure.




    “How strange,” he gasped, “this pulse is extraordinary, to say the least!” Then he returned to his study and sat, telling the maidservants to go out and escort the woman inside; he had something important to tell her. The old housemaids then fetched the woman.




    “Our Master says your pulse is quite odd, and he really wants to have a word with you,” they told her. At first the old woman lay stiff and motionless on the ground like a wooden tiger, but upon hearing these words she sprang to life, leaping up at once and grabbing her cane from the ground. She flew along taking double strides, and without anybody’s help, either, noisily clambering into the study at the rear of the dwelling. Even the maids couldn’t keep up with her. The old servant laughed darkly.




    “Sure enough,” he chuckled, “she was playing dead all along. How frightening!” Now, Yan Banxian was in the room, breaking the darkness with the dazzling light of a candle. When he saw the old woman, followed by his trembling servants, he told her to enter.




    “Where are you from?” he asked.




    “This lowly old woman is from An De Zhou,” she answered humbly.




    “Don’t try to fool me,” said Banxian. “ I can see that you have the form of a human and the pulse of a beast. Now, there must be a reason!”




    “What a doctor,” the old vixen thought to herself, “I can’t hide anything from him.” And seeing the room empty of others she hurriedly knelt and confessed. “The truth cannot be concealed any longer,” she proclaimed, “I am an old fox from the foot of Goosegate Mountain. Only because of my admiration for the great name of Banxian have I come to plead for treatment.”




    Banxian answered bluntly. “I’ve already determined from your pulse,” he declared, “ that nothing ails you except a case of “rescue-my-child-itis!”




    The old hag kowtowed a few times and rose on her knees. “Great doctor,” she exclaimed, how can you be named only Banxian, meaning half an immortal, when you are so really and truly a whole god! All this old mother has got left out of her brood are a son and daughter, and now my boy has been wounded in the left leg by someone’s arrow. It’s hopeless for him to live and he only longs for death!” Then she gave a careful description of her son Chu’s wound.




    “The injury itself,” answered Banxian, “is no life-and-death matter, for it’s only flesh and bone.. But even when it has healed, if the left leg isn’t as strong as the right I’m afraid to say he’ll be a cripple.”




    The old woman was almost overjoyed. “If he should regain his life even the loss of a leg would be a small thing. After my boy’s wound is healed I’ll bring you a token of my worship and appreciation of you.”




    “That won’t be necessary,” answered Banxian, “but I’ve got something else to discuss with you. According to your pulse your daughter will also meet with tragedy.”




    Now, our hag’s vixen heart once more met with a heavy blow, as if struck by a board. She had seen the uncanny correctness of the doctor’s earlier pronouncements; how could she not be terrified at this additional prophesy?




    “When will she meet with disaster?,” asked the old woman, frantically. “I beg you,” she continued, to do me a great favor and rescue her without delay, and I’ll never forget you, oh great doctor!”




    Yan Banxian sat pensively. “Your daughter’s misfortune is indeed bizarre, and even I cannot describe it clearly. We can only wait out six months to a year’s time and see what happens. Creatures like yourselves impersonate humans, create disorders and deceive the people, and that’s about all. You lack knowledge of the supernatural and have no outstanding skill at sorcery either. Then one day when your fate comes to an end, you find yourselves at the mercy of the hunter’s mere subordinates, the falcons and hounds. Take for example your son. Fortunately he was just shot in the left leg. If that arrow had struck a vital spot, even the great physician of antiquity, Bian Que21 of Lu would have only been able to utter a few words of pity. But as things are he has not suffered an untimely death. Now, from the third pulse of your left hand I’ve determined that the root of your life is strong and firm; from the first pulse of your right I find that you are resourceful and clever. There is much goodness and virtue in your fate. What’s more you and your kin were born in a mountain ravine and aren’t versed in the ways of the world. You’d had little chance to be entrapped by the seven feelings and six desires of worldly ways. So, you thought, why not take advantage of this decline in your family’s fortunes to consult with a great doctor? You could once more grow flesh and hair on your son’s leg, and in the bargain avoid disaster forever. Now, isn’t that beautiful?”




    On hearing those words the old hag’s tears poured forth like raindrops; she once more kowtowed and thanked the doctor for his advice. Banxian then called a page to bring some medicine, and ordered one dose of Nine Springs Elixir of Life as well as some medicinal ointment.




    “These medicines,” he stated, should be administered with a dose of good, pure wine,” he told Holy Auntie as he wrapped them up, “and everything will clear up naturally. Perhaps if the arrowhead has entered the bone it will cause a lifetime of pain if it is not entirely extracted. You can take warm water and wash the wound clean, then apply this poison-extracting salve. Draw out the old dark blood until it comes forth fresh and bright. Then apply the Fairy’s Bone Healing Ointment. After a hundred days he’ll be able to walk. Well, that’s about it. You must remember to do just as I’ve told you. It’s all correct and will do no harm.” Thereupon he called a maid to escort her out, and the old woman thanked him over and over for the medicine. As she followed the maid out through the foyer she bumped into the old servant who had first abused her and she blessed even him, although that is hardly surprising. Passing through the gate she went on her way delighted with the world. Now, Banxian was truly shaken by all of this but he kept his surprise and fear to himself. There’s a poem for proof:




    If return to life from cold embrace of death can be conceived




    Then a beastly pulse in human form can surely be believed.




    He never told a mortal soul about the future harm




    Because he knew his healing skill was Heaven’s secret charm!




     




    





    * * * * *




     




    As our story continues, Holy Auntie climbed over the city wall that very night, and on the road home purchased a bottle of fine, pure wine. Then she went directly to the foot of Goosegate Mountain in Ande Zhou. There, Hu Chu was groaning in agony without any respite and Mei had not yet left his side. Brother and sister were waiting nervously and hoping against hope, and as soon as they saw the old vixen burrowing into their earthen den they were immeasurably delighted. The mother heated the wine to a boil and poured the potion, to be taken with the Nine Spirits Pill of Life, into a porcelain cup. She then assisted Hu Chu in taking the medicine and washing it down with the wine, and as per instructions applied the poison-extracting salve to his wound. Chu continued to lie on his earthen bed feeling only sleepiness, and didn’t awaken for three hours. The old mother vixen and her daughter kept watch.




    “He hasn’t closed his eyes for quite a few days,” said Mei.




    “Well,” answered Holy Auntie, “his sleeping now is due, I reckon, to his feeling no pain. We can see the medicine at work.”




    Pus was running down the curve of his leg and the salve had already been dissolved away, but they didn’t dare apply more of the balm out of fear of awakening him. In a few moments, though, Chu came around.




    “The wound is really starting to itch,” he exclaimed, and when his mother removed the plaster for a peek she saw some slender thing beginning to emerge, still hidden in the pus and blood. The old vixen cleaned away the filth with some grass, and when she applied her claw to remove it a shovel-shaped arrowhead emerged into her grasp. The arrowhead used by Zhao Yi had been of such a shape; she had at first plucked out only its wooden shaft, leaving the tip embedded until this very time. Just then she became ill at ease and examined it closely, and only then did she fully realize the greatness of Yan Banxian’s skill and knowledge, and saw for herself the secret power of the poison-extracting salve. She then boiled a potion of medicinal herbs and ever so gently bathed the wound with it. On seeing the chipped bone and wounded muscle, the torn and decayed flesh and the fresh blood now running out, her appreciation of the tragedy was complete. Reaching for the Fairy’s Bone Healing Ointment she applied it hot, and slowly bound up the limb with some silken cloth. He passed the night and next day the dressing was changed and the wound again cleaned; it went on like that for several days until it was completely drained.




    After this she did not move him while he spent forty or fifty days recuperating, during which time the flesh grew back, the torn muscle knitted smoothly together, and he struggled to get up, with much agony. Alternating between napping and sitting he didn’t dare try to leave the burrow. Then when the one hundred days were completely up the plaster was removed and the wound was entirely without pain. Only when he looked at the spot where the dressing had been did he see the smooth bright red scar flesh and the failure of about half the hair to grow back. Then upon walking he found that his left foot was two inches shorter than the right. The vixen oddly cried out for joy.




    “Yan Banxian told me,” she exclaimed, “that you’d become a cripple and it’s come to pass! You can change your name to Zuo Que, for “Limping Lefty” in honor of his achievement. And from that time on he was indeed called Zuo Que, familiarly Quezi or Que’r, and his former surname Hu was gradually forgotten. “How can I avenge this wrong?” he thought, and ran back to his old mother for consolation. Holy Auntie was sitting on her earthen kang and upon hearing his words she shed bitter tears, so deeply was a good and virtuous fate rooted in her soul. It’s really like this:




    In times of joy a tragedy awaits our happy eyes




    While out of pain a fate of good and virtue does arise.




     




    Is the hurt avenged, and what is Mother told?




    Read on to later chapters and see how things unfold...




    





    



  




  

    Chapter 5




     




    
Zuo Que Steals Wine In A Temple





    
While Wizard Jia Swoons Downstairs





     




    Revenge piled up upon revenge, hate redressing hate




    Until the whole avenging world is caught up in this fate.




    Please dear Prince do not so lightly take recrimination




    That everyone on earth may know a peaceful generation.




     




    We have heard of how Zuo Que had left home complete and returned a cripple due to Hunter Zhao’s arrow. His left leg shorter than the right, he staggered along in a tiring and truly awkward way; how could this wrong ever go unavenged?




    “Sworn enemies should avoid each other,” was Holy Auntie’s advice to her son. “You weren’t careful and you exposed a flaw,” she continued, “and that’s why you’re suffering this torture. Thank heaven that Dr Yan was fated to save your life and that you only suffered the partial loss of a leg, just a slight handicap. Think about it! Back in the beginning of the Warring States period the strategist Sun Bin was lame and so was Premier Lou Shide of the Tang. And there’s always ‘Iron Staff’ Li, who’s one of the Immortals of The Eight Caverns in the world of the spirits. My son, this isn’t worth the shame of mean vengeance!”




    Then reminded of Yan Banxian she paused, and remembering his words burst into tears of sadness.




    “Mama,” exclaimed the startled son, “I’ll obey you and forget about getting even, so what then is there to cry over?” Holy Auntie collected herself and continued.




    “Folks who get hold of the Way of Heaven and Earth can’t be harmed by either spirits or humans. On the other hand creatures like us are without real Daoist craft. We can only wear a shell of someone and fool the public with our false humanity, and one day it’s got to be that our number is up. And then when we get to the bitter end there isn’t going to be any Yan Banxian to come along and save us, either! Well, what I’m getting to is that Dr Yan said that your sister is fated to meet with disaster, but he couldn’t tell me any more details.” Accordingly she told him everything Yan Banxian had told her in his study, until her children shivered in their very bones with fear.




    Now Holy Auntie and her pride left their earthen den and set off in search of the Daoist craft. And the three could be heard only discussing the problem of which path to take.




    “There is only Bianzhou,” said Que, “in Dongjing District, that our Emperor has made the capital, Kaifeng. It’s a gilded world swarming with all the races of humanity, and all sorts of Daoist immortals live there.” His mother wasn’t so sure.




    “I’m afraid that kind of luxury might tempt you,” she answered, “and cause all sorts of trouble. But I’ve heard that in a region of Yingzhou District there’s a beautiful place with three rivers and seven marshes. Our ancestors have passed down this saying about it: ‘If you want to be a king among Daoists you must go to Mianyang; if you want to become a great sorcerer, go seek knowledge at Yunmeng. Now, Yunmeng means ‘Dream-of-the-Clouds,’ and it’s the name of two vast mashes, a lake really. It’s in Mianyang, surrounded by a lot of mountains, and deep in them is a certain White Cloud Cave where Daoist writings are stored, and there’s even a White Ape God to take care of them. Now we are all predestined to become Daoists, as Yan Banxian said we have a fate in Dao. So if we go there we are bound to learn something!” Que was unmoved.




    “The proverb may recommend that barren place,” he countered, “but I’d rather go somewhere a bit more abundant. Dongjing is just the kind of place that’s got everything, and the teachers of all three Ways are all over the place. And even if we don’t learn any Daoist wizardry there is still a lot of good eating and drinking and plenty of sights to be seen!” His old mother was steadfast.




    “That certainly isn’t the way a young seeker of Dao should talk!” she admonished.




    “It’s too far from here to Yingzhou!” exclaimed Mei, breaking in. With big brother’s leg crippled like that, how many years would it take to get there? In my opinion we should head for Yongxing. The four peaks of holy Mt Hua are there, and so is the great Daoist teacher Chen Tuan. Why, we could burn incense and worship the Lord of Heaven and visit Wizard Chen too, and beg him some of his Wulong Latent Sorcery. And there are the mountains: Zhongnan, Taiyi, Shilou and Tianzhu, and they’re all places where the Fairies and Immortals get together. And it’s really close to Dongjing and Kaifeng! When we get there we can discuss the journey to Yingzhou; now isn’t that really killing two birds with one stone?”




    Now her brother really liked what he heard. “What sis says is right,” he added. Under such urging Holy Auntie but nodded her consent. So at this point Quezi, as he had come to be called, changed into a country bumpkin and Mei into a country lass, while the old vixen transformed herself into a poor old woman; need I say more? Leaving their den they set out on the road to Xijing. Now, this was in the first fortnight of the second lunar month, when the weather becomes warm and comfortable. Consider this:




     




    Bobbing along in jeweled waves of green




    Drooping willows frame the happy scene




    While forest tints the distant mountain view




    And tender peaches sparkle bright with dew.




    Butterflies dance in sky so bright




    While dragonflies on ponds alight.




    Sky so bright as sun and showers




    In their turn nourish the flowers.




    Halcyon days for romps so long




    Where dancing youth hold hands in song.




    Most remarkably among this outing grand




    Our drunken prancing foxes hand in hand.




     




    Now, when Mei changed herself into a village girl she became a bewitching beauty in the process. As for Que, because his hobbled pace reduced him to half the speed of others, well, he lagged far behind and what was more couldn’t go ten li without a rest; his sister and mother could only move at his pace. And every time they came to a resting place the village clanswomen would all crowd round, every last Zhang and Li among them, young and old, shouting out praises as they gathered for a look.




    “How can such a poor old hag have such a fine daughter?” they would ask.




    “If she were willing to offer the girl as a bride someone sure would offer a string of cash!” another would chime in.




    “What’s this cripple got to do with her?” someone would invariably wonder, causing many more comments, such as “The girl is certainly a protected bride to be, heh heh!”




    “Let the buyer beware,” said one sharp-tongued villager; the taker might get more than he bargained for. The boy is disgusting, and even though his sister is charming and beautiful they both came out of the same hag’s belly!” And there were the frivolous village men who crowded around elbow-to-elbow and badgered the girl with probing questions. Now our Mei was already sophisticated and experienced; she ignored them and nodded politely.




    In time this all became irritating, so they picked only quiet remote spots in which to rest; they had to cover fifty or sixty li in a day. And as each of the trio was really a fox in spirit they ate flowers and fruit when hungry and when thirsty they drank at clear pure springs. At night they bedded down on luxuriant grass in tall groves, and even if delayed for a few days they weren’t terribly troubled. It wasn’t at all bothersome, unlike the way human travelers can’t go anywhere without heavy expenditures. During the day they downed bowls of watery gruel and at night they dined on grassy fodder, and should the purses at their sides be emptied of cash they had not a care of getting some. They were indeed traveling “fox free.”




    Our threesome trundled along like this for several days, for the most part delighted with the truly mild pleasant weather. But suddenly one day there arose a strong wind and the sky was obscured by a white curtain, and a spring snow fell for an entire day. Now, to digress, snow has always had several magical classifications, each known by a famous name. A single-point snowflake is a “Little Bee,” double-pointed flakes are called “Goosefeathers,” a triple-point snowflake is a “Bird-in-Hand,” and a four pointer is known as a “Quartet.” Five-pointed snow is the “Meihua” or “Plum Blossom” variety, while the ordinary six-pointed type is simply known as just that. As snow is made up of congealed Yin energy, this six-pointed type behaves according to the laws of Yin transformations. And until the beginning of spring it’s mostly mixed Plum Blossom snow that falls; at any rate there are no six-pointed flakes then. Now, our Hu Que hobbled along haltingly on the best of days, but upon meeting this kind of snow he found it increasingly impossible even to move. He could only cry out in pain and bitterness.




    “This place,” said the mother, “isn’t far from Swordgate Mountain. There’s a monastery at that place where we can rest. I can’t say when we’ll be able to press on.” Then they covered their heads with leaves as a sort of makeshift farmer’s hat to shield them from the elements. Que couldn’t help slipping so he lagged behind, struggling on and on. And before they had gone another two hours they set their eyes upon Swordgate Mountain, looming before them through the falling snow. Now, these great peaks had been carved out by the legendary Wuding Lishi,22 the Five Bold Men, who could move mountains and had assisted the King of Shu in ancient Sichuan before their untimely death in an avalanche, and there is indeed a Xijiangyue poem for proof:




    The Greater Sword thrusts up into a sky of jadeite blue




    Two tow’ring peaks, the Lesser Swords, rise in the airy dew




    God made the jagged Shaanxi range to cut off Qin from Shu.




    And even if you put on wings you simply couldn’t get through.




    Then the Wuding Lishi cleaved a way




    That tradesmen use to this very day.




    But the King of Shu sent the Five Bold Men




    Off to escort a maid from Qin




    On that journey at a Sichuan cave




    They found themselves a hero’s grave




    And the Gold Ox Road runs by that place




    Where they disappeared without a trace.




     




    Our weary travelers had not yet reached the mountain when they suddenly spotted the top of a partially concealed red wall poking through the trees of a grove just ahead of them.




    “Wouldn’t it be fine,” said the old mother, “to rest here for awhile?” Then the three pressed on with all of their strength, and from the golden lettering on the signboard they saw that they had come upon the “Tomb of Virtuous Bravery,” the final resting place of a king. Ahead were three portals, and the vermilion doors in each were ajar. And when they entered for a look, they saw to their right a fierce statue of a soldier leading a scarlet hare and a fearsome rouge horse, while on their left stood a stone monument; on both sides were fenceposts. On a second level were the three chambers of the main sacrificial hall, a place of indescribable beauty where a vermilion chariot harness was kept. In front of the alter on the right a large ceremonial burner for money offerings was carved, while on the left was built a well and pavilion surrounded on all sides by vermilion fence-pikes, with only a small gateway and path for fetching water.




    “There must be a Daoist residing in this temple,” said the old woman, “but we better not bother him. It’ll be fine to just rest by this here well for a few hours.” And so the trio tiredly approached the well and clambered onto the base of the pavilion. Peering inside, they saw an octagonally shaped wellshaft of glazed tiles, with stone benches on either side of its mouth. But alas, just as they sat down the snow began to come down with uncanny heaviness.




    “This kind of weather can really get to you,” said Que, “and it’s surely not an omen of anything really good! We didn’t say or do anything to deserve it either. What was our sin, that by seeking out a teacher somewhere we came to this suffering today?”




    “In the beginning,” answered his mother, “the founder Boddhidharma meditated for nine years before the wall, wearing only vines and kneeling motionlessly. During that time he suffered no one knows how much rain and snow, but surprisingly in the end a house was built for him. This here snow is just ordinary weather and there’s no reason for you to be bitter about it.”




    Thereupon Holy Auntie had nothing more to say; they heard only the sound of the great doors opening. And when Quezi snuck a peek into the emptiness before him he saw someone entering. The newcomer’s head was wrapped in a Tang turban and he wore a jacket of coarse cloth with many patches, and around his waist was tied a yellow chord that trailed down to his feet like a long worm. Now, dear reader, do you care to guess who it was? Why, none other than the guardian of the incense burner and old resident Daoist priest, Wizard Nie. In one hand he held an umbrella while in the other he carried a tassled earthen jar capable of containing five or six jin of wine.




    “Those under vows,” he was mumbling, “taking wine as seriously as their very lives...and to think, I had to walk all the way to town to get this bloody piss, and in this kind of snow. Well as God is my witness I’ll make that fool drink up 'til his belly aches.” And as he spoke he set down both his umbrella and the earthen jug, lifted the latch and propped open the door.




    “You know,” Quezi thought, “I’m really cold, and it won’t do any harm to take a little nip of that wine!” Now usually our Quezi was inclined toward lazy self-indulgence; it was in his nature. But slow as he was in speech, this time he truly moved with a corresponding degree of speed. Bolting from the well he reached the jug in three or four steps, snatched it up and quickly lifted its neck to his thirsty lips and poured a long draught down into his gullet; indeed a long, long “when friends come from afar” drink! Wizard Nie heard something, turned around and caught sight of this all.
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