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			Preface

			Homo faber. Man is born to make. His busi­ness is to con­struct: to plan: to carry out the plan: to fit to­geth­er, and to pro­duce a fin­ished thing.

			That hu­man art in which it is most dif­fi­cult to achieve this end (and in which it is far easi­er to neg­lect it than in any oth­er) is the art of writ­ing. Yet this much is cer­tain, that un­con­struc­ted writ­ing is at once worth­less and eph­em­er­al: and nearly the whole of our mod­ern Eng­lish writ­ing is un­con­struc­ted.

			The mat­ter of sur­viv­al is per­haps not the most im­port­ant, though it is a test of a kind, and it is a test which every ser­i­ous writer feels most in­tim­ately. The es­sen­tial is the mat­ter of ex­cel­lence: that a piece of work should achieve its end. But in either char­ac­ter, the char­ac­ter of sur­viv­al or the char­ac­ter of in­trins­ic ex­cel­lence, con­struc­tion de­lib­er­ate and suc­cess­ful is the fun­da­ment­al con­di­tion.

			It may be ob­jec­ted that the mass of writ­ing must in any age neg­lect con­struc­tion. We write to es­tab­lish a re­cord for a few days: or to send a thou­sand un­im­port­ant mes­sages: or to ex­press for oth­ers or for ourselves some­thing very vague and per­haps very weak in the way of emo­tion, which does not de­mand con­struc­tion and at any rate can­not com­mand it. No writer can be judged by the en­tirety of his writ­ings, for these would in­clude every note he ever sent round the corner; every memor­andum he ever made upon his shirt cuff. But when a man sets out to write as a ser­i­ous busi­ness, pro­claim­ing that by the nature of his pub­lic­a­tion and pre­sent­ment that he is do­ing some­thing he thinks worthy of the time and place in which he lives and of the people to whom he be­longs, then if he does not con­struct he is neg­li­gible.

			Yet, I say, the great mass of men today do not at­tempt it in the Eng­lish tongue, and the proof is that you can dis­cov­er in their slip­shod pages noth­ing of a seal or stamp. You do not, open­ing a book at ran­dom, say at once: “This is the voice of such and such a one.” It is no one’s man­ner or voice. It is part of a com­mon ba­bel.

			There­fore in such a time as that of our de­cline, to come across work which is planned, ex­ecuted and achieved has some­thing of the ef­fect pro­duced by the find­ing of a wrought hu­man thing in the wild. It is like find­ing, as I once found, deep hid­den in the tangled rank grass of au­tumn in Bur­gundy, on the edge of a wood not far from Di­jon, a neg­lected statue of the eight­eenth cen­tury. It is like com­ing round the corner of some wholly des­ol­ate up­per val­ley in the moun­tains and see­ing be­fore one a well-cul­tiv­ated close and a strong house in the midst.

			It is now many years—I for­get how many; it may be twenty or more, or it may be a little less—since The Wal­let of Kai Lung was sent me by a friend. The ef­fect pro­duced upon my mind at the first open­ing of its pages was in the same cat­egory as the ef­fect pro­duced by the dis­cov­ery of that hid­den statue in Bur­gundy, or the com­ing upon an un­ex­pec­ted house in the turn of a high Pyrenean gorge. Here was some­thing worth do­ing and done. It was not a plan at­temp­ted and only part achieved (though even that would be rare enough today, and a mem­or­able ex­cep­tion); it was a thing in­ten­ded, wrought out, com­pleted and es­tab­lished. There­fore it was destined to en­dure and, what is more im­port­ant, it was a suc­cess.

			The time in which we live af­fords very few of such mo­ments of re­lief: here and there a good piece of verse, in The New Age or in the now de­funct West­min­ster: here and there a lap­id­ary phrase such as a score or more of Blatch­ford’s which re­main fixed in my memory. Here and there a let­ter writ­ten to the news­pa­pers in a mo­ment of in­dig­na­tion when the writer, not trained to the craft, strikes out the met­al justly at white heat. But, I say, the thing is ex­tremely rare, and in the shape of a com­plete book rarest of all.

			The Wal­let of Kai Lung was a thing made de­lib­er­ately, in hard ma­ter­i­al and com­pletely suc­cess­ful. It was meant to pro­duce a par­tic­u­lar ef­fect of hu­mour by the use of a for­eign con­ven­tion, the Chinese con­ven­tion, in the Eng­lish tongue. It was meant to pro­duce a cer­tain ef­fect of philo­sophy and at the same time it was meant to pro­duce a cer­tain com­pleted in­terest of fic­tion, of re­la­tion, of a short epic. It did all these things.

			It is one of the tests of ex­cel­lent work that such work is eco­nom­ic, that is, that there is noth­ing re­dund­ant in or­der or in vocab­u­lary, and at the same time noth­ing el­lipt­ic—in the full sense of that word: that is, no sen­tence in which so much is omit­ted that the read­er is left puzzled. That is the qual­ity you get in really good statu­ary—in Houd­on, for in­stance, or in that tri­umph the ar­cha­ic Arch­er in the Louvre. The Wal­let of Kai Lung sat­is­fied all these con­di­tions.

			I do not know how of­ten I have read it since I first pos­sessed it. I know how many cop­ies there are in my house—just over a dozen. I know with what care I have bound it con­stantly for present­a­tion to friends. I have been asked for an in­tro­duc­tion to this its suc­cessor, Kai Lung’s Golden Hours. It is worthy of its fore­run­ner. There is the same plan, ex­actitude, work­ing-out and achieve­ment; and there­fore the same com­plete sat­is­fac­tion in the read­ing, or to be more ac­cur­ate, in the in­cor­por­a­tion of the work with one­self.

			All this is not ex­tra­vag­ant praise, nor even praise at all in the con­ven­tion­al sense of that term. It is merely a judg­ment: a put­ting in­to as care­fully ex­act words as I can find the ap­pre­ci­ation I make of this style and its tri­umph.

			The re­view­er in his art must quote pas­sages. It is hardly the part of a Pre­face writer to do that. But to show what I mean I can at least quote the fol­low­ing:

			
				“Your in­sight is clear and un­biased,” said the gra­cious Sov­er­eign. “But how­ever en­tran­cing it is to wander un­checked through a garden of bright im­ages, are we not en­ti­cing your mind from an­oth­er sub­ject of al­most equal im­port­ance?”

			

			Or again:

			
				“It has been said,” he began at length, with­draw­ing his eyes re­luct­antly from an un­usu­ally large in­sect upon the ceil­ing and ad­dress­ing him­self to the maid­en, “that there are few situ­ations in life that can­not be hon­our­ably settled, and without any loss of time, either by sui­cide, a bag of gold, or by thrust­ing a des­pised ant­ag­on­ist over the edge of a pre­cip­ice on a dark night.”

			

			Or again:

			
				“After secretly ob­serving the un­stud­ied grace of her move­ments, the most cel­eb­rated pic­ture-maker of the province burned the im­ple­ments of his craft, and began life anew as a train­er of per­form­ing ele­phants.”

			

			You can­not read these sen­tences, I think, without agree­ing with what has been said above. If you doubt it, take the old test and try to write that kind of thing your­self.

			In con­nec­tion with such achieve­ments it is cus­tom­ary today to de­plore the lack of pub­lic ap­pre­ci­ation. Either to blame the hur­ried mil­lions of chance read­ers be­cause they have only bought a few thou­sands of a mas­ter­piece; or, what is worse still, to pre­tend that good work is for the few and that the mass will nev­er ap­pre­ci­ate it—in reply to which it is suf­fi­cient to say that the crit­ic him­self is one of the mass and could not be dis­tin­guished from oth­ers of the mass by his very own self were he a look­er-on.

			In the best of times (the most stable, the least hur­ried) the date at which gen­er­al ap­pre­ci­ation comes is a mat­ter of chance, and today the present­a­tion of any achieved work is like the read­ing of Keats to a foot­ball crowd. It is of no sig­ni­fic­ance what­so­ever to Eng­lish Let­ters wheth­er one of its glor­ies be ap­pre­ci­ated at the mo­ment it is­sues from the press or ten years later, or twenty, or fifty. Fur­ther, after a very small mar­gin is passed, a mar­gin of a few hun­dreds at the most, it mat­ters little wheth­er strong per­man­ent work finds a thou­sand or fifty thou­sand or a mil­lion of read­ers. Rock stands and mud washes away.

			What is in­deed to be de­plored is the lack of com­mu­nic­a­tion between those who de­sire to find good stuff and those who can pro­duce it: it is in the at­tempt to build a bridge between the one and the oth­er that men who have the priv­ilege of hear­ing a good thing be­times write such words as I am writ­ing here.

			
				Hil­aire Bel­loc
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				I

				The En­coun­ter­ing of Six With­in a Wood

			
			Only at one point along the straight earth-road lead­ing from Loo-chow to Yu-ping was there any shade, a wood of stun­ted growth, and here Kai Lung cast him­self down in refuge from the noon­tide sun and slept.

			When he woke it was with the sound of dis­creet laughter trick­ling through his dreams. He sat up and looked around. Across the glade two maid­ens stood in poised ex­pect­ancy with­in the shad­ow of a wild fig-tree, both their gaze and their man­ner de­not­ing a fixed in­ten­tion to be pre­pared for any emer­gency. Not be­ing de­sirous that this should tend to­wards their ab­rupt de­par­ture, Kai Lung rose guardedly to his feet, with many ges­tures of po­lite re­as­sur­ance, and hav­ing bowed sev­er­al times to in­dic­ate his pa­cific nature, he stood in an at­ti­tude of de­fer­en­tial ad­mir­a­tion. At this dis­play the eld­er and less at­tract­ive of the maid­ens fled, ut­ter­ing loud and con­tinu­ous cries of ap­pre­hen­sion in or­der to con­ceal the dir­ec­tion of her flight. The oth­er re­mained, how­ever, and even moved a few steps near­er to Kai Lung, as though en­cour­aged by his ap­pear­ance, so that he was able to re­gard her vary­ing de­tails more ap­pre­ciably. As she ad­vanced she plucked a red blos­som from a thorny bush, and from time to time she shortened the broken stalk between her jade teeth.

			“Cour­teous loiter­er,” she said, in a very pearl-like voice, when they had thus re­garded one an­oth­er for a few beats of time, “what is your hon­our­able name, and who are you who tarry here, jour­ney­ing neither to the east nor to the west?”

			“The an­swer is ne­ces­sar­ily com­mon­place and un­worthy of your po­lite in­terest,” was the dif­fid­ent reply. “My un­be­com­ing name is Kai, to which has been ad­ded that of Lung. By pro­fes­sion I am an in­cap­able re­later of ima­gined tales, and to this end I spread my mat wherever my up­lif­ted voice can en­tice to­geth­er a com­pany to listen. Should my feeble ef­forts be deemed worthy of re­ward, those who stand around may per­chance con­trib­ute to my scanty store, but some­times this is judged su­per­flu­ous. For this cause I now turn my ex­pect­ant feet from Loo-chow to­wards the un­tried city of Yu-ping, but the un­di­min­ished li stretch­ing re­lent­lessly be­fore me, I sought be­neath these trees a refuge from the noon­tide sun.”

			“The oc­cu­pa­tion is a dig­ni­fied one, be­ing to no great de­gree re­moved from that of the Sages who com­piled The Books,” re­marked the maid­en, with an en­cour­aging smile. “Are there many stor­ies known to your re­tent­ive mind?”

			“In one form or an­oth­er, all that ex­ist are with­in my men­tal grasp,” ad­mit­ted Kai Lung mod­estly. “Thus equipped, there is no arising emer­gency for which I am un­pre­pared.”

			“There are oth­er things that I would learn of your craft. What kind of story is the most fa­vour­ably re­ceived, and the one whereby your col­lect­ing bowl is the least ig­nored?”

			“That de­pends on the nature and con­di­tion of those who stand around, and therein lies much that is es­sen­tial to the art,” replied Kai Lung, not without an ele­ment of pride. “Should the com­pany be chiefly formed of the il­lit­er­ate and the im­ma­ture of both sexes, stor­ies de­pict­ing the em­bar­rass­ment of un­nat­ur­ally round-bod­ied man­dar­ins, the un­pre­med­it­ated flight of ec­cent­ric­ally-garbed pass­ersby in­to vats of powdered rice, the des­pair of guard­i­ans of the street when as­sailed by showers of eggs and over­ripe lo­quats, or any oth­er vari­ety of hu­mi­li­at­ing pain in­flic­ted upon the in­no­cent and un­wary, nev­er fail to win ap­prov­al. The pros­per­ous and sub­stan­tial find con­tent­ment in hear­ing of the un­as­sum­ing vir­tues and frugal lives of the poor and un­suc­cess­ful. Those of humble ori­gin, es­pe­cially tea­house maid­ens and the like, are only really at home among stor­ies of the ex­al­ted and quick-mov­ing, the pro­fu­sion of their robes, the mag­ni­fi­cence of their palaces, and the gen­er­al high-minded de­prav­ity of their lives. Or­din­ary per­sons re­quire stor­ies deal­ing lav­ishly with all the emo­tions, so that they may thereby have a feel­ing of suf­fi­ciency when con­trib­ut­ing to the col­lect­ing bowl.”

			“These things be­ing so,” re­marked the maid­en, “what story would you con­sider most ap­pro­pri­ate to a com­pany com­posed of such as she who is now con­vers­ing with you?”

			“Such a com­pany could nev­er be ob­tained,” replied Kai Lung, with con­vic­tion in his tone. “It is not cred­ible that through­out the Em­pire could be found even an­oth­er pos­sess­ing all the en­ga­ging at­trib­utes of the one be­fore me. But should it be my mi­ra­cu­lous for­tune to be giv­en the op­por­tun­ity, my pre­sump­tu­ous choice for her dis­crim­in­at­ing ears alone would be the story of the peer­less Prin­cess Taik and of the noble min­strel Ch’eng, who to re­gain her pres­ence chained his wrist to a passing star and was car­ried in­to the as­sembly of the gods.”

			“Is it,” in­quired the maid­en, with an agree­able glance to­wards the op­por­tune re­cum­bence of a fallen tree, “is it a nar­ra­tion that would lie with­in the pas­sage of the sun from one branch of this wil­low to an­oth­er?”

			“Ad­equately set forth, the his­tory of the Prin­cess Taik and of the vir­tu­ous youth oc­cu­pies all the en­er­gies of an agile storyteller for sev­en weeks,” replied Kai Lung, not en­tirely gladdened that she should deem him cap­able of of­fer­ing so mea­gre an en­ter­tain­ment as that she in­dic­ated. “There is a much-flattened ver­sion which may be com­pressed with­in the nar­row lim­its of a single day and night, but even that re­quires for cer­tain of the more mov­ing pas­sages the ac­com­pani­ment of a power­ful drum or a hol­low wooden fish.”

			“Alas!” ex­claimed the maid­en, “though the time should pass like a flash of light­ning be­neath the al­lure­ment of your art, it is ques­tion­able if those who await this one’s re­turn­ing foot­steps would ex­per­i­ence a like il­lu­sion. Even now—” With a mag­nan­im­ous wave of her well-formed hand she in­dic­ated the oth­er maid­en, who, find­ing that the danger of pur­suit was not sus­tained, had re­turned to claim her part.

			“One ad­vances along the west­ward road,” re­por­ted the second maid­en. “Let us fly else­where, O al­lurer of man­kind! It may be—”

			“Doubt­less in Yu-ping the sound of your up­lif­ted voice—” But at this point a noise upon the earth-road, near at hand, im­pelled them both to sud­den flight in­to the deep­er re­cesses of the wood.

			Thus de­prived, Kai Lung moved from the shad­ow of the trees and sought the track, to see if by chance he from whom they fled might turn to his ad­vant­age. On the road he found one who staggered be­hind a la­bor­i­ous wheel­bar­row in the dir­ec­tion of Loo-chow. At that mo­ment he had stopped to take down the sail, as the breeze was bereft of power among the ob­struc­tion of the trees, and also be­cause he was weary.

			“Greet­ing,” called down Kai Lung, sa­lut­ing him. “There is here pro­tec­tion from the fierce­ness of the sun and a stream wherein to wash your feet.”

			“Haply,” replied the oth­er; “and a greatly over­burdened one would gladly leave this ill-nur­tured earth-road even for the fields of hell, were it not that all his goods are here con­tained upon an ut­terly in­tract­able wheel­bar­row.”

			Nev­er­the­less he drew him­self up from the road to the level of the wood and there re­clined, yet not per­mit­ting the wheel­bar­row to pass bey­ond his sight, though he must thereby lie half in the shade and half in the heat bey­ond. “Greet­ing, way­farer.”

			“Al­though you are evid­ently a man of some wealth, we are for the time brought to a com­mon level by the forces that con­trol us,” re­marked Kai Lung. “I have here two onions, a gourd and a suf­fi­ciency of mil­let paste. Par­take equally with me, there­fore, be­fore you re­sume your way. In the mean­while I will pro­cure wa­ter from the stream near by, and to this end my col­lect­ing bowl will serve.”

			When Kai Lung re­turned he found that the oth­er had ad­ded to their store a double hand­ful of dates, some snuff and a little jar of oil. As they ate to­geth­er the stranger thus dis­closed his mind:

			“The times are doubt­ful and it be­hoves each to guard him­self. In the north the ban­ners of the ‘Spread­ing Lo­tus’ and the ‘Aven­ging Knife’ are already raised and press­ing near­er every day, while the signs and pass­words are so widely flung that every man speaks slowly and with a double tongue. Lately there have been sli­cings and oth­er forms of vig­or­ous justice no farther dis­tant than Loo-chow, and now the Man­dar­in Shan Tien comes to Yu-ping to flat­ten any signs of dis­con­tent. The oc­cu­pa­tion of this per­son is that of a maker of san­dals and cov­er­ings for the head, but very soon there will be more wooden feet re­quired than leath­er san­dals in Yu-ping, and ar­ti­fi­cial ears will be great­er in de­mand than hats. For this reas­on he has got to­geth­er all his goods, sold the more bur­den­some, and now ven­tures on an un­tried way.”

			“Prosper­ity at­tend your go­ings. Yet, as one who has set his face to­wards Yu-ping, is it not pos­sible for an or­din­ary per­son of simple life and un­as­sum­ing aims to es­cape per­se­cu­tion un­der this same Shan Tien?”

			“Of the Man­dar­in him­self those who know speak with vague lips. What is done is done by the press­ing hand of one Ming-shu, who takes down his spoken word; of whom it is truly said that he has little re­semb­lance to a man and still less to an an­gel.”

			“Yet,” pro­tested the storyteller hope­fully, “it is wisely writ­ten: ‘He who nev­er opens his mouth in strife can al­ways close his eyes in peace.’ ”

			“Doubt­less,” as­sen­ted the oth­er. “He can close his eyes as­suredly. Wheth­er he will ever again open them is an­oth­er mat­ter.”

			With this timely warn­ing the san­dal-maker rose and pre­pared to re­sume his jour­ney. Nor did he again take up the bur­den of his task un­til he had sat­is­fied him­self that the west­ward road was des­ti­tute of traffic.

			“A tran­quil life and a pain­less death,” was his farewell part­ing. “Jung, of the line of Hai, wishes you well.” Then, with many im­prec­a­tions on the re­lent­less sun above, the in­ex­or­able road be­neath, and on every de­tail of the evilly-bal­anced load be­fore him, he passed out on his way.

			It would have been well for Kai Lung had he also forced his re­luct­ant feet to raise the dust, but his body clung to the moist um­brage of his couch, and his mind made re­as­sur­ance that per­chance the maid­en would re­turn. Thus it fell that when two oth­ers, who looked from side to side as they hastened on the road, turned as at a ven­ture to the wood they found him still there.

			“Re­strain your greet­ings,” said the lead­er of the two harshly, in the midst of Kai Lung’s cour­teous obeis­ance; “and do not pre­sume to dis­par­age your­self as if in equal­ity with the one who stands be­fore you. Have two of the in­ner cham­ber, at­tired thus and thus, passed this way? Speak, and that to a nar­row edge.”

			“The road lies bey­ond the per­cep­tion of my in­cap­able vis­ion, chiefest,” replied Kai lung sub­missively. “Fur­ther­more, I have slept.”

			“Un­less you would sleep more deeply, shape your stub­born tongue to a spe­cif­ic point,” com­manded the oth­er, touch­ing a mean­ing sword. “Who are you who loiter here, and for what pur­pose do you lurk? Speak fully, and be as­sured that your word will be put to a cor­rod­ing test.”

			Thus en­cour­aged, Kai Lung freely dis­closed his name and an­ces­try, the means whereby he earned a frugal susten­ance and the nature of his jour­ney. In ad­di­tion, he pro­fessed a will­ing­ness to re­late his most re­cently-ac­quired story, that en­titled “Wu-yong: or The Po­litely In­quir­ing Stranger,” but the of­fer was thrust un­grace­fully aside.

			“Everything you say deep­ens the sus­pi­cion which your crim­in­al-look­ing face nat­ur­ally pro­vokes,” said the ques­tion­er, put­ting away his tab­lets on which he had re­cor­ded the replies. “At Yu-ping the mat­ter will be probed with a very def­in­ite res­ult. You, Li-loe, re­main about this spot in case she whom we seek should pass. I re­turn to speak of our un­ceas­ing ef­fort.”

			“I obey,” replied the dog­like Li-loe. “What men can do we have done. We are no demons to see through sol­id mat­ter.”

			When they were alone, Li-loe drew near­er to Kai Lung and, al­low­ing his face to as­sume a more pa­cific bend, he cast him­self down by the storyteller’s side.

			“The ac­count which you gave of your­self was ill con­trived,” he said. “Be­ing put to the test, its fals­ity can­not fail to be dis­covered.”

			“Yet,” pro­tested Kai Lung earn­estly, “in no single de­tail did it de­vi­ate from the iron line of truth.”

			“Then your case is even more des­per­ate than be­fore,” ex­claimed Li-loe. “Know now that the re­puls­ive-fea­tured des­pot who has just left us is Ming-shu, he who takes down the Man­dar­in Shan Tien’s spoken word. By ad­mit­ting that you are from Loo-chow, where dis­af­fec­tion reigns, you have noosed a rope about your neck, and by pro­claim­ing your­self as one whose habit it is to call to­geth­er a com­pany to listen to your word, you have drawn it tight.”

			“Every rope has two ends,” re­marked Kai Lung philo­soph­ic­ally, “and to­mor­row is yet to come. Tell me rather, since that is our present er­rand, who is she whom you pur­sue and to what in­tent?”

			“That is not so simple as to be con­tained with­in the hol­low of an acorn sheath. Let it suf­fice that she has the left ear of Shan Tien, even as Ming-shu has the right, but on which side his hear­ing is bet­ter it might be haz­ard­ous to guess.”

			“And her mer­it­ori­ous name?”

			“She is of the house of K’ang, her name be­ing Hwa-mei, though from the nature of her charm she is of­t­time called the Golden Mouse. But touch­ing this af­fair of your own im­me­di­ate danger: we be­ing both but com­mon men of the idler sort, it is only fit­ting that when high ones threaten I should stand by you.”

			“Speak def­in­itely,” as­sen­ted Kai Lung, “yet with the un­der­stand­ing that the full ex­tent of my store does not ex­ceed four or five strings of cash.”

			“The soil is some­what shal­low for the growth of deep friend­ship, but what we have we will share equally between us.” With these aus­pi­cious words Li-loe pos­sessed him­self of three of the strings of cash and dis­played an empty sleeve. “I, alas, have noth­ing. The be­ne­fits I have in mind are of a subtler and more price­less kind. At Yu-ping my of­fice will be that of the keep­er of the doors of the ya­men, in­clud­ing that of the pris­on-house. Thus I shall doubt­less be able to render you fre­quent ser­vice of an in­con­spicu­ous kind. Do not for­get the name of Li-loe.”

			By this time the ap­proach­ing sound of heavy traffic, her­al­ded by the beat­ing of drums, the blow­ing of horns and the dis­charge of an oc­ca­sion­al fire­work, in­dic­ated the pas­sage of some dig­ni­fied of­fi­cial. This, de­clared Li-loe, could be none oth­er than the Man­dar­in Shan Tien, re­sum­ing his march to­wards Yu-ping, and the door­keep­er pre­pared to join the pro­ces­sion at his ap­poin­ted place. Kai Lung, how­ever, re­mained un­seen among the trees, not be­ing de­sirous of ob­trud­ing him­self upon Ming-shu un­ne­ces­sar­ily. When the noise had al­most died away in the dis­tance he came forth, be­liev­ing that all would by this time have passed, and ap­proached the road. As he reached it a single chair was hur­ried by, its car­ri­ers striv­ing by in­creased ex­er­tion to re­gain their fel­lows. It was too late for Kai Lung to re­treat, who­ever might be with­in. As it passed a cur­tain moved some­what, a sym­met­ric­al hand came dis­creetly forth, and that which it held fell at his feet. Without vary­ing his at­ti­tude he watched the chair un­til it was out of sight, then stooped and picked some­thing up—a red blos­som on a thorny stalk, the flower already parched but the stem moist and softened to his touch.

		
	
		
			
				II

				The In­ex­or­able Justice of the Man­dar­in Shan Tien

			
			“By hav­ing ac­cess to this en­clos­ure you will be able to walk where oth­er­wise you must stand. That in it­self is cheap at the price of three re­puted strings of in­feri­or cash. Fur­ther­more, it is pos­sible to breathe.”

			“The out­look, in one dir­ec­tion, is an ex­tens­ive one,” ad­mit­ted Kai Lung, gaz­ing to­wards the sky. “Here, moreover, is a shut­ter through which the vista doubt­less lengthens.”

			“So long as there is no chance of you ex­plor­ing it any farther than your neck, it does not mat­ter,” said Li-loe. “Out­side lies a bar­ren re­gion of the ya­men garden where no one ever comes. I will now leave you, hav­ing to meet one with whom I would traffic for a goat. When I re­turn be pre­pared to re­trace your steps to the pris­on cell.”

			“The shad­ow moves as the sun dir­ects,” replied Kai Lung, and with cour­teous af­ter­thought he ad­ded the wonted part­ing: “Slowly, slowly; walk slowly.”

			In such a man­ner the storyteller found him­self in a highly-walled en­clos­ure, ly­ing between the pris­on-house and the ya­men garden, a few days after his ar­rival in Yu-ping. Ming-shu had not eaten his word.

			The yard it­self pos­sessed no at­trac­tion for Kai Lung. Al­most be­fore Li-loe had dis­ap­peared he was at the shut­ter in the wall, had forced it open and was look­ing out. Thus long he waited, mo­tion­less, but ob­serving every leaf that stirred among the trees and shrubs and neg­lected growth bey­ond. At last a fig­ure passed across a dis­tant glade and at the sight Kai Lung lif­ted up a re­strained voice in song:

			
				
					“At the foot of a bleak and in­hos­pit­able moun­tain,
					

					An in­sig­ni­fic­ant stream winds its un­cared way;
					

					Al­though in­feri­or to the Yangtze-ki­ang in every de­tail,
					

					Yet fish glide to and fro among its cran­nies;
					

					Nor would they change their home for the depths of the widest river.
				

				
					The palace of the sub­lime Em­per­or is made rich with hanging cur­tains,
					

					While here rough stone walls for­bid re­pose.
					

					Yet there is one who un­hes­it­at­ingly prefers the lat­ter;
					

					For from an open shut­ter here he can look forth,
					

					And per­chance catch a glimpse of one who may pass by.
				

				
					The oc­cu­pa­tion of the Im­per­i­al vice­roy is both luc­rat­ive and noble;
					

					While that of a re­later of ima­gined tales is by no means es­teemed.
					

					But he who thus ex­pressed him­self would not ex­change with the oth­er;
					

					For around the iden­tity of each heroine he can en­twine the per­son­al­ity of one whom he has en­countered.
					

					And thus she is ever by his side.”
				

			

			“Your up­lif­ted voice comes from an un­ex­pec­ted quarter, min­strel,” said a me­lodi­ous voice, and the maid­en whom he had en­countered in the wood stood be­fore him. “What crime have you now com­mit­ted?”

			“An an­cient one. I pre­sumed to raise my un­worthy eyes—”

			“Alas, storyteller,” in­ter­posed the maid­en hast­ily, “it would seem that the star to which you chained your wrist has not car­ried you in­to the as­sembly of the gods.”

			“Yet already it has borne me halfway—in­to a com­pany of mal­efact­ors. Doubt­less on the mor­row the ob­li­ging Man­dar­in Shan Tien will ar­range for the jour­ney to be com­plete.”

			“Yet have you then no fur­ther wish to con­tin­ue in an or­din­ary ex­ist­ence?” asked the maid­en.

			“To this per­son,” replied Kai Lung, with a deep-seated look, “ex­ist­ence can nev­er again be or­din­ary. Ad­mit­tedly it may be short.”

			As they con­versed to­geth­er in this in­of­fens­ive man­ner she whom Li-loe had called the Golden Mouse held in her del­ic­ately-formed hands a price­less bowl filled with ripe fruit of the rarer kinds which she had gathered. These from time to time she threw up to the open­ing, rightly de­cid­ing that one in Kai Lung’s po­s­i­tion would stand in need of susten­ance, and he no less dex­ter­ously held and re­tained them. When the bowl was empty she con­tin­ued for a space to re­gard it si­lently, as though ex­plor­ing the many-sided re­cesses of her mind.

			“You have claimed to be a storyteller and have in­deed made a boast that there is no arising emer­gency for which you are un­pre­pared,” she said at length. “It now be­falls that you may be put to a speedy test. Is the nature of this ima­gined scene”—thus she in­dic­ated the em­bel­lish­ment of the bowl—“fa­mil­i­ar to your eyes?”

			“It is that known as ‘The Wil­low,’ ” replied Kai Lung. “There is a story—”

			“There is a story!” ex­claimed the maid­en, loosen­ing from her brow the over­hanging look of care. “Thus and thus. Fre­quently have I im­por­tuned him be­fore whom you will ap­pear to ex­plain to me the mean­ing of the scene. When you are called upon to plead your cause, see to it well that your know­ledge of such a tale is clearly shown. He be­fore whom you kneel, craft­ily plied mean­while by my un­ceas­ing petu­lance, will then de­sire to hear it from your lips … At the strik­ing of the fourth gong the day is done. What lies between rests with your dis­crim­in­at­ing wit.”

			“You are deep in the subtler kinds of wis­dom, such as the weak pos­sess,” con­fessed Kai Lung. “Yet how will this avail to any length?”

			“That which is put off from today is put off from to­mor­row,” was the con­fid­ent reply. “For the rest—at a cor­res­pond­ing gong-stroke of each day it is this per­son’s cus­tom to gath­er fruit. Farewell, min­strel.”

			When Li-loe re­turned a little later Kai Lung threw his two re­main­ing strings of cash about that ra­pa­cious per­son’s neck and em­braced him as he ex­claimed:

			“Chief­tain among door­keep­ers, when I go to the Cap­it­al to re­ceive the all-coveted title ‘Leaf-crowned’ and to chant ce­re­mo­ni­al odes be­fore the Court, thou shalt ac­com­pany me as fore­run­ner, and an agile tribe of se­lec­ted goats shall sport about thy path.”

			“Alas, man­let,” replied the oth­er, weep­ing read­ily, “greatly do I fear that the next jour­ney thou wilt take will be in an up­ward or a down­ward rather than a side­way dir­ec­tion. This much have I learned, and to this end, at some cost ad­mit­tedly, I en­ticed in­to lo­qua­city one who knows an­oth­er whose broth­er holds the key of Ming-shu’s con­fid­ence: that to­mor­row the Man­dar­in will be­gin to dis­trib­ute justice here, and out of the depths of Ming-shu’s ma­lig­nity the name of Kai Lung is the first set down.”

			“With the title,” con­tin­ued Kai Lung cheer­fully, “there goes a suf­fi­ciency of taels; also a vat of a po­tent wine of a cer­tain kind.”

			“If,” sug­ges­ted Li-loe, look­ing anxiously around, “you have really dis­covered hid­den about this place a secret store of wine, con­sider well wheth­er it would not be prudent to en­trust it to a faith­ful friend be­fore it is too late.”

			It was in­deed as Li-loe had fore­told. On the fol­low­ing day, at the second gong-stroke after noon, the or­der came and, closely guarded, Kai Lung was led forth. The middle court had been duly ar­ranged, with a for­mid­able dis­play of chains, weights, presses, saws, brand­ing irons and oth­er im­ple­ments for se­cur­ing justice. At the head of a table draped with red sat the Man­dar­in Shan Tien, on his right the sec­ret­ary of his hand, the con­tempt­ible Ming-shu. Round about were po­si­tioned oth­ers who in one ne­ces­sity or an­oth­er might be re­lied upon to play an ordered part. After a lav­ish ex­plo­sion of fire­crack­ers had been dis­charged, son­or­ous bells rung and gongs beaten, a ven­er­able geo­man­cer dis­closed by means of cer­tain tests that all doubt­ful in­flu­ences had been driv­en off and that truth and im­par­ti­al­ity alone re­mained.

			“Ex­cept on the part of the pris­on­ers, doubt­less,” re­marked the Man­dar­in, thereby im­per­illing the grav­ity of all who stood around.

			“The first of those to pros­trate them­selves be­fore your en­lightened clem­ency, Ex­cel­lence, is a no­tori­ous as­sas­sin who, un­der an­oth­er name, has com­mit­ted many crimes,” began the ex­ec­rable Ming-shu. “He con­fesses that, now call­ing him­self Kai Lung, he has re­cently jour­neyed from Loo-chow, where treas­on ever wears a smil­ing face.”

			“Per­chance he is saddened by our city’s loy­alty,” in­ter­posed the be­nign Shan Tien, “for if he is smil­ing now it is on the side of his face re­moved from this one’s gaze.”

			“The oth­er side of his face is as­suredly where he will be made to smile ere long,” ac­qui­esced Ming-shu, not al­to­geth­er to his chief’s ap­prov­al, as the ana­logy was already his. “Fur­ther­more, he has been de­tec­ted lurk­ing in secret meet­ing-places by the way­side, and on reach­ing Yu-ping he raised his re­bel­li­ous voice in­vit­ing all to gath­er round and join his un­law­ful band. The usu­al rem­edy in such cases dur­ing peri­ods of stress, Ex­cel­lence, is stran­gu­la­tion.”

			“The times are in­deed press­ing,” re­marked the agile-minded Man­dar­in, “and the pen­alty would ap­pear to be ad­equate.” As no one suffered in­con­veni­ence at his at­ti­tude, how­ever, Shan Tien’s ex­pres­sion as­sumed a more un­bend­ing cast.

			“Let the wit­nesses ap­pear,” he com­manded sharply.

			“In so clear a case it has not been thought ne­ces­sary to in­cur the ex­pense of hir­ing the usu­al wit­nesses,” urged Ming-shu; “but they are doubt­less clustered about the opi­um floor and will, if ne­ces­sary, testi­fy to whatever is re­quired.”

			“The ar­gu­ment is a timely one,” ad­mit­ted the Man­dar­in. “As the res­ult can­not fail to be the same in either case, per­haps the ac­com­mod­at­ing pris­on­er will as­sist the ends of justice by mak­ing a full con­fes­sion of his crimes?”

			“High Ex­cel­lence,” replied the storyteller, speak­ing for the first time, “it is truly said that that which would ap­pear as a moun­tain in the even­ing may stand re­vealed as a mud-hut by the light of day. Hear my un­painted word. I am of the ab­ject House of Kai and my in­of­fens­ive rice is earned as a nar­rat­or of ima­gined tales. Un­rolling my thread­bare mat at the middle hour of yes­ter­day, I had raised my dis­tress­ing voice and an­nounced an in­ten­tion to re­late the Story of Wong Ts’in, that which is known as ‘The Le­gend of the Wil­low Plate Em­bel­lish­ment,’ when a com­pany of armed war­ri­ors, con­ver­ging upon me—”

			“Re­strain the me­lodi­ous flow of your ad­mit­ted elo­quence,” in­ter­rup­ted the Man­dar­in, veil­ing his arising in­terest. “Is the story, to which you have made ref­er­ence, that of the scene widely de­pic­ted on plates and earth­en­ware?”

			“Un­doubtedly. It is the true and au­then­t­ic le­gend as re­lated by the em­in­ent Tso-yi.”

			“In that case,” de­clared Shan Tien dis­pas­sion­ately, “it will be ne­ces­sary for you to re­late it now, in or­der to up­hold your claim. Pro­ceed.”

			“Alas, Ex­cel­lence,” pro­tested Ming-shu from a bit­ter throat, “this mat­ter will at­ten­u­ate down to the stroke of even­ing rice. Kow­tow­ing be­neath your au­thor­it­at­ive hand, that which the pris­on­er only had the in­ten­tion to re­late does not come with­in the con­fines of his evid­ence.”

			“The ob­jec­tion is su­per­fi­cial and can­not be sus­tained,” replied Shan Tien. “If an evilly-dis­posed one raised a sword to strike this per­son, but was with­held be­fore the blow could fall, none but a leper would con­tend that be­cause he did not pro­gress bey­ond the in­ten­tion thereby he should go free. Justice must be im­par­tially up­held and greatly do I fear that we must all sub­mit.”

			With these op­por­tune words the dis­crim­in­at­ing per­son­age sig­ni­fied to Kai Lung that he should be­gin.

			
				The Story of Wong Ts’in and the Willow Plate Embellishment

				Wong Ts’in, the rich por­cel­ain maker, was ill at ease with­in him­self. He had par­taken of his cus­tom­ary mid­day meal, fla­voured the re­past by un­seal­ing a jar of ma­tured wine, con­sumed a little fruit, a few sweet­meats and half a dozen cups of un­ap­proach­able tea, and then re­tired to an in­ner cham­ber to con­tem­plate philo­soph­ic­ally from the re­pose­ful at­ti­tude of a re­clin­ing couch.

				But upon this oc­ca­sion the mer­chant did not con­tem­plate rest­fully. He paced the floor in deep de­jec­tion, and when he did use the couch at all it was to roll upon it in a sud­den ex­cess of in­tern­al pain. The cause of his dis­tress was well known to the un­happy per­son thus con­cerned, nor did it lessen the pangs of his emo­tion that it arose en­tirely from his own ill-con­sidered ac­tion.

				When Wong Ts’in had dis­covered, by the side of a re­mote and ob­scure river, the in­ex­haust­ible bed of por­cel­ain clay that en­sured his prosper­ity, his first care was to erect ad­equate sheds and la­bour­ing-places; his next to build a house suf­fi­cient for him­self and those in at­tend­ance round about him.

				So far prudence had ruled his ac­tions, for there is a keen edge to the say­ing: “He who sleeps over his work­shop brings four eyes in­to the busi­ness,” but in one de­tail Wong Ts’in’s head and feet went on dif­fer­ent jour­neys, for with in­cred­ible over­sight he omit­ted to se­cure the ex­per­i­ence of com­pet­ent as­tro­lo­gers and omen-casters in fix­ing the ex­act site of his man­sion.

				The res­ult was what might have been ex­pec­ted. In ex­cav­at­ing for the found­a­tions, Wong Ts’in’s slaves dis­turbed the re­pose of a small but ra­pa­cious earth-de­mon that had already been sleep­ing there for nine hun­dred and ninety-nine years. With the in­sa­ti­able cun­ning of its kind, this vin­dict­ive creature waited un­til the house was com­pleted and then pro­ceeded to trans­fer its un­seen but for­mid­able pres­ence to the quar­ters that were de­signed for Wong Ts’in him­self. Thence­forth, from time to time, it con­tin­ued to re­venge it­self for the trouble to which it had been put by an in­si­di­ous per­se­cu­tion. This fre­quently took the form of fasten­ing its claws upon the mer­chant’s di­gest­ive or­gans, es­pe­cially after he had par­taken of an un­usu­ally rich re­past (for in some way the dis­play of cer­tain vi­ands ex­cited its un­reas­on­ing an­im­os­ity), press­ing heav­ily upon his chest, in­vad­ing his re­pose with dragon-dreams while he slept, and the like. Only by the ex­er­cise of an in­genu­ity great­er than its own could Wong Ts’in suc­ceed in baff­ling its ill-con­di­tioned spite.

				On this oc­ca­sion, re­cog­niz­ing from the nature of his pangs what was tak­ing place, Wong Ts’in re­sor­ted to a stratagem that rarely failed him. An­noun­cing in a loud voice that it was his in­ten­tion to re­fresh the sur­face of his body by the puri­fy­ing ac­tion of heated va­pour, and then to pro­ceed to his mix­ing-floor, the mer­chant with­drew. The de­mon, be­ing an earth-dwell­er with the in­erad­ic­able ob­jec­tion of this class of creatures to­wards all the ele­ments of mois­ture, at once re­lin­quished its hold, and go­ing dir­ect to the part of the works in­dic­ated, it there awaited its vic­tim with the design of re­sum­ing its dis­cred­it­able per­se­cu­tion.

				Wong Ts’in had spoken with a double tongue. On leav­ing the in­ner cham­ber he quickly tra­versed cer­tain ob­scure pas­sages of his house un­til he reached an in­feri­or portal. Even if the de­mon had sus­pec­ted his pur­pose it would not have oc­curred to a creature of its nar­row out­look that any­one of Wong Ts’in’s im­port­ance would make use of so meni­al an out­way. The mer­chant there­fore reached his garden un­per­ceived and thence­for­ward main­tained an un­devi­at­ing face in the dir­ec­tion of the Out­er Ex­panses. Be­fore he had covered many li he was as­sured that he had in­deed suc­ceeded for the time in shak­ing off his un­scru­pu­lous tor­ment­or. His in­tern­al or­gans again re­sumed their ha­bitu­al calm and his mind was lightened as from an over­hanging cloud.

				There was an­oth­er reas­on why Wong Ts’in sought the solitude of the thinly-peopled out­er places, away from the in­flu­ence and dis­trac­tion of his own es­tate. For some time past a prob­lem that had once been re­mote was as­sum­ing di­men­sions of in­creas­ing ur­gency. This de­tail con­cerns Fa Fai, who had already been re­ferred to by a per­son of lit­er­ary dis­tinc­tion, in a po­et­ic­al ana­logy oc­cupy­ing three writ­ten volumes, as a pearl-tin­ted peach-blos­som shiel­ded and re­strained by the silken net­work of wise par­ent­al af­fec­tion (and re­cog­niz­ing the justice of the com­par­is­on, Wong Ts’in had been in­duced to pur­chase the work in ques­tion). Now that Fa Fai had at­tained an age when she could fit­tingly be sought in mar­riage the con­tin­gency might oc­cur at any time, and the prob­lem con­front­ing her fath­er’s de­cision was this: ow­ing to her in­com­par­able per­fec­tion Fa Fai must be ac­coun­ted one of Wong Ts’in’s chief pos­ses­sions, the oth­er un­doubtedly be­ing his secret pro­cess of sim­u­lat­ing the lus­trous ef­fect of pure gold em­bel­lish­ment on china by the ap­plic­a­tion of a much less ex­pens­ive sub­sti­tute. Would it be more prudent to con­cen­trate the power of both in­flu­ences and let it be­come known that with Fa Fai would go the es­sen­tial part of his very re­mu­ner­at­ive clay en­ter­prise, or would it be more prudent to di­vide these at­trac­tions and se­cure two dis­tinct in­flu­ences, both con­cerned about his wel­fare? In the first case there need be no reas­on­able lim­it to the ex­tend­ing vista of his am­bi­tion, and he might even as­pire to greet as a son the highest func­tion­ary of the province—an of­fi­cial of such heav­ily-sus­tained im­port­ance that when he went about it re­quired six chosen slaves to carry him, and of late it had been con­sidered more prudent to em­ploy eight.

				If, on the oth­er hand, Fa Fai went without any ad­ded in­duce­ment, a man­dar­in of mod­er­ate rank would prob­ably be as high as Wong Ts’in could look, but he would cer­tainly be able to ad­opt an­oth­er of at least equal po­s­i­tion, at the price of mak­ing over to him the ul­ti­mate be­ne­fit of his dis­cov­ery. He could thus ac­quire either two sons of reas­on­able in­flu­ence, or one who ex­er­cised al­most un­lim­ited au­thor­ity. In view of his own child­less­ness, and of his fi­nal de­pend­ence on the ser­vices of oth­ers, which ar­range­ment prom­ised the most reg­u­lar and lib­er­al trans­mis­sion of sup­plies to his ex­pect­ant spir­it when he had passed in­to the Up­per Air, and would his con­nec­tion with one very im­port­ant of­fi­cial or with two sub­or­din­ate ones se­cure him the great­er amount of hon­our and ser­vice­able re­cog­ni­tion among the more use­ful deit­ies?

				To Wong Ts’in’s lo­gic­al mind it seemed as though there must be a def­in­ite an­swer to this prob­lem. If one man­ner of be­hav­ing was right the oth­er must prove wrong, for as the wise philo­soph­er Ning-hy was wont to say: “Where the road di­vides, there stand two Ning-hys.” The de­cision on a mat­ter so es­sen­tial to his fu­ture com­fort ought not to be left to chance. Thus it had be­come a habit of Wong Ts’in’s to pen­et­rate the Out­er Spaces in the hope of there en­coun­ter­ing a spe­cif­ic omen.

				Alas, it has been well writ­ten: “He who thinks that he is rais­ing a mound may only in real­ity be dig­ging a pit.” In his con­tinu­al search for a ce­les­ti­al portent among the solitudes Wong Ts’in had of late ne­ces­sar­ily some­what neg­lected his earthly (as it may thus be ex­pressed) in­terests. In these emer­gen­cies cer­tain of the more tur­bu­lent among his work­ers had ban­ded them­selves to­geth­er in­to a con­fed­er­acy un­der the lead­er­ship of a crafts­man named Fang. It was the cus­tom of these men, who wore a badge and re­cog­nized a mu­tu­al oath and im­prec­a­tion, to present them­selves sud­denly be­fore Wong Ts’in and de­mand a great­er re­ward for their ex­er­tions than they had pre­vi­ously agreed to, threat­en­ing that un­less this was ac­cor­ded they would cast down the im­ple­ments of their la­bour in uni­son and in­volve in idle­ness those who oth­er­wise would have con­tin­ued at their task. This men­ace Wong Ts’in bought off from time to time by agree­ing to their ex­ac­tions, but it began presently to ap­pear that this way of ap­peas­ing them re­sembled Chou Hong’s meth­od of ex­tin­guish­ing a fire by dir­ect­ing jets of wind against it. On the day with which this re­lated story has so far con­cerned it­self, a band of the most highly re­mu­ner­ated and priv­ileged of the crafts­men had ap­peared be­fore Wong Ts’in with the in­tol­er­able Fang at their head. These men were they whose skill en­abled them la­bor­i­ously to copy upon the sur­faces of por­cel­ain a giv­en scene without ap­pre­ciable de­vi­ation from one to the oth­er, for in those re­mote cycles of his­tory no oth­er meth­od was yet known or even dreamed of.

				“Suit­able greet­ings, em­ploy­er of our worth­less ser­vices,” re­marked their lead­er, seat­ing him­self upon the floor un­bid­den. “These who speak through the mouth of the cringing men­dic­ant be­fore you are the Bound-to­geth­er Broth­er­hood of Col­our-mix­ers and Putters-on of Thought-out Designs, bent upon a just cause.”

				“May their An­ces­tral Tab­lets nev­er fall in­to dis­repair,” replied Wong Ts’in cour­teously. “For the rest—let the mouth re­ferred to shape it­self in­to the like­ness of a nar­row fun­nel, for the length­en­ing gong-strokes press round about my un­fin­ished la­bours.”

				“That which in justice re­quires the amp­litude of a full-sized cask shall be pressed down in­to the con­fines of an in­ad­equate ves­sel,” as­sen­ted Fang. “Know then, O batten­er upon our ill-re­quited skill, how it has come to our know­ledge that one who is not of our Broth­er­hood moves among us and per­forms an equal task for a less re­ward. This is our spoken word in con­sequence: in place of one tael every man among us shall now take two, and he who be­fore has la­boured eight gongs to re­ceive it shall hence­forth la­bour four. Fur­ther­more, he who is speak­ing shall, as their re­cog­nized head and au­thor­ity, al­ways be ad­dressed by the hon­our­able title of ‘Pol­ished,’ and the dog who is not one of us shall be cast forth.”

				“My hand itches to re­ward you in ac­cord­ance with the in­ner prompt­ing of a full heart,” replied the mer­chant, after a well-sus­tained pause. “But in this mat­ter my very de­fi­cient ears must be lead­ing my thread­bare mind astray. The moon has not been eaten up since the day when you stood be­fore me in a like at­ti­tude and bar­gained that every man should hence­forth re­ceive a full tael where hitherto a half had been his por­tion, and that in place of the toil of six­teen gong-strokes eight should suf­fice. Upon this be­ing gran­ted all bound them­selves by spoken word that the mat­ter should stand thus and thus between us un­til the gath­er­ing-in of the next rice har­vest.”

				“That may have been so at the time,” ad­mit­ted Fang, with dog­like ob­stin­acy, “but it was not then known that you had pledged your­self to Hien Nan for tenscore em­bel­lished plates of por­cel­ain with­in a stated time, and that our ser­vices would there­fore be es­sen­tial to your repu­ta­tion. There has thus aris­en what may be re­garded as a new vista of even­tu­al­it­ies, and this frees us from the bond­age of our spoken word. Hav­ing thus mod­er­ately stated our un­bend­ing de­mand, we will de­part un­til the like gong-stroke of to­mor­row, when, if our claim be not agreed to, all will cast down their im­ple­ments of la­bour with the swift­ness of a light­ning-flash and thereby in­volve the whole of your too-prof­it­able un­der­tak­ing in well-mer­ited stag­na­tion. We go, ven­er­able head; aus­pi­cious omens at­tend your move­ments!”

				“May the All-See­ing guide your foot­steps,” re­spon­ded Wong Ts’in, and with cour­teous for­bear­ance he waited un­til they were out of hear­ing be­fore he ad­ded—“in­to a vat of boil­ing sul­phur!”

				Thus may the po­s­i­tion be out­lined when Wei Chang, the un­as­sum­ing youth whom the black-hearted Fang had branded with so de­grad­ing a com­par­is­on, sat at his ap­poin­ted place rather than join in the dis­cred­it­able con­spir­acy, and strove by his un­aided dex­ter­ity to en­able Wong Ts’in to com­plete the tenscore em­bel­lished plates by the ap­poin­ted time. Yet already he knew that in this com­mend­able am­bi­tion his head grew lar­ger than his hands, for he was the slow­est-work­ing among all Wong Ts’in’s crafts­men, and even then his copy could fre­quently be de­tec­ted from the ori­gin­al. Not to over­whelm his memory with un­mer­ited con­tempt it is fit­ting now to re­veal some­what more of the un­fold­ing cur­tain of events.

				Wei Chang was not in real­ity a work­er in the art of ap­ply­ing col­oured designs to por­cel­ain at all. He was a stu­dent of the lit­er­ary ex­cel­lences and had de­cided to de­vote his en­tire life to the en­ga­ging task of re­du­cing the most per­fectly matched ana­logy to the least pos­sible num­ber of words when the un­ex­pec­ted ap­pear­ance of Fa Fai un­settled his am­bi­tions. She was re­strain­ing the im­pa­tience of a power­ful horse and con­trolling its move­ments by means of a leath­er thong, while at the same time she sur­veyed the land­scape with a dis­in­ter­ested glance in which Wei Chang found him­self be­com­ing in­volved. Without stop­ping even to con­sult the spir­its of his revered an­cest­ors on so im­port­ant a de­cision, he at once burned the great­er part of his col­lec­tion of clas­sic­al ana­lo­gies and en­gaged him­self, as one who is will­ing to be­come more pro­fi­cient, about Wong Ts’in’s earth-yards. Here, without any reas­on­able in­ten­tion of ever be­com­ing in any way per­son­ally con­geni­al to her, he was in a po­s­i­tion oc­ca­sion­ally to see the dis­tant out­line of Fa Fai’s move­ments, and when a day passed and even this was with­held he was con­tent that the shad­ow of the many-towered build­ing that con­tained her should ob­scure the sun­light from the win­dow be­fore which he worked.

				While Wei Chang was thus en­gaged the door of the en­clos­ure in which he la­boured was thrust cau­tiously in­wards, and presently he be­came aware that the be­ing whose in­di­vidu­al­ity was nev­er com­pletely ab­sent from his thoughts was stand­ing in an ex­pect­ant at­ti­tude at no great dis­tance from him. As no oth­er per­son was present, the crafts­men hav­ing de­par­ted in or­der to con­sult an or­acle that dwelt be­neath an ap­pro­pri­ate sign, and Wong Ts’in be­ing by this time among the Out­er Ways seek­ing an omen as to Fa Fai’s dis­pos­al, Wei Chang did not think it re­spect­ful to be­come aware of the maid­en’s pres­ence un­til a per­sist­ent dis­tress of her throat com­pelled him to re­cog­nize the in­cid­ent.

				“Un­ap­proach­able per­fec­tion,” he said, with be­com­ing de­fer­ence, “is it per­miss­ible that in the ab­sence of your en­lightened sire you should des­cend from your golden em­in­ence and stand, en­tirely un­at­ten­ded, at no great dis­tance from so or­din­ary a per­son as my­self?”

				“Wheth­er it be strictly per­miss­ible or not, it is only on like oc­ca­sions that she ever has the op­por­tun­ity of des­cend­ing from the sol­it­ary pin­nacle re­ferred to,” replied Fa Fai, not only with no out­ward ap­pear­ance of alarm at be­ing dir­ectly ad­dressed by one of a dif­fer­ent sex, but even mov­ing near­er to Wei Chang as she spoke. “A more es­sen­tial de­tail in the cir­cum­stances con­cerns the length of time that he may be prudently re­lied upon to be away?”

				“Doubt­less sev­er­al gong-strokes will in­ter­vene be­fore his re­turn­ing foot­steps glad­den our ex­pect­ant vis­ion,” replied Wei Chang. “He is spoken of as hav­ing set his face to­wards the Out­er Ways, there per­chance to come with­in the in­flu­ence of a portent.”

				“Its prob­able ob­ject is not al­to­geth­er un­known to the one who stands be­fore you,” ad­mit­ted Fa Fai, “and as a du­ti­ful and af­fec­tion­ate daugh­ter it has be­come a con­sid­er­a­tion with her wheth­er she ought not to press for­ward, as it were, to a solu­tion on her own ac­count. … If the one whom I am ad­dress­ing could di­vert his at­ten­tion from the em­bel­lish­ment of the very in­ad­equate claw of a wholly su­per­flu­ous winged dragon, pos­sibly he might add his sage coun­sel on that point.”

				“It is said that a bull­frog once rent his throat in a well-meant en­deav­our to ad­vise an eagle in the art of fly­ing,” replied Wei Chang, con­ceal­ing the bit­ter­ness of his heart be­neath an easy tongue. “For this reas­on it is in­ex­pedi­ent for earth­lings to fix their eyes on those who dwell in very high places.”

				“To the in­trep­id, very high places ex­ist solely to be scaled; with oth­ers, how­ever, the only scal­ing they at­tempt is lav­ished on the ar­mour of pre­pos­ter­ous fly­ing mon­sters, O youth of the House of Wei!”

				“Is it pos­sible,” ex­claimed Wei Chang, mov­ing for­ward with so sud­den an ar­dour that the maid­en hast­ily with­drew her­self sev­er­al paces from bey­ond his en­thu­si­asm, “is it pos­sible that this per­son’s hitherto ob­scure and ex­ec­rated name is in­deed known to your in­com­par­able lips?”

				“As the one who peri­od­ic­ally casts up the com­pu­ta­tions of the sums of money due to those who la­bour about the earth-yards, it would be strange if the name had so far es­caped my no­tice,” replied Fa Fai, with a dis­tance in her voice that the few paces between them very in­ad­equately rep­res­en­ted. “Cer­tain de­tails en­grave them­selves upon the tab­lets of re­col­lec­tion by their per­sist­ence. For in­stance, the name of Fang is gen­er­ally at the head of each list; that of Wei Chang is in­vari­ably at the foot.”

				“It is un­deni­able,” ad­mit­ted Wei Chang, in a tone of well-mer­ited hu­mi­li­ation; “and the at­tain­ment of nev­er hav­ing yet ap­plied a design in such a man­ner that the copy might be mis­taken for the ori­gin­al has en­tirely flattened-out this per­son’s self-es­teem.”

				“Doubt­less,” sug­ges­ted Fa Fai, with del­ic­ate en­cour­age­ment, “there are oth­er pur­suits in which you would dis­close a more highly de­veloped pro­fi­ciency—as that of watch­ing the gyr­a­tions of un­tamed horses, for ex­ample. Our more im­me­di­ate need, how­ever, is to dis­cov­er a means of de­feat­ing the ma­lig­nity of the de­test­able Fang. With this ob­ject I have for some time past secretly ap­plied my­self to the task of con­triv­ing a design which, by blend­ing sim­pli­city with pic­tur­esque ef­fect, will en­able one per­son in a giv­en length of time to achieve the amount of work hitherto done by two.”

				With these aus­pi­cious words the ac­com­plished maid­en dis­closed a plate of trans­lu­cent por­cel­ain, em­bel­lished in the man­ner which she had de­scribed. At the sight of the in­geni­ous way in which trees and per­sons, stream and build­ings, and ob­jects of a widely dif­fer­ing nature had been so ar­ranged as to give the im­pres­sion that they all ex­is­ted at the same time, and were equally vis­ible without un­due ex­er­tion on the part of the spec­tat­or who re­garded them, Wei Chang could not re­strain an ex­clam­a­tion of de­light.

				“How cun­ningly ima­gined is the device by which ob­jects so var­ied in size as an or­ange and an is­land can be de­pic­ted with­in the nar­row com­pass of a por­cel­ain plate without the lar­ger one com­pletely ob­lit­er­at­ing the smal­ler or the smal­ler be­com­ing ac­tu­ally in­vis­ible by com­par­is­on with the oth­er! Hitherto this un­ima­gin­at­ive per­son had not con­sidered the pos­sib­il­ity of show­ing oth­er than dragons, demons, spir­its, and the forces which from their ce­les­ti­al nature may be re­garded as pos­sess­ing no real thick­ness of sub­stance and there­fore be­ing par­tic­u­larly suit­able for treat­ment on a flat sur­face. But this en­ga­ging dis­play might in­deed be a scene hav­ing an ac­tu­al ex­ist­ence at no great space away.”

				“Such is as­suredly the case,” ad­mit­ted Fa Fai. “With­in cer­tain lim­it­a­tions, im­posed by this new art of de­pict­ing real­it­ies as they are, we may be re­garded as stand­ing be­fore an open win­dow. The im­port­ant-look­ing build­ing on the right is that erec­ted by this per­son’s ven­er­ated fath­er. Its prosper­ity is in­dic­ated by the lux­uri­ous pro­fu­sion of the fruit-tree over­hanging it. Pressed some­what to the back, but of dig­ni­fied pro­por­tion, are the out­er build­ings of those who la­bour among the clay.”

				“In a state of ac­tu­al­ity, they are of meas­ur­ably less dig­ni­fied di­men­sions,” sug­ges­ted Wei Chang.

				“The ob­jec­tion is in­ept,” replied Fa Fai. “The build­ings in ques­tion un­doubtedly ex­ist at the in­dic­ated po­s­i­tion. If, there­fore, the ac­tu­al­ity is to be main­tained, it is ne­ces­sary either to raise their stature or to cut down the trees ob­scur­ing them. To this gentle-minded per­son the former al­tern­at­ive seemed the less drastic. As, how­ever, it is re­garded in a spir­it of no-sat­is­fac­tion—”

				“Pro­ceed, in­com­par­able one, pro­ceed,” im­plored Wei Chang. “It was but a breath of thought, arising from a re­col­lec­tion of the many times that this in­cap­able per­son has struck his un­worthy head against the roof-beams of those nobly-pro­por­tioned build­ings.”

				“The three stun­ted in­di­vidu­als cross­ing the bridge in un­dig­ni­fied at­ti­tudes are the de­based Fang and two of his mer­cen­ary ac­com­plices. They are, as usu­al, bend­ing their foot­steps in the dir­ec­tion of the hos­pit­al­ity of a house that an­nounces its pur­pose be­neath the sign of a spread­ing bush. They are po­si­tioned as cross­ing the river to a set pur­pose, and the bridge is devoid of a rail in the hope that on their re­turn they may all fall in­to the tor­rent in a help­less con­di­tion and be drowned, to the sat­is­fac­tion of the be­hold­ers.”

				“It would be a fit­ting con­clu­sion to their ill-spent lives,” agreed Wei Chang. “Would it not add to their in­dig­nity to de­pict them as strug­gling be­neath the waves?”

				“It might do so,” ad­mit­ted Fa Fai gra­ciously, “but in or­der to ex­press the arise­ment ad­equately it would be ne­ces­sary to dis­play them twice—first on the bridge with their faces turned to­wards the west, and then in the flood with their faces to­wards the east; and the su­per­fi­cial might hast­ily as­sume that the three on the bridge would res­cue the three in the river.”

				“You are all-wise,” said Wei Chang, with well-marked ad­mir­a­tion in his voice. “This per­son’s sug­ges­tion was opaque.”

				“In any case,” con­tin­ued Fa Fai, with a re­as­sur­ing glance, “it is a de­tail that is not es­sen­tial to the frus­tra­tion of Fang’s ma­lig­nant scheme, for already well on its way to­wards Hien Nan may be seen a trust­worthy junk, laden with two for­mid­able crates, each one con­tain­ing fivescore plates of the justly es­teemed Wong Ts’in por­cel­ain.”

				“Nev­er­the­less,” main­tained Wei Chang mildly, “the out-passing of Fang would have been a sat­is­fact­ory de­tail of the oc­cur­rence.”

				“Do not des­pair,” replied Fa Fai. “Not idly is it writ­ten: ‘Des­tiny has four feet, eight hands and six­teen eyes: how then shall the ill-doer with only two of each hope to es­cape?’ An even more ig­no­mini­ous end may await Fang, should he es­cape drown­ing, for, con­veni­ently placed by the side of the stream, this per­son has in­tro­duced a spread­ing wil­low-tree. Any of its lower branches is cap­able of sus­tain­ing Fang’s weight, should a re­li­able rope con­nect the two.”

				“There is some­thing about that which this per­son now learns is a wil­low that dis­tin­guishes it above all the oth­er trees of the design,” re­marked Wei Chang ad­mir­ingly. “It has a wild and yet a ro­mantic as­pect.”

				“This per­son had not yet chanced upon a suit­able title for the device,” said Fa Fai, “and a dis­tin­guish­ing name is ne­ces­sary, for pos­sibly scores of cop­ies may be made be­fore its util­ity is ex­hausted. Your dis­crim­in­at­ing praise shall be ac­cep­ted as a for­tu­nate omen, and hence­forth this shall be known as the Wil­low Pat­tern Em­bel­lish­ment.”

				“The hon­our of sug­gest­ing the title is more than this com­mon­place per­son can reas­on­ably carry,” pro­tested Wei Chang, feel­ing that very little worth con­sid­er­ing ex­is­ted out­side the earth-shed. “Not only scores, but even hun­dreds of cop­ies may be re­quired in the pro­cess of time, for a crust of rice-bread and hand­ful of dried figs eaten from such a plate would be more sat­is­fy­ing than a re­past of many-coursed rich­ness else­where.”

				In this well-sus­tained and pain­less man­ner Fa Fai and Wei Chang con­tin­ued to ex­press them­selves agree­ably to each oth­er, un­til the length­en­ing gong-strokes warned the former per­son that her ab­sence might in­con­veni­ence Wong Ts’in’s sense of tran­quil­lity on his re­turn, nor did Wei Chang con­test the de­sirab­il­ity of a great space in­ter­ven­ing between them should the mer­chant chance to pass that way. In the mean­while Chang had ex­plained many of the in­ner de­tails of his craft so that Fa Fai should the bet­ter un­der­stand the re­quire­ments of her new art.

				“Yet where is the Wil­low plate it­self?” said the maid­en, as she began to ar­range her mind to­wards de­par­ture. “As the col­ours were still in a re­cept­ive state this per­son placed it safely aside for the time. It was some­what near the spot where you—”

				Dur­ing the ami­able ex­change of shafts of pol­ished con­ver­sa­tion Wei Chang had fol­lowed Fa Fai’s in­dic­a­tion and had seated him­self upon a low bench without any very def­in­ite per­cep­tion of his move­ments. He now arose with the un­stud­ied haste of one who has in­con­veni­enced a scor­pi­on.

				“Alas!” he ex­claimed, in a tone of the acutest men­tal dis­tress; “can it be pos­sible that this ut­terly pro­fane out­cast has so de­sec­rated—”

				“Cer­tainly com­ment of an ad­mit­tedly crush­ing nature has been im­posed on this one’s well-meant handi­work,” said Fa Fai. With these lightly-barbed words, which were plainly de­vised to re­store the oth­er per­son’s face to­wards him­self, the mag­nan­im­ous maid­en ex­amined the plate which Wei Chang’s up­ris­ing had re­vealed.

				“Not only has the em­bel­lish­ment suffered no real det­ri­ment,” she con­tin­ued, after an ad­equate glance, “but there has been im­par­ted to the high­er lights—doubt­less ow­ing to the nature of the fab­ric in which your lower half is en­cased—a cer­tain neb­u­lous qual­ity that adds greatly to the suc­cess­ful ef­fect of the vari­ous tones.”

				At the first per­cep­tion of the in­dig­nity to which he had sub­jec­ted the en­tran­cing Fa Fai’s work, and the swift feel­ing that much more than the col­oured ad­orn­ment of a plate would thereby be des­troyed, all power of re­ten­tion had for­saken Wei Chang’s in­cap­able knees and he sank down heav­ily upon an­oth­er bench. From this de­jec­tion the maid­en’s well-chosen en­cour­age­ment re­called him to a po­s­i­tion of or­din­ary up­right­ness.

				“A tomb­stone is lif­ted from this per­son’s mind by your grace­fully-placed words,” he de­clared, and he was con­tinu­ing to in­dic­ate the nature of his self-re­proach by means of a suit­able ana­logy when the ex­pres­sion of Fa Fai’s eyes turned him to a point be­hind him­self. There, ly­ing on the spot from which he had just ris­en, was a second Wil­low plate, dif­fer­ing in no de­tail of re­semb­lance from the first.

				“Shad­ow of the Great Im­age!” ex­claimed Chang, in an awe-filled voice. “It is no mar­vel that mir­acles should at­tend your foot­steps, ce­les­ti­al one, but it is in­cred­ible that this clay-souled per­son should be in­volved in the dis­play.”

				“Yet,” de­clared Fa Fai, not hes­it­at­ing to al­lude to things as they ex­is­ted, in the highly-raised stress of the dis­cov­ery, “it would ap­pear that the mir­acle is not spe­cific­ally con­nec­ted with this per­son’s feet. Would you not, in fur­ther­ance of this line of sug­ges­tion, place your­self in a sim­il­ar at­ti­tude on yet an­oth­er plate, Wei Chang?”

				Not without many protests that it was scarcely be­com­ing thus to sit re­peatedly in her pres­ence, Chang com­plied with the re­quest, and upon Fa Fai’s fur­ther in­sist­ence he con­tin­ued to im­press him­self, as it were, upon a suc­ces­sion of por­cel­ain plates, with a like res­ult. Not un­til the el­ev­enth pro­cess was reached did the Wil­low design be­gin to lose its po­tency.

				“Ten per­fect cop­ies pro­duced with­in as many mo­ments, and not one dis­tin­guish­able from the first!” ex­claimed Wei Chang, re­gard­ing the ar­ray of plates with pleas­ur­able emo­tion. “Here is a means of baff­ling Fang’s crafty con­fed­er­acy that will fill Wong Ts’in’s ears with waves of glad­ness on his re­turn.”

				“Doubt­less,” agreed Fa Fai, with a dark in­tent. She was stand­ing by the door of the en­clos­ure in the pro­cess of mak­ing her de­par­ture, and she re­garded Wei Chang with a set de­lib­er­a­tion. “Yet,” she con­tin­ued def­in­itely, “if this per­son pos­sessed that which was es­sen­tial to Wong Ts’in’s prosper­ity, and Wong Ts’in held that which was ne­ces­sary for this one’s tran­quil­lity, a locked bolt would be upon the one un­til the oth­er was pledged in re­turn.”

				With these op­por­tune words the maid­en van­ished, leav­ing Wei Chang pros­trat­ing him­self in spir­it be­fore the many-sided­ness of her wis­dom.

				Wong Ts’in was not al­to­geth­er be­ne­vol­ently in­clined to­wards the uni­verse on his re­turn a little later. The per­sist­ent im­age of Fang’s over­threat­en­ing act still cor­roded the mer­chant’s throat with bit­ter­ness, for on his right he saw the ex­tinc­tion of his busi­ness as un­re­mu­ner­at­ive if he agreed, and on his left he saw the ex­tinc­tion of his busi­ness as un­depend­able if he re­fused to agree.

				Fur­ther­more, the omens were ill-ar­ranged.

				On his way out­wards he had en­countered an aged man who pos­sessed two fruit-trees, on which he re­lied for susten­ance. As Wong Ts’in drew near, this ven­er­able per­son car­ried from his dwell­ing two beaten cakes of dog-dung and began to bury them about the root of the lar­ger tree. This ac­tion, on the part of one who might eas­ily be a dis­guised wiz­ard, aroused Wong Ts’in’s in­terest.

				“Why,” he de­man­ded, “hav­ing two cakes of dung and two fruit-trees, do you not al­lot one to each tree, so that both may be­ne­fit and re­turn to you their pro­duce in the time of your ne­ces­sity?”

				“The sea­son prom­ises to be one of rigour and great need,” replied the oth­er. “A single cake of dung might not provide suf­fi­cient nour­ish­ment for either tree, so that both should with­er away. By re­du­cing life to a bare ne­ces­sity I could pass from one har­vest to an­oth­er on the fruit of this tree alone, but if both should fail I am un­done. To this end I safe­guard my ex­ist­ence by en­sur­ing that at least the bet­ter of the two shall thrive.”

				“Peace at­tend your ef­forts!” said Wong Ts’in, and he began to re­trace his foot­steps, well con­tent.

				Yet he had not covered half the dis­tance back when his pro­gress was im­peded by an eld­erly hag who fed two goats, whose milk alone pre­served her from star­va­tion. One small meas­ure of dry grass was all that she was able to provide them with, but she di­vided it equally between them, to the dis­con­tent of both.

				“The sea­son prom­ises to be one of rigour and great need,” re­marked Wong Ts’in af­fably, for the be­ing be­fore him might well be a creature of an­oth­er part who had as­sumed that form for his guid­ance. “Why do you not there­fore en­sure susten­ance to the bet­ter of the two goats by de­vot­ing to it the whole of the meas­ure of dry grass? In this way you would re­ceive at least some nour­ish­ment in re­turn and thereby safe­guard your own ex­ist­ence un­til the rice is grown again.”

				“In the mat­ter of the two goats,” replied the aged hag, “there is no bet­ter, both be­ing equally stub­born and per­verse, though one may be finer-look­ing and more vain­glori­ous than the oth­er. Yet should I foster this one to the det­ri­ment of her fel­low, what would be this per­son’s plight if haply the weak­er died and the stronger broke away and fled! By treat­ing both alike I re­tain a double thread on life, even if neither is cap­able of much.”

				“May the Un­seen weigh your la­bours!” ex­claimed Wong Ts’in in a two-edged voice, and he de­par­ted.

				When he reached his own house he would have closed him­self in his own cham­ber with him­self had not Wei Chang per­sisted that he sought his mas­ter’s in­ner ear with a heavy pro­ject. This in­ter­rup­tion did not please Wong Ts’in, for he had be­gun to re­cog­nize the day as be­ing un­lucky, yet Chang suc­ceeded by a device in reach­ing his side, bear­ing in his hands a guarded bur­den.

				Though no writ­ten re­cord of this mem­or­able in­ter­view ex­ists, it is now gen­er­ally ad­mit­ted that Wei Chang either in­volved him­self in an un­bear­ably at­ten­u­ated cau­tion be­fore he would re­veal his er­rand, or else that he made a def­in­ite al­lu­sion to Fa Fai with a too sud­den con­cise­ness, for the slaves who stood without heard Wong Ts’in clear his voice of all re­straint and ex­press him­self freely on a vari­ety of sub­jects. But this gave place to a sub­dued mur­mur, end­ing with the ce­re­mo­ni­al break­ing of a plate, and later Wong Ts’in beat on a sil­ver bell and called for wine and fruit.

				The next day Fang presen­ted him­self a few gong-strokes later than the ap­poin­ted time, and be­ing met by an un­bend­ing word he with­drew the la­bour of those whom he con­trolled. Thence­forth these men, provid­ing them­selves with knives and axes, sur­roun­ded the gate of the earth-yards and by the pa­cific ar­gu­ment of their at­ti­tudes suc­ceeded in per­suad­ing oth­ers who would will­ingly have con­tin­ued at their task that the air of Wong Ts’in’s sheds was not con­geni­al to their health. To­wards Wei Chang, whose ef­forts they des­pised, they raised a cloud of de­ri­sion, and presently no­ti­cing that hence­forth he in­vari­ably clad him­self in lower gar­ments of a dark blue ma­ter­i­al (to a set pur­pose that will be as crys­tal to the saga­cious), they greeted his ap­pear­ance with cries of: “Be­hold the sombre one! Thou dark leg!” so that this re­proach con­tin­ues to be hurled even to this day at those in a like case, though few could an­swer why.

				Long be­fore the stip­u­lated time the tenscore plates were de­livered to Hien Nan. So greatly were they es­teemed, both on ac­count of their ac­cur­acy of un­vary­ing de­tail and the in­genu­ity of their nov­el em­bel­lish­ment, that or­ders for scores, hun­dreds and even thou­sands began to ar­rive from all quar­ters of the Em­pire. The clay en­ter­prise of Wong Ts’in took upon it­self an ad­ded lustre, and in or­der to deal ad­equately with so vast an un­der­tak­ing the grate­ful mer­chant ad­op­ted Wei Chang and placed him upon an equal foot­ing with him­self. On the same day Wong Ts’in hon­our­ably ful­filled his spoken word and the mar­riage of Wei Chang and Fa Fai took place, ac­com­pan­ied by the most lav­ish dis­play of fire­works and col­oured lights that the province had ever seen. The con­trolling deit­ies ap­proved, and they had sev­en sons, one of whom had sev­en fin­gers upon each hand. All these sons be­came ex­pert in Wei Chang’s pro­cess of trans­fer­ring por­cel­ain em­bel­lish­ment, for some cen­tur­ies elapsed be­fore it was dis­covered that it was not ab­so­lutely ne­ces­sary to sit upon each plate to pro­duce the de­sired ef­fect.

				This chron­icle of an event that is now re­garded as al­most clas­sic­al would not be com­plete without an ad­ded ref­er­ence to the ul­ti­mate end of the sor­did Fang.

				Fallen in­to dis­rep­ute among his fel­lows ow­ing to the evil plight to­wards which he had en­ticed them, it be­came his in­creas­ing pur­pose to fre­quent the house bey­ond the river. On his re­turn at night­fall he in­vari­ably drew aside on reach­ing the bridge, well know­ing that he could not prudently rely upon his feet among so in­sec­ure a cross­ing, and com­posed him­self to sleep amid the rushes. While in this po­s­i­tion one night he was dis­covered and pushed in­to the river by a de­vout ox (an in­stru­ment of high des­tinies), where he per­ished in­cap­ably.

				Those who found his body, not be­ing able to with­draw so for­mid­able a weight dir­ect, cast a rope across the lower branch of a con­veni­ent wil­low-tree and thus raised it to the shore. In this strik­ing man­ner Fa Fai’s def­in­ite opin­ion achieved a destined end.

			
		
	
		
			
				III

				The De­graded Per­sist­ence of the Ef­fete Ming-Shu

			
			At about the same gong-stroke as be­fore, Kai Lung again stood at the open shut­ter, and to him presently came the maid­en Hwa-mei, bear­ing in her hands a gift of fruit.

			“The story of the much-har­assed mer­chant Wong Ts’in and of the as­sidu­ous youth Wei Chang has reached this per­son’s ears by a de­vi­ous road, and though it doubt­less lost some of the subtler qual­it­ies in the telling, the ul­ti­mate tragedy had a con­vin­cing tone,” she re­marked pleas­antly.

			“It is scarcely to be ex­pec­ted that one who has spent his life be­neath an of­fi­cial um­brella should have at his com­mand the finer ana­lo­gies of light and shade,” tol­er­antly replied Kai Lung. “Though by no means com­par­able with the un­ap­proach­able his­tory of the Prin­cess Taik and the min­strel Ch’eng as a means for con­vey­ing the un­ex­pressed as­pir­a­tions of the one who relates to­wards the one who is re­cept­ive, there are many pas­sages even in the be­ha­viour of Wei Chang in­to which this per­son could in­fuse an un­mis­tak­able stress of sig­ni­fic­ance were he but giv­en the op­por­tun­ity.”

			“The day of that op­por­tun­ity has not yet dawned,” replied the Golden Mouse; “nor has the night pre­ced­ing it yet run its gloomy course. Foiled in his first at­tempt, the vin­dict­ive Ming-shu now creeps to­wards his end by a more tor­tu­ous path. Wheth­er or not dimly sus­pect­ing some­thing of the strategy by which your im­per­ish­able life was pre­served today, it is no part of his de­praved scheme that you should be giv­en a like op­por­tun­ity again. To­mor­row an­oth­er will be led to judg­ment, one Cho-kow, a tribes­man of the bar­bar­i­an land of Khim.”

			“With him I have already con­versed and shared rice,” in­ter­posed Kai Lung. “Pro­ceed, el­eg­ance.”

			“Ac­cused of plun­der­ing moun­tain tombs and of oth­er crimes now held in dis­rep­ute, he will be offered a com­par­at­ively pain­less death if he will im­plic­ate his fel­lows, of whom you will be held to be the chief. By this ig­noble ar­ti­fice you will be con­demned on his testi­mony in your ab­sence, nor will you have any warn­ing of your fate un­til you are led forth to suf­fer.”

			Then replied Kai Lung, after a space of thought: “Not in­eptly is it writ­ten: ‘When the lead­ing car­riage is up­set the next one is more care­ful,’ and Ming-shu has taken the pro­verb to his heart. To coun­ter­act his de­test­able plot will not be easy, but it should not be bey­ond our united power, backed by a reas­on­able activ­ity on the part of our pro­tect­ing an­cest­ors.”

			“The de­vo­tion­al side of the emer­gency has had this one’s early care,” re­marked Hwa-mei. “From day­break to­mor­row six zeal­ous and deep-throated monks will curse Ming-shu and all his ways un­ceas­ingly, while a like num­ber will in­voke bless­ings and suc­cess upon your en­lightened head. In the mat­ter of noise and il­lu­min­a­tion everything that can con­trib­ute has been suit­ably pre­pared.”

			“It is dif­fi­cult to con­jec­ture what more could be done in that dir­ec­tion,” con­fessed Kai Lung grate­fully.

			“Yet as re­gards a more ma­ter­i­al ef­fort—?” sug­ges­ted the maid­en, amid a cloud of in­volving doubt.

			“If there is a sub­ject in which the ima­gin­a­tion of the Man­dar­in Shan Tien can be again en­meshed it might be yet ac­com­plished,” replied Kai Lung. “Have you a know­ledge of any such deep con­cern?”

			“Truly there is a mat­ter that dis­turbs his peace of late. He has dreamed a dream three times, and its mean­ing is bey­ond the skill of any man to solve. Yet how shall this avail you who are no geo­man­cer?”

			“What is the nature of the dream?” in­quired Kai Lung. “For re­mem­ber, ‘Though Shen-fi has but one gate, many roads lead to it.’ ”

			“The sub­stance of the dream is this: that herein he who sleeps walks freely in the ways of men wear­ing no robe or cov­er­ing of any kind, yet suf­fer­ing no con­cern or in­dig­nity there­from; that the secret and hid­den things of the earth are re­vealed to his see­ing eyes; and that he can float in space and pro­ject him­self upon the air at will. These three things are ali­en to his nature, and be­ing three times re­peated, the un­cer­tainty as­sails his ease.”

			“Let it, un­der your per­sist­ent care, as­sail him more and that un­ceas­ingly,” ex­claimed Kai Lung, with re­newed light­ness in his voice. “Breathe on the sur­face of his self-re­pose as a sum­mer breeze moves the smooth wa­ter of a moun­tain lake—not deeply, but nev­er quite at rest. Be as­sured: it is no longer pos­sible to doubt that power­ful Be­ings are in­ter­ested in our cause.”

			“I go, op­pressed one,” replied Hwa-mei. “May this peri­od of your ig­noble tri­al be brought to a dis­tin­guished close.”

			On the fol­low­ing day at the ap­poin­ted hour Cho-kow was led be­fore the Man­dar­in Shan Tien, and the nature of his crimes hav­ing been ex­plained to him by the con­tempt­ible Ming-shu, he was bid­den to im­plic­ate Kai Lung and thus come to an earli­er and less pain­ful end.

			“All-power­ful,” he replied, ad­dress­ing him­self to the Man­dar­in, “the words that have been spoken are bent to a de­cept­ive end. They of our com­munity are a simple race and doubt­less in the past their ways were thus and thus. But, as it is truly said, ‘Tian went bare, his eyes could pierce the earth and his body float in space, but they of his seed do but dream the dream.’ We, be­ing but the puny des­cend­ants—”

			“You have spoken of one Tian whose at­trib­utes were such, and of those who dream there­of,” in­ter­rup­ted the Man­dar­in, as one who per­forms a re­luct­ant duty. “That which you ad­duce to up­hold your cause must bear the full light of day.”

			“Alas, om­ni­po­tence,” replied Cho-kow, “this con­cerns the do­ing of the gods and those who share their line. Now I am but an ill-con­di­tioned out­cast from the ob­scure land of Khim, and pos­sess no lore bey­ond what hap­pens there. Haply the gods that rule in Khim have a dif­fer­ent man­ner of be­hav­ing from those in the Up­per Air above Yu-ping, and this per­son’s nar­ra­tion would avoid the semb­lance of the things that are and he him­self would thereby be brought to dis­rep­ute.”

			“Suf­fer not that ap­pre­hen­sion to re­tard your im­pend­ing elo­quence,” replied Shan Tien af­fably. “Be as­sured that the gods have ex­actly the same man­ner of be­hav­ing in every land.”

			“Fur­ther­more,” con­tin­ued Cho-kow, with pa­tient craft, “I am a man of bar­bar­i­an tongue, the full half of my speech be­ing for­eign to your ear. The his­tory of the much-ac­com­plished Tian and the mean­ing of the dreams that mark those of his race re­quire for a full un­der­stand­ing the subtle ana­lo­gies of an ac­quired style. Now that same Kai Lung whom you have im­plic­ated to my band—”

			“Ex­cel­lence!” pro­tested Ming-shu, with a sud­den ap­pre­hen­sion in his throat, “yes­ter­day our la­bours dis­solved in air through the very doubt­ful pre­ced­ent of al­low­ing one to testi­fy what he had had the in­ten­tion to re­late. Now we are asked to al­low a tomb-haunter to call a par­ri­cide to dis­close that which he him­self is ig­nor­ant of. Press down your auto­crat­ic thumb—”

			“Alas, in­struct­or,” in­ter­posed Shan Tien com­pas­sion­ately, “the sym­path­et­ic con­cern of my mind over­flows upon the spec­tacle of your ill-used for­bear­ance, yet you hav­ing ban­ded to­geth­er the two in a com­mon in­famy, it is the an­cient priv­ilege of this one to call the oth­er to his cause. We are but the feeble mouth­pieces of a be­ne­vol­ent scheme of all-em­bra­cing justice and greatly do I fear that we must again sub­mit.”

			With these well-timed words the broad-minded per­son­age settled him­self more re­pose­fully among his cush­ions and sig­ni­fied that Kai Lung should be led for­ward and be­gin.

			
				The Story of Ning, the Captive God, and the Dreams That Mark His Race

				
					
						I

						The Malice of the De­mon, Leou

					
					When Sun Wei def­in­itely un­der­stood that the deit­ies were against him (for on every oc­ca­sion his en­emies prospered and the voice of his own au­thor­ity grew less), he looked this way and that with a well-con­sid­er­ing mind.

					He did noth­ing hast­ily, but when once a de­cision was reached it was as un­bend­ing as iron and as smoothly fin­ished as pol­ished jade. At about the even­ing hour when oth­ers were pre­par­ing to of­fer sac­ri­fice he took the im­ages and the al­tars of his Rites down from their hon­our­able po­s­i­tions and cast them in­to a heap on a waste ex­panse bey­ond his court­yard. Then with an axe he un­ce­re­mo­ni­ously de­tached their in­com­par­able limbs from their sub­lime bod­ies and flung the parts in­to a fire that he had pre­pared.

					“It is bet­ter,” de­clared Sun Wei, stand­ing be­side the pile, his hands bur­ied with­in his sleeves—“it is bet­ter to be struck down at once, rather than to with­er away slowly like a half-up­rooted cas­sia-tree.”

					When this act of de­fi­ance was re­por­ted in the Up­per World the air grew thick with the cries of in­dig­na­tion of the less­er deit­ies, and the sound of their pas­sage as they pro­jec­ted them­selves across vast re­gions of space and in­to the pres­ence of the su­preme N’guk was like the con­tinu­ous rend­ing of in­nu­mer­able pieces of the finest silk.

					In his musk-scen­ted heav­en, how­ever, N’guk slept, as his habit was at the close of each ce­les­ti­al day. It was with some dif­fi­culty that he could be aroused and made to un­der­stand the nature of Sun Wei’s pro­fan­ity, for his mind was dull with the smoke of nev­er-end­ing in­cense.

					“To­mor­row,” he prom­ised, with a be­nig­nant ges­ture, turn­ing over again on his crys­tal throne, “some time to­mor­row im­par­tial justice shall be done. In the mean­while—cour­teous dis­missal at­tend your op­por­tune foot­steps.”

					“He is be­com­ing old and obese,” mur­mured the less re­spect­ful of the demons. “He is not the god he was, even ten thou­sand cycles ago. It were well—”

					“But, om­ni­po­tence,” pro­tested cer­tain con­cili­at­ory spir­its, press­ing to the front, “con­sider, if but for a short breath of time. A day here is as threescore of their years as these mor­tals live. By to­mor­row night not only Sun Wei, but most of those now dwell­ing down be­low, will have Passed Bey­ond. But the story of his un­pun­ished in­famy will live. We shall be­come dis­cred­ited and our al­tar fires ex­tinct. Sac­ri­fice of either food or raiment will cease to reach us. The Sea­son of White Rain is ap­proach­ing and will find us ill provided. We who speak are but Be­ings of small part—”

					“Peace!” com­manded N’guk, now thor­oughly dis­turbed, for the voices of the few had grown in­to a tu­mult; “how is it pos­sible to con­sider with a tor­rent like the Ho­ang-Ho in flood pour­ing through my very or­din­ary ears? Your om­ni­scient but quite in­ad­equate Chief would think.”

					At this re­buke the up­roar ceased. So deep be­came the nature of N’guk’s pro­found thoughts that they could be heard rolling like thun­der among the cav­erns of his gi­gant­ic brain. To aid the pro­cess, fe­male slaves on either side fanned his fiery head with ce­les­ti­al lo­tus leaves. On the earth, far be­neath, cyc­lones, sand­storms and sweep­ing wa­ter­spouts were forced in­to be­ing.

					“Hear the con­tempt­ible wis­dom of my ill-formed mouth,” said N’guk at length. “If we at once put forth our strength, the de­graded Wun Sei is ground—”

					“Sun Wei, All-know­ing One,” mur­mured an at­tend­ing spir­it be­neath his breath.

					“—the un­men­tion­able out­cast whom we are dis­cuss­ing is im­me­di­ately ground in­to powder,” con­tin­ued the Highest, look­ing fix­edly at a dis­tant spot situ­ated dir­ectly bey­ond his painstak­ing at­tend­ant. “But what fol­lows? Hence­forth no man can be al­lowed to whis­per ill of us but we must at once seek him out and des­troy him, or the ob­tuse and su­per­fi­cial will ex­claim: ‘It was not so in the days of—of So-and-So. Be­hold’ ”—here the Great One bent a look of sud­den re­sent­ment on the band of those who would have re­proached him—“ ‘be­hold the gods be­come old and obese. They are not the Powers they were. It would be bet­ter to ad­dress ourselves to oth­er al­tars.’ ”

					At this pro­spect many of the more ven­er­able spir­its began to lose their en­thu­si­asm. If every mor­tal who spoke ill of them was to be pur­sued what leis­ure for dig­ni­fied se­clu­sion would re­main?

					“If, how­ever,” con­tin­ued the dis­pas­sion­ate Be­ing, “the pro­fan­er is left to him­self he will, soon­er or later, in the or­din­ary course of hu­man in­tel­li­gence, be­come in­volved in some dis­aster of his own con­triv­ing. Then they who dwell around will say: ‘He des­troyed the al­ters! Truly the hands of the Un­seen are slow to close, but their arms are very long. Lo, we have this day ourselves be­held it. Come, let us burn in­cense lest some for­got­ten mis­deed from the past lurk in our path.’ ”

					When he had fin­ished speak­ing all the more reput­able of those present ex­tolled his judg­ment. Some still whispered to­geth­er, how­ever, whereupon the saga­cious N’guk opened his mouth more fully and shot forth tongues of con­sum­ing fire among the mur­mur­ers so that they fled howl­ing from his pres­ence.

					Now among the spir­its who had stood be­fore the Pearly Ruler without tak­ing any share in the de­cision were two who at this point are drawn in­to the nar­ra­tion, Leou and Ning. Leou was a re­venge­ful de­mon, ever at enmity with one or an­oth­er of the gods and striv­ing how he might en­mesh his feet in de­struc­tion. Ning was a bet­ter-class deity, vo­lup­tu­ous but well-mean­ing, and little able to cope with Leou’s sub­tlety. Thus it came about that the lat­ter one, see­ing in the out­come a chance to achieve his end, at once dropped head­long down to earth and sought out Sun Wei.

					Sun Wei was re­clin­ing at his even­ing rice when Leou found him. Be­com­ing in­vis­ible, the de­mon entered a date that Sun Wei held in his hand and took the form of a stone. Sun Wei re­cog­nized the doubt­ful nature of the stone as it passed between his teeth, and he would have spat it forth again, but Leou had the ques­tion­able agil­ity of the ser­pent and slipped down the oth­er’s throat. He was thus able to con­verse fa­mil­iarly with Sun Wei without fear of in­ter­rup­tion.

					“Sun Wei,” said the voice of Leou in­wardly, “the po­s­i­tion you have chosen is a des­per­ate one, and we of the Up­per Air who are well dis­posed to­wards you find the path of as­sist­ance fringed with two-edged swords.”

					“It is well said: ‘He who lacks a single tael sees many bar­gains,’ ” replied Sun Wei, a re­fined bit­ter­ness weigh­ing the im­port of his words. “Truly this per­son’s friends in the Up­per Air are a nev­er-fail­ing lan­tern be­hind his back.”

					At this justly-barbed re­proach Leou began to shake with dis­turbed grav­ity un­til he re­membered that the mo­tion might not be pleas­ing to Sun Wei’s in­ner feel­ings.

					“It is not that the well-dis­posed are slow to urge your claims, but that your en­emies num­ber some of the most in­flu­en­tial demons in all the Nine Spaces,” he de­clared, speak­ing with a false smooth­ness that marked all his de­test­able plans. “As­suredly in the past you must have led a very aban­doned life, Sun Wei, to come with­in the circle of their ma­lig­nity.”

					“By no means,” replied Sun Wei. “Un­til driv­en to des­pair this per­son not only duly ob­served the Rites and Ce­re­mon­ies, but he even avoided the Six Of­fences. He re­mained by the side of his par­ents while they lived, provided an ad­equate pos­ter­ity, for­bore to tread on any of the be­ne­vol­ent in­sects, safe­guarded all prin­ted pa­per, did not con­sume the meat of the in­dus­tri­ous ox, and was char­it­able to­wards the needs of hungry and home­less ghosts.”

					“These ob­serv­ances are well enough,” ad­mit­ted Leou, re­strain­ing his nar­row-minded im­pa­tience; “and with an or­din­ary num­ber of writ­ten charms worn about the head and body they would doubt­less carry you through the less­er con­tin­gen­cies of ex­ist­ence. But by, as it were, ex­tend­ing con­tempt, you have in­vited the re­tali­at­ory propul­sion of the san­dal of au­thor­ity.”

					“To one who has been pushed over the edge of a pre­cip­ice, a rut across the path is devoid of men­ace; nor do the des­ti­tute tremble at the de­part­ing watch­man’s cry: ‘Sleep war­ily; rob­bers are about.’ ”

					“As re­gards bod­ily suf­fer­ing and ma­ter­i­al ex­tor­tion, it is pos­sible to at­tain such a lim­it as no longer to ex­cite the cu­pid­ity of even the most ra­pa­cious deity,” ad­mit­ted Leou. “Oth­er forms of flat­ten­ing-out a trans­gressor’s self-con­tent re­main how­ever. For in­stance, it has come with­in the know­ledge of the con­trolling Powers that sev­en gen­er­a­tions of your dis­tin­guished an­cest­ors oc­cupy po­s­i­tions of dig­ni­fied se­clu­sion in the Up­per Air.”

					For the first time Sun Wei’s at­ti­tude was not en­tirely devoid of an emo­tion of con­cern.

					“They would not—?”

					“To mark their sense of your really un­sup­port­able be­ha­viour it has been de­cided that all sev­en shall re­turn to the hu­mi­li­at­ing scenes of their former ex­ist­ences in ad­mit­tedly ob­jec­tion­able forms,” replied the out­rageous Leou. “Sun Chen, your ven­er­ated sire, will be­come an agile grasshop­per; your in­com­par­able grand­fath­er, Yuen, will have the simil­it­ude of a yel­low goat; as a tor­toise your leis­urely-minded an­cest­or Huang, the high pub­lic of­fi­cial—”

					“For­bear!” ex­claimed the con­science-stricken Sun Wei; “rather would this per­son suf­fer every ima­gin­able form of tor­ture than that the spir­it of one of his revered an­cest­ors should be sub­mit­ted to so in­tol­er­able a bond­age. Is there no ami­able form of com­prom­ise whereby the an­cest­ors of some less de­voted and lib­er­ally-in­spired son might be im­per­cept­ibly, as it were, sub­sti­tuted?”

					“In or­din­ary cases some such ar­range­ment is gen­er­ally pos­sible,” con­ceded Leou; “but not idly is it writ­ten: ‘There is a time to si­lence an ad­versary with the honey of lo­gic­al per­sua­sion, and there is a time to si­lence him with the ar­gu­ment of a heav­ily-dir­ec­ted club.’ In your ex­tremity a host­age is the only ef­fi­cient safe­guard. Seize the per­son of one of the gods them­selves and raise a strong wall around your des­tiny by hold­ing him to ransom.”

					“ ‘Ho Tai, re­quir­ing a light for his pipe, stretched out his hand to­wards the great sky-lan­tern,’ ” quoted Sun Wei.

					“ ‘Do not des­pise Ching To be­cause his ar­mour is in­vis­ible,’ ” re­tor­ted Leou, with equal point. “Your friends in the Above are neither feeble nor in­ept. Do as I shall in­struct you and no less a Be­ing than Ning will be de­livered in­to your hand.”

					Then replied Sun Wei du­bi­ously: “A spread­ing mango-tree af­fords a pleas­ant shade with­in one’s court­yard, and a cap­tive god might for a sea­son un­doubtedly con­fer an en­vi­able dis­tinc­tion. But presently the tree’s en­croach­ing roots may dis­turb the found­a­tion of the house so that the walls fall and crush those who are with­in, and the head of a re­strained god would in the end cer­tainly dis­place my very in­ad­equate rooftree.”

					“A too-pro­lif­ic root can be pruned back,” replied Leou, “and the activ­it­ies of a bond­aged god may be ef­fi­ciently cur­tailed. How this shall be ac­com­plished will be re­vealed to you in a dream: take heed that you do not fail by the de­vi­ation of a single hair.”

					Hav­ing thus pre­pared his dis­cred­it­able plot, Leou twice struck the walls en­clos­ing him, so that Sun Wei coughed vi­ol­ently. The de­mon was thereby en­abled to es­cape, and he nev­er ac­tu­ally ap­peared in a tan­gible form again, al­though he fre­quently com­mu­nic­ated, by means of signs and omens, with those whom he wished to in­volve in his sin­is­ter designs.

				
				
					
						II

						The Part Played by the Slave-Girl, Hia

					
					Among the re­main­ing pos­ses­sions that the hos­til­ity of the deit­ies still left to Sun Wei at the time of these hap­pen­ings was a young slave of many-sided at­trac­tion. The name of Hia had been giv­en to her, but she was gen­er­ally known as Tsing-ai on ac­count of the ex­tremely af­fec­tion­ate glad­ness of her nature.

					On the day fol­low­ing that in which Sun Wei and the de­mon Leou had con­versed to­geth­er, Hia was dis­port­ing her­self in the dark shades of a se­cluded pool, as her cus­tom was after the heat of her la­bours, when a phoenix, fly­ing across the glade, dropped a pearl of un­usu­al size and lustre in­to the stream. Pos­sess­ing her­self of the jew­el and pla­cing it in her mouth, so that it should not im­pede the ac­tion of her hands, Hia sought the bank and would have drawn her­self up when she be­came aware of the pres­ence of one hav­ing the guise of a noble com­mand­er. He was re­gard­ing her with a look in which well-ex­pressed ad­mir­a­tion was blen­ded with a del­ic­ate in­tim­a­tion that ow­ing to the un­par­alleled bril­liance of her eyes he was un­able to per­ceive any oth­er de­tail of her ap­pear­ance, and was, in­deed, un­der the im­pres­sion that she was devoid of or­din­ary out­line. At the same time, without per­mit­ting her glance to be in any but an en­tirely op­pos­ite dir­ec­tion, Hia was able to sat­is­fy her­self that the stranger was a per­son on whom she might prudently lav­ish the full depths of her re­gard if the ne­ces­sity arose. His ap­par­el was rich, vo­lu­min­ous and of col­ours then un­known with­in the Em­pire; his hair long and abund­ant; his face pla­cid but sin­cere. He car­ried no weapons, but wherever he trod there came a yel­low flame from be­low his right foot and a white va­pour from be­neath his left. His in­signia were those of a roy­al prince, and when he spoke his voice re­sembled the noise of ar­rows passing through the up­per branches of a prickly forest. His long and poin­ted nails in­dic­ated the high and dig­ni­fied nature of all his oc­cu­pa­tions; each nail was pro­tec­ted by a sol­id sheath, there be­ing amethyst, ruby, to­paz, ivory, em­er­ald, white jade, iron, chalcedony, gold and malachite.

					When the dis­tin­guished-look­ing per­son­age had thus re­garded Hia for some mo­ments he drew an in­stru­ment of hol­low tubes from a fold of his gar­ment and began to sing of two who, as the out­come of a ro­mantic en­counter sim­il­ar to that then ex­ist­ing, had pro­fessed an agree­able at­tach­ment for one an­oth­er and had, without un­ne­ces­sary delay, entered upon a peri­od of in­com­par­able fe­li­city. Doubt­less Hia would have uttered words of high-minded re­buke at some of the more de­tailed ana­lo­gies of the re­cit­al had not the pearl de­prived her of the power of ex­press­ing her­self clearly on any sub­ject whatever, nor did it seem prac­tic­able to her to re­move it without with­draw­ing her hands from the mod­est at­ti­tudes in­to which she had at once dis­trib­uted them. Thus po­si­tioned, she was com­pelled to listen to the stranger’s well-con­sidered flat­tery, and this (to­geth­er with the in­creas­ing cold­ness of the stream as the even­ing deepened) con­vin­cingly ex­plains her ul­ti­mate ac­qui­es­cence to his ques­tion­able of­fers.

					Yet it can­not be denied that Ning (as he may now fit­tingly be re­vealed) con­duc­ted the en­ter­prise with a seemly lib­er­al­ity; for upon re­ceiv­ing from Hia a glance not ex­press­ive of dis­cour­age­ment he at once caused the ap­pear­ance of a suit­ably-fur­nished tent, a train of Nu­bi­an slaves of­fer­ing rich vi­ands, rare wine and costly per­fumes, com­pan­ies of ex­pert dan­cers and mu­si­cians, a ret­in­ue of dis­creet eld­erly wo­men to robe her and to at­tend her move­ments, a car­pet of golden silk stretch­ing from the wa­ter’s edge to the tent, and all the ac­cessor­ies of a high-class prof­ligacy.

					When the night was ad­vanced and Hia and Ning, after par­tak­ing of a many-coursed feast, were re­clin­ing on an ebony couch, the Be­ing freely ex­pressed the de­light that he dis­covered in her ami­able so­ci­ety, in­cau­tiously adding: “De­mand any re­com­pense that is with­in the power of this one to grant, O most de­lect­able of wa­ter-nymphs, and its ac­com­plish­ment will be writ­ten by a flash of light­ning.” In this, how­ever, he merely spoke as the treach­er­ous Leou (who had en­ticed him in­to the ad­ven­ture) had as­sured him was usu­al in sim­il­ar cir­cum­stances, he him­self be­ing privately of the opin­ion that the ex­pendit­ure already in­curred was more than ad­equate to the oc­ca­sion.

					Then replied Hia, as she had been fully in­struc­ted against the emer­gency: “The word has been spoken. But what is pre­cious met­al after listen­ing to the pure gold of thy lips, or who shall again es­teem gems while gaz­ing upon the full round ra­di­ance of thy moon-like face? One thing only re­mains: re­move the vari­ous sheaths from off thy hands, for they not only con­ceal the un­doubted per­fec­tion of the nails with­in, but their massive an­gu­lar­ity renders the af­fec­tion­ate ar­dour of your em­brace al­most in­tol­er­able.”

					At this very or­din­ary re­quest a sud­den flat­ness over­spread Ning’s man­ner and he began to de­scribe the many much more prof­it­able re­wards that Hia might fit­tingly de­mand. As none of these ap­peared to en­tice her ima­gin­a­tion, he went on to re­buke her want of foresight, and, still later, hav­ing un­suc­cess­fully poin­ted out to her the in­ev­it­able pen­ury and de­grad­a­tion in which her thrift­less per­versity would in­volve her later years, to kick the less sub­stan­tial ap­point­ments across the tent.

					“The night thick­ens, with every in­dic­a­tion of a storm,” re­marked Hia pleas­antly. “Yet that same im­pend­ing flash of prom­ised light­ning tar­ries some­what.”

					“Truly is it writ­ten: ‘A gra­cious wo­man will cause more strife than twelve armed men can quell,’ ” re­tor­ted Ning bit­terly.

					“Not, per­chance, if one of them bares his nails?” Thus she lightly mocked him, but al­ways with a set in­tent, as a poised dragon­fly sips wa­ter yet does not wet his wings. Whereupon, fi­nally, Ning tore the sheaths from off his fin­gers and cast them pas­sion­ately about her feet, im­me­di­ately af­ter­wards sink­ing in­to a pro­found sleep, for both the meas­ure and the po­tency of the wine he had con­sumed ex­ceeded his usu­al cus­tom. Oth­er­wise he would scarcely have ac­ted in this in­cap­able man­ner, for each sheath was in­scribed with one sym­bol of a ma­gic charm and in the pos­ses­sion of the com­plete sen­tence resided the whole of the Be­ing’s au­thor­ity and power.

					Then Hia, see­ing that he could no longer con­trol her move­ments, and that the end to which she had been bend­ing was at­tained, gathered to­geth­er the fruits of her con­scien­tious strategy and fled.

					When Ning re­turned to the con­di­tion of or­din­ary per­cep­tions he was ly­ing alone in the field by the river­side. The great sky-fire made no pre­tence of avert­ing its rays from his un­covered head, and the less­er creatures of the ground did not hes­it­ate to walk over his once sac­red form. The tent and all the oth­er cir­cum­stances of the quest of Hia had passed in­to a state of no-ex­ist­ence, for with a some­what nar­row-minded eco­nomy the deity had called them in­to be­ing with the ex­press pro­vi­sion that they need only be of such a qual­ity as would last for a single night.

					With this re­col­lec­tion, oth­er de­tails began to as­sail his mind. His ir­re­place­able nail-sheaths—there was no trace of one of them. He looked again. Alas! his in­com­par­able nails were also gone, shorn off to the level of his fin­ger-ends. For all their evid­ence he might be one who had passed his days in dis­cred­it­able in­dustry. Each mo­ment a fresh point of de­grad­a­tion met his be­numbed vis­ion. His pro­fuse and or­na­ment­al locks were re­duced to a single roughly-plaited coil; his san­dals were in­el­eg­ant and harsh; in place of his many-col­oured flow­ing robes a scanty blue gown clothed his form. He who had been a god was un­dis­tin­guish­able from the la­bour­ers of the fields. Only in one thing did the re­semb­lance fail: about his neck he found a weighty block of wood con­trolled by an iron ring: while they at least were free he was a cap­tive slave.

					A shad­ow on the grass caused him to turn. Sun Wei ap­proached, a knot­ted thong in one hand, in the oth­er a hoe. He poin­ted to an un­weeded rice-field and with many ce­re­mo­ni­ous bows pressed the hoe upon Ning as one who con­fers high hon­ours. As Ning hes­it­ated, Sun Wei pressed the knot­ted thong upon him un­til it would have been ob­tuse to dis­reg­ard his mean­ing. Then Ning def­in­itely un­der­stood that he had be­come in­volved in the work­ings of very power­ful forces, hos­tile to him­self, and pick­ing up the hoe he bent his sub­missive foot­steps in the dir­ec­tion of the la­bor­i­ous rice-field.

				
				
					
						III

						The In­com­ing of the Youth, Tian

					
					It was dawn in the High Heav­en and the il­lim­it­able N’guk, wak­ing to his la­bours for the day, looked gra­ciously around on the as­sembled myri­ads who were there to carry his word through bound­less space. Not want­ing are they who speak two-sided words of the Ven­er­able One from be­hind fan-like hands, but when his voice takes upon it the au­thor­ity of a brazen drum knees be­come flac­cid.

					“There is a void in the un­an­im­ity of our coun­cil,” re­marked the Su­preme, his eye rest­ing like a flash of light­ning on a va­cant place. “Where­fore tar­ries Ning, the son of Shin, the Seed-sower?”

					For a mo­ment there was an edging of N’guk’s in­quir­ing glance from each Be­ing to his neigh­bour. Then Leou stood au­da­ciously forth.

					“He is re­por­ted to be en­gaged on a private fam­ily mat­ter,” he replied gravely. “Haply his feet have be­come en­tangled in a mesh of hair.”

					N’guk turned his be­ne­vol­ent gaze upon an­oth­er—one high­er in au­thor­ity.

					“Per­chance,” ad­mit­ted the su­per­i­or Be­ing tol­er­antly. “Such things are. How comes it else that among the earth-creatures we find the faces of the deit­ies—both the good and the bad?”

					“How long has he been ab­sent from our paths?”

					They pressed an­oth­er for­ward—keep­er of the Out­er Path of the West Ex­panses, he.

					“He went, High Ex­cel­lence, in the fif­teenth of the earth-ruler Chun, whom your en­lightened tol­er­ance has al­lowed to oc­cupy the lower dragon throne for two­score years, as these earth­lings count. Thus and thus—”

					“Enough!” ex­claimed the Su­preme. “Hear my iron word. When the buf­foon-wit­ted Ning rises from his con­geni­al slough this shall be his lot: for sixty thou­sand ages he shall fail to find the path of his re­turn, but shall, in­stead, thread an aim­less flight among the frozen am­bits of the out­er stars, car­ry­ing a tor­ment­ing rain of fire at his tail. And Leou, the Whisper­er,” ad­ded the Divin­ing One, with the in­scrut­able wis­dom that marked even his most opaque mo­ments, “Leou shall mean­while per­form Ning’s neg­lected task.”

					

					For five and twenty years Ning had la­boured in the fields of Sun Wei with a wooden col­lar girt about his neck, and Sun Wei had prospered. Yet it is to be doubted wheth­er this last de­tail de­lib­er­ately hinged on the policy of Leou or wheth­er Sun Wei had not rather been drawn in­to some wider sphere of des­tiny and among con­ver­ging lines of pur­pose. The ways of the gods are deep and sombre, and wa­ter once poured out will flow as freely to the north as to the south. The wise kow­tows ac­qui­es­cently whatever hap­pens and thus his face is to the ground. “Re­spect the deit­ies,” says the im­per­ish­able Sage, “but do not be­come fa­mil­i­ar with them.” Sun Wei was clearly wrong.

					To Ning, how­ever, stand­ing on a grassy space on the edge of a flow­ing river, such thoughts do not ex­tend. He is now a little hairy man of gnarled ap­pear­ance, and his skin of a col­our and tex­ture like a ripe lo­quat. As he stands there, some­thing in the out­line of the vista stirs the re­tent­ive tab­lets of his mind: it was on this spot that he first en­countered Hia, and from that in­volve­ment began the cycle of his un­end­ing ill.

					As he stood thus, im­plic­ated with his own in­ner emo­tions, a fig­ure emerged from the river at its nearest point and, cross­ing the in­ter­ven­ing sward, ap­proached. He had the as­pect of be­ing a young man of high and dig­ni­fied man­ner, and walked with the air of one ac­cus­tomed to a silk um­brella, but when Ning looked more closely, to see by his in­signia what amount of rev­er­ence he should pay, he dis­covered that the youth was des­ti­tute of the mea­grest gar­ment.

					“Rise, ven­er­able,” said the stranger af­fably, for Ning had pros­trated him­self as be­ing more prudent in the cir­cum­stances. “The one be­fore you is only Tian, of ob­scure birth, and him­self of no par­tic­u­lar mer­it or at­tain­ment. You, doubt­less, are of con­sid­er­ably more hon­our­able lin­eage?”

					“Far from that be­ing the case,” replied Ning, “the one who speaks bears now the com­mon­place name of Lieu, and is branded with the brand of Sun Wei. Formerly, in­deed, he was a god, mov­ing in the Up­per Space and known to the de­vout as Ning, but now de­posed by treach­ery.”

					“Un­less the sub­ject is one that has pain­ful as­so­ci­ations,” re­marked Tian con­sid­er­ately, “it is one on which this per­son would will­ingly learn some­what deep­er. What, in short, are the vari­ous dif­fer­ences ex­ist­ing between gods and men?”

					“The gods are gods; men are men,” replied Ning. “There is no oth­er dif­fer­ence.”

					“Yet why do not the gods now ex­ert their strength and raise from your present ad­mit­tedly in­feri­or po­s­i­tion one who is of their band?”

					“Be­hind their bar­ri­er the gods laugh at all men. How much more, then, is their grav­ity re­moved at the sight of one of them­selves who has fallen lower than man­kind?”

					“Your plight would cer­tainly seem to be an ill-destined one,” ad­mit­ted Tian, “for, as the Verses say: ‘Gold sinks deep­er than dross.’ Is there any­thing that an or­din­ary per­son can do to al­le­vi­ate your sub­jec­tion?”

					“The of­fer is a gra­cious one,” replied Ning, “and such an oc­ca­sion un­doubtedly ex­ists. Some time ago a pearl of un­usu­al size and lustre slipped from its set­ting about this spot. I have looked for it in vain, but your acuter eyes, per­chance—”

					Thus urged, the youth Tian searched the ground, but to no avail. Then chan­cing to look up­wards, he ex­claimed:

					“Among the high­er branches of the tallest bam­boo there is an an­cient phoenix nest, and con­cealed with­in its wall is a pearl such as you de­scribe.”

					“That mani­festly is what I seek,” said Ning. “But it might as well be at the bot­tom of its nat­ive sea, for no lad­der could reach to such a height nor would the slender branch sup­port a liv­ing form.”

					“Yet the emer­gency is one eas­ily dis­posed of.” With these op­por­tune words the ami­able per­son rose from the ground without any ap­pear­ance of ef­fort or con­scious move­ment, and float­ing up­ward through the air he pro­cured the jew­el and re­stored it to Ning.

					When Ning had thus learned that Tian pos­sessed these three at­tain­ments which are united in the gods alone—that he could stand na­ked be­fore oth­ers without con­scious­ness of shame, that his eyes were able to pen­et­rate mat­ter im­per­vi­ous to those of or­din­ary per­sons, and that he con­trolled the power of rising through the air un­aided—he un­der­stood that the one be­fore him was a deity of some de­gree. He there­fore ques­tioned him closely about his his­tory, the vari­ous omens con­nec­ted with his life and the po­s­i­tion of the plan­ets at his birth. Find­ing that these presen­ted no ele­ment of con­flict, and that, fur­ther­more, the youth’s moth­er was a slave, formerly known as Hia, Ning de­clared him­self more fully and greeted Tian as his un­doubted son.

					“The ab­sence of such a re­la­tion is the one thing that has pressed heav­ily against this per­son’s sat­is­fac­tion in the past, and the de­fi­ciency is now hap­pily re­moved,” ex­claimed Tian. “The dis­tinc­tion of hav­ing a deity for a fath­er out­weighs even the present ad­mit­tedly dis­tress­ing con­di­tion in which he re­veals him­self. His word shall hence­forth be my law.”

					“The sen­ti­ment is a du­ti­ful one,” ad­mit­ted Ning, “and it is pos­sible that you are now thus dis­covered in pur­su­ance of some scheme among my more in­flu­en­tial ac­com­plices in the Up­per Air for restor­ing to me my former em­in­ence.”

					“In so mer­it­ori­ous a cause this per­son is pre­pared to im­merse him­self to any depth,” de­clared Tian read­ily. “Noth­ing but the ab­sence of pre­cise de­tails re­strains his hur­ry­ing feet.”

					“Those will doubt­less be com­mu­nic­ated to us by means of omens and portents as the re­quire­ment be­comes more def­in­ite. In the mean­while the first ne­ces­sity is to en­able this per­son’s nails to grow again; for to present him­self thus in the Up­per Air would be to cov­er him with ri­dicule. When the Em­per­or Chow-sin en­deav­oured to pass him­self off as a meni­al by throw­ing aside his jew­elled crown, the rebels who had taken him replied: ‘Om­ni­po­tence, you can­not throw away your knees.’ To claim kin­ship with those Above and at the same time to ex­tend to­wards them a hand ob­vi­ously in­ured to prob­ing among the stony earth would be to in­vite the aver­ted face of re­cog­ni­tion.”

					“Let re­cog­ni­tion be ex­ten­ded in oth­er dir­ec­tions and the task of re­turn­ing to a for­feited in­her­it­ance will be lightened ma­ter­i­ally,” re­marked a sig­ni­fic­ant voice.

					“Es­tim­able moth­er,” ex­claimed Tian, “this op­por­tune stranger is my ven­er­ated fath­er, whose con­tinu­ous ab­sence has been an over­hanging cloud above my glad­ness, but now hap­pily re­vealed and re­stored to our do­mest­ic al­tar.”

					“Alas!” in­ter­posed Ning, “the open­ing of this en­ter­prise fore­casts a ques­tion­able omen. Be­fore this per­son stands the one who en­ticed him in­to the be­gin­ning of all his evil; how then—”

					“Let the word re­main un­spoken,” in­ter­rup­ted Hia. “Wo­men do not en­tice men—though they ad­mit­tedly ac­com­pany them, with an ex­treme ab­sence of re­luct­ance, in any dir­ec­tion. In her youth this per­son’s feet un­doubtedly bore her oc­ca­sion­ally along a light and fant­ast­ic path, for in the nature of spring a leaf is green and pli­able, and in the nature of au­tumn it is brown and aus­tere, and through change­less ages thus and thus. But, as it is truly said: ‘Milk by re­peated agit­a­tion turns to but­ter,’ and for many years it has been this one’s cease­less study of the Arts whereby she might avert that which she helped to bring about in her un­stable youth.”

					“The in­ten­tion is a com­mend­able one, though ex­pressed with un­ne­ces­sary ver­biage,” replied Ning. “To what solu­tion did your in­cant­a­tions trend?”

					“Con­cealed some­where with­in the walled city of Ti-foo are the sac­red nail-sheaths on which your power so es­sen­tially de­pends, sent thith­er by Sun Wei at the crafty in­stance of the de­mon Leou, who hopes at a con­veni­ent time to se­cure them for him­self. To dis­cov­er these and bear them forth will be the part al­lot­ted to Tian, and to this end has the train­ing of his youth been bent. By what means he shall strive to the ac­com­plish­ment of the pro­ject the un­rolling cur­tain of the fu­ture shall dis­close.”

					“It is as the des­tinies shall de­cide and as the omens may dir­ect,” said Tian. “In the mean­while this per­son’s face is in­ex­or­ably fixed in the dir­ec­tion of Ti-foo.”

					“Pro­ceed with all pos­sible dis­cre­tion,” ad­vised Ning. “In so crit­ic­al an un­der­tak­ing you can­not be too cau­tious, but at the same time do not suf­fer the rice to grow around your ad­van­cing feet.”

					“A mo­ment,” coun­selled Hia. “Tarry yet a mo­ment. Here is one whose rap­idly-mov­ing at­ti­tude may con­vey a mes­sage.”

					“It is Lin Fa!” ex­claimed Ning, as the one al­luded to drew near—“Lin Fa who guards the cof­fers of Sun Wei. Some calam­ity pur­sues him.”

					“Hence!” cried Lin Fa, as he caught sight of them, yet scarcely paus­ing in his flight: “flee to the woods and caves un­til the time of this cata­strophe be past. Has not the tid­ing reached you?”

					“We be but dwell­ers on the farther bounds and no word has reached our ear, O great Lin Fa. Fill in, we pray you, the warn­ing that has been so sud­denly out­lined.”

					“The usurp­er Ah-tang has lit the torch of swift re­bel­lion and is flat­ten­ing-down the land that bars his way. Already the vil­lages of Yeng, Leu, Li­ang-li and the Dwell­ings by the Three Pure Wells are as dust be­neath his tramp­ling feet, and they who stayed there have passed up in smoke. Sun Wei swings from the rooftree of his own ruined ya­men. Ah-tang now lays siege to walled Ti-foo so that he may pos­sess the North­ern Way. Guard this bag of sil­ver mean­while, for what I have is more than I can reas­on­ably bear, and when the land is once again at peace, as­semble to meet me by the Five-Horned Pa­goda, ready with a strict ac­count.”

					“All this is plainly part of an or­derly scheme for my ad­vance­ment, brought about by my friends in the Up­per World,” re­marked Ning, with some com­pla­cency. “Lin Fa has been in­flu­enced to the ex­tent of provid­ing us with the means for our im­me­di­ate need; Sun Wei has been op­por­tunely re­moved to the end that this per­son may now re­tire to a hid­den spot and there suf­fer his dis­hon­oured nails to grow again: Ah-tang has been im­pelled to raise the ban­ner of in­sur­rec­tion out­side Ti-foo so that Tian may make use of the ne­ces­sit­ies of either side in pur­suit of his design. As­suredly the long line of our mis­for­tunes is now prac­tic­ally at an end.”

				
				
					
						IV

						Events Round Walled Ti-Foo

					
					Nev­er­the­less, the al­tern­at­ive forced on Tian was not an al­lur­ing one. If he joined the band of Ah-tang and the usurp­er failed, Tian him­self might nev­er get in­side Ti-foo; if, how­ever, he al­lied him­self with the de­fend­ers of Ti-foo and Ah-tang did not fail, he might nev­er get out of Ti-foo. Doubt­less he would have rev­er­ently sub­mit­ted his cause to the in­spired de­cision of the Sticks, or some oth­er re­li­able au­gur, had he not, while im­mersed in the con­sid­er­a­tion, walked in­to the camp of Ah-tang. The omen of this oc­cur­rence was of too spe­cif­ic a nature not to be re­garded as con­clus­ive.

					Ah-tang was one who had neg­lected the Clas­sics from his youth up­wards. For this reas­on his de­test­able name is nev­er men­tioned in the His­tor­ies, and the vari­ous cata­strophes he wrought are char­it­ably ascribed to the ac­tion of earth­quakes, thun­der­bolts and oth­er ad­mit­ted forces. He him­self, with his lam­ent­able ab­sence of lit­er­ary style, was wont to de­clare that while con­fessedly weak in ana­lo­gies he was strong in holo­causts. In the end he drove the sub­lime em­per­or from his cap­it­al and in­to the Out­er Lands; with true re­fine­ment the an­nal­ists of the peri­od ex­plain that the con­des­cend­ing mon­arch made a jour­ney of in­spec­tion among the bar­bar­i­an tribes on the con­fines of his Em­pire.

					When Tian, charged with be­ing a hos­tile spy, was led in­to the pres­ence of Ah-tang, it was the youth’s in­ten­tion to re­late some­what of his his­tory, but the usurp­er, ex­cus­ing him­self on the ground of lit­er­ary de­fi­ciency, merely com­manded five of his im­me­di­ate guard to bear the pris­on­er away and to re­turn with his head after a fit­ting in­ter­val. Mis­un­der­stand­ing the ex­act re­quire­ment, Tian re­turned at the ap­poin­ted time with the heads of the five who had charge of him and the ex­cuse that in those times of scarcity it was easi­er to keep one head than five. This aptitude so pleased Ah-tang (who had ex­pec­ted at the most a farewell apoph­thegm) that he at once made Tian cap­tain of a chosen band.

					Thus was Tian po­si­tioned out­side the city of Ti-foo, ma­ter­i­ally con­trib­ut­ing to its ul­ti­mate sur­render by the re­source­ful cour­age of his arms. For the first time in the his­tory of op­pos­ing forces he tamed the strength and swift­ness of wild horses to the use of man, and pla­cing cop­per loops upon their feet and iron bars between their teeth, he and his band en­circled Ti-foo with an ever-mov­ing shield through which no out­side word could reach the town. Cut off in this man­ner from all hope of suc­cour, the stom­achs of those with­in the walls grew very small, and their eyes be­came weary of watch­ing for that which nev­er came. On the third day of the third moon of their en­circlement they sent a sub­missive ban­ner, and one bear­ing a writ­ten mes­sage, in­to the camp of Ah-tang.

					
						“We are con­vinced” (it ran) “of the justice of your cause. Let six of your lordly nobles ap­pear un­armed be­fore our ill-kept Lan­tern Gate at the middle gong-stroke of to­mor­row and they will be freely ad­mit­ted with­in our midst. Upon re­ceiv­ing a bound as­sur­ance safe­guard­ing the lim­its of our temples, the per­sons and pos­ses­sions of our chiefs, and the un­depreci­ated con­di­tion of the first wives and vir­gin daugh­ters of such as be of man­dar­in rank or lit­er­ary de­gree, the in­ad­equate keys of our broken-down de­fences will be laid at their sump­tu­ous feet.

						“With a fer­vent hand­clasp as of one broth­er to an­oth­er, and a pas­sion­ate as­sur­ance of mu­tu­al good­will,

						
							“Ko’en Cheng,

							“Im­port­ant Of­fi­cial.”

						
					

					“It is re­ceived,” replied Ah-tang, when the mes­sage had been made known to him. “Six cap­tains will at­tend.”

					Alas! it is well writ­ten: “There is of­ten a space between the fish and the fish­plate.” Men­tally in­flated at the suc­cess of their ef­forts and the im­pend­ing sur­render of Ti-foo, Tian’s band suffered their en­er­gies to re­lax. In the dusk of that same even­ing one dis­guised in the skin of a goat browsed from bush to bush un­til he reached the town. There, throw­ing off all re­straint, he de­clared his er­rand to Ko’en Cheng.

					“Be­hold!” he ex­claimed, “the peri­od of your il­lus­tri­ous suf­fer­ing is al­most at an end. With an army cap­able in size and in­vin­cible in de­term­in­a­tion, the ever-vic­tori­ous Wu Si­en is march­ing to your aid. Defy the puny Ah-tang for yet three days more and great glory will be yours.”

					“Doubt­less,” replied Ko’en Cheng, with vel­vet bit­ter­ness: “but the sun has long since set and the moon is not yet ris­en. The ap­pear­ance of a sol­it­ary star yes­ter­day would have been more foot-guid­ing than the fore­cast of a met­eor next week. This per­son’s thumb-signed word is passed and to­mor­row Ah-tang will hold him to it.”

					Now there was present among the coun­cil one wrapped in a mantle made of rust­ling leaves, who spoke in a smooth, low voice, very cun­ning and per­suas­ive, with a plan already shaped that seemed to of­fer well and to safe­guard Ko’en Cheng’s word. None re­membered to have seen him there be­fore, and for this reas­on it is now held by some that this was Leou, the Whisper­er, per­turbed lest the sac­red nail-sheaths of Ning should pass bey­ond his grasp. As to this, says not the Wise One: “When two men can­not agree over the price of an onion who shall de­cide what happened in the time of Yu?” But the voice of the un­known pre­vailed, all say­ing: “At the worst it is but as it will be; per­chance it may be bet­ter.”

					That night there was much glad­ness in the camp of Ah-tang, and men sang songs of vic­tory and cups of wine were freely passed, though in the out­er walks a strict watch was kept. When it was dark the word was passed that an en­ga­ging com­pany was ap­proach­ing from the town, openly and with lights. These be­ing ad­mit­ted re­vealed them­selves as a band of maid­ens, bear­ing gifts of fruit and wine and as­sur­ances of their agree­able be­ha­viour. Dis­trib­ut­ing them­selves im­par­tially about the tents of the chiefs and up­per ones, they melted the hours of the night in grace­ful ac­com­plish­ments and by their seemly com­pli­ance dis­pelled all thought of treach­ery. Hav­ing thus gained the es­teem of their com­pan­ions, and by the lav­ish per­sua­sion of be­mus­ing wine dimmed their alert­ness, all this band, while it was still dark, crept back to the town, each secretly car­ry­ing with her the arms, robes and in­signia of the one who had pos­sessed her.

					When the morn­ing broke and the sound of trum­pets called each man to an ap­poin­ted spot, dire­ful was the out­cry from the tents of all the chiefs, and though many heads were out-thrust in rage of in­dig­na­tion, no single per­son could be pre­vailed upon wholly to emerge. Only the less­er war­ri­ors, the slaves and the bear­ers of the loads moved freely to and fro and from between closed teeth and with flut­ter­ing eye­lids tossed doubt­ful jests among them­selves.

					It was close upon the middle gong-stroke of the day when Ah-tang, him­self clad in a shred torn from his tent (for in all the camp there did not re­main a single gar­ment bear­ing a sign of noble rank), got to­geth­er a coun­cil of his chiefs. Some were clad in like at­tire, oth­ers car­ried a hench­man’s shield, a pa­per lan­tern or a branch of flowers; Tian alone dis­played him­self without re­serve.

					“There are mo­ments,” said Ah-tang, “when this per­son’s ad­mit­ted ac­com­plish­ment of trans­fix­ing three foe­men with a single javelin at a score of meas­ured paces does not seem to provide a pos­sible solu­tion. Un­doubtedly we are face to face with a crafty plan, and Ko’en Cheng has surely heard that Wu Si­en is march­ing from the west. If we fail to knock upon the out­er gate of Ti-foo at noon today Ko’en Cheng will say: ‘My word re­turns. It is as naught.’ If they who go are clad as un­der­lings, Ko’en Cheng will cry: ‘What slaves be these! Do men break plate with dogs? Our mes­sage was for six of noble style. Ah-tang but mocks.’ ” He sat down again moodily. “Let oth­ers speak.”

					“Chief­tain”—Tian threw forth his voice—“your word must be as iron—‘Six cap­tains shall at­tend.’ There is yet an­oth­er way.”

					“Speak on,” Ah-tang com­manded.

					“The qual­ity of Ah-tang’s chiefs resides not in a cloak of silk nor in a sil­ver-hil­ted sword, but in the sinews of their arms and the light­ning of their eyes. If they but carry these they pro­claim their rank for all to see. Let six at­tend tak­ing neither sword nor shield, neither hat nor san­dal, nor yet any­thing between. ‘There are six thou­sand more,’ shall be their taunt, ‘but Ko’en Cheng’s hos­pit­al­ity drew rein at six. He feared lest they might carry arms; be­hold they have come na­ked. Ti-foo need not tremble.’ ”

					“It is well,” agreed Ah-tang. “At least, noth­ing bet­ter of­fers. Let five ac­com­pany you.”

					Seated on a power­ful horse Tian led the way. The oth­ers, not be­ing of his im­me­di­ate band, had not ac­quired the ne­ces­sary con­trol, so that they walked in a com­pany. Com­ing to the Lan­tern Gate Tian turned his horse sud­denly so that its angry hoof struck the gate. Look­ing back he saw the oth­ers fol­low­ing, with no great space between, and so passed in.

					When the five na­ked cap­tains reached the open gate they paused. With­in stood a great con­course of the people, these be­ing equally of both sexes, but they of the in­ner cham­bers press­ing res­ol­utely to the front. Through the throng of these their way must lead, and at the sight the hearts of all be­came as stag­nant wa­ter in the sun.

					“Tarry not for me, O broth­ers,” said the one who led. “A thorn has pierced my foot. Take hon­our­able pre­ced­ence while I draw it forth.”

					“Nev­er,” de­clared the second of the band, “nev­er shall it be cast abroad that Kang of the House of Ka failed his broth­er in ne­ces­sity. I sus­tain thy shoulder, com­rade.”

					“Alas!” ex­claimed the third. “This per­son broke his fast on rhu­barb stewed in fat. In­op­por­tunely—” So he too turned aside.

					“Have we con­sidered well,” said they who re­mained, “wheth­er this be not a subtle snare, and while the camp is de­nuded of its fore­most war­ri­ors a strong force—?”

					Un­con­scious of these de­tails, Tian went on alone. In spite of the ab­sence of grav­ity on the part of the more ex­pli­cit por­tion of the throng he suffered no em­bar­rass­ment, partly be­cause of his po­s­i­tion, but chiefly through his in­ab­il­ity to un­der­stand that his con­di­tion differed in any de­gree from theirs; for, ow­ing to the pier­cing nature of his vis­ion, they were to him as he to them. In this way he came to the open space known as the Space of the Eight Dir­ec­tions, where Ko’en Cheng and his nobles were as­sembled.

					“One comes alone,” they cried. “This guise is as a taunt.” “Na­ked to a na­ked town—the ana­logy is plain.” “Shall the mock­er be suffered to re­turn?”

					Thus the mur­mur grew. Then one, more im­petu­ous than the rest, swung clear his sword and drew it. For the first time Tian un­der­stood that treach­ery was afoot. He looked round for any of his band, but found that he was as a foam-tossed cork upon a tur­bu­lent Whang Hai. Cries of an­ger and de­ri­sion filled the air; threat­en­ing arms waved en­cour­age­ment to each oth­er to be­gin. The one with drawn sword raised it above his head and made a step. Then Tian, re­cog­niz­ing that he was un­armed, and that a de­cis­ive mo­ment had ar­rived, stooped low and tore a cop­per hoop from off his horse’s foot. High he swung its pol­ished bright­ness in the en­ga­ging sun, res­ol­utely brought it down, so that it pressed over the sword-war­ri­or’s shattered head and hung about his neck. Hav­ing thus ef­fected as much blood­shed as could reas­on­ably be ex­pec­ted in the cir­cum­stances, Tian curved his feet about his horse’s sides and im­part­ing to it the vir­tue of his own con­di­tion they rose in­to the air to­geth­er. When those who stood be­low were able to ex­ert them­selves a flight of ar­rows, spears and every kind of weapon fol­lowed, but horse and rider were by that time bey­ond their reach, and the only be­ne­vol­ent res­ult at­tained was that many of their band were them­selves trans­fixed by the fall­ing shafts.

					In such a man­ner Tian con­tin­ued his pro­gress from the town un­til he came above the Temple of Fire and Wa­ter Forces, where on a high tower a strong box of many woods was chained be­neath a can­opy, guarded by an in­cant­a­tion laid upon it by Leou, that no one should lift it down. Re­cog­niz­ing the con­tents as the ob­ject of his search, Tian brought his horse to rest upon the tower, and break­ing the chains he bore the ma­gic sheaths away, the charm (ow­ing to Leou’s su­per­fi­cial habits) be­ing power­less against one who in­stead of lift­ing the box down car­ried it up.

					In spite of this dis­tin­guished achieve­ment it was many moons be­fore Tian was able to lay the fi­li­al trib­ute of re­stored power at Ning’s feet, for with shal­low-wit­ted ob­stin­acy Ti-foo con­tin­ued to hold out, and, scarcely less in­ept, Ah-tang de­clined to re­lease Tian even to carry on so char­it­able a mis­sion. Yet when the lat­ter one ul­ti­mately re­turned and was, as the re­ward of his in­trep­id ser­vices, look­ing for­ward to a peri­od of do­mest­ic re­union un­der the be­ne­vol­ent guid­ance of an af­fec­tion­ate fath­er, it was but to point the seasoned pro­verb: “The fuller the cup the soon­er the spill,” for scarcely had Ning drawn on the re­covered sheaths and with in­cau­tious joy re­peated the ma­gic sen­tence than he was in­stantly pro­jec­ted across vast space and in­to the track­less con­fines of the Out­er Up­per Paths. If this were an ima­gined tale, framed to en­tice the cred­u­lous, herein would its false­ness cry aloud, but even in this age Ning may still be seen from time to time with a tail of fire in his wake, miss­ing the path of his re­turn as N’guk or­dained.

					Thus bereft, Tian was on the point of giv­ing way to a seemly des­pair when a mes­sage con­cerned with Mu, the only daugh­ter of Ko’en Cheng, reached him. It pro­fessed a high-minded re­gard for his wel­fare, and ad­ded that al­though the one who was in­spir­ing the com­mu­nic­a­tion had been care­ful to avoid see­ing him on the oc­ca­sion of his entry in­to Ti-foo, it was im­possible for her not to be im­pressed by the dig­nity of his bear­ing. Ko’en Cheng hav­ing be­come vastly wealthy as the res­ult of en­ter­ing in­to an ar­range­ment with Ah-tang be­fore Ti-foo was sacked, it did not seem un­reas­on­able to Tian that Ning was in some way in­flu­en­cing his des­tiny from afar. On this un­der­stand­ing he ul­ti­mately mar­ried Mu, and thereby foun­ded a pro­lif­ic pos­ter­ity who in­her­ited a great de­gree of his powers. In the course of count­less gen­er­a­tions the at­trib­utes have faded, but even to this day the true des­cend­ants of the line of Ning are fre­quently vouch­safed dreams in which they stand na­ked and without shame, see gems or metals hid­den or bur­ied in the earth and float at will through space.

				
			
		
	
		
			
				IV

				The In­op­por­tune Be­ha­viour of the Cov­et­ous Li-Loe

			
			It was upon the oc­ca­sion of his next vis­it to the shut­ter in the wall that Kai Lung dis­covered the ob­tuse-wit­ted Li-loe mov­ing about the en­clos­ure. Though do­cile and well-mean­ing on the whole, the stun­ted in­tel­li­gence of the lat­ter per­son made him a doubt­ful ac­com­plice, and Kai Lung stood aside, hop­ing to be soon alone.

			Li-loe held in his hand an iron prong, and with this he in­dus­tri­ously searched the earth between the rocks and herb­age. Ever since their pre­vi­ous en­counter upon that same spot it had been im­possible to erase from his de­formed mind the con­vic­tion that a store of rare and po­tent wine lay some­where con­cealed with­in the walls of the en­clos­ure. Con­tinu­ously he be­sought the storyteller to re­veal the secret of its hid­ing-place, say­ing: “What an ad­ded bit­ter­ness will as­sail your noble throat if, when you are led forth to die, your eye closes upon the one who has faith­fully up­held your cause ly­ing with a pro­truded tongue pant­ing in the noonday sun.”

			“Peace, wit­less,” Kai Lung usu­ally replied; “there is no such store.”

			“Nev­er­the­less,” the door­keep­er would stub­bornly in­sist, “the cask can­not yet be empty. It is bey­ond your im­ma­ture powers.”

			Thus it again be­fell, for des­pite Kai Lung’s de­sire to es­cape, Li-loe chanced to look up sud­denly and ob­served him.

			“Alas, broth­er,” he re­marked re­proach­fully, when they had thus con­ten­ded, “the ves­sel that re­turns whole the first time is chipped the second and broken at the third es­say, and it will yet be too late between us. If it be as you claim, to what end did you boast of a cask of wine and of run­ning among a com­pany of goats with leaves en­twined in your hair?”

			“That,” replied Kai Lung, “was in the nature of a clas­sic­al al­lu­sion, too ab­struse for your de­fi­cient wit. It con­cerned the story of Kiau Sun, who first at­tained the hon­our.”

			“Be that as it may,” replied Li-loe, with mul­ish it­er­a­tion, “five de­fi­cient strings of homemade cash are a mea­gre re­turn for a friend­ship such as mine.”

			“There is a cer­tain ele­ment of truth in what you claim,” con­fessed Kai Lung, “but un­til my lit­er­ary style is more freely re­cog­nized it will be im­possible to re­ward you ad­equately. In any­thing not of a pe­cu­ni­ary nature, how­ever, you may lean heav­ily upon my grat­it­ude.”

			“In the mean­while, then,” de­man­ded Li-loe, “re­late to me the story to which ref­er­ence has been made, thereby prov­ing the truth of your as­ser­tion, and at the same time af­ford­ing an en­ter­tain­ment of a some­what ex­cep­tion­al kind.”

			“The shad­ows lengthen,” replied Kai Lung, “but as the nar­rat­ive in ques­tion is of an in­con­spicu­ous span I will raise no bar­ri­er against your flat­ter­ing re­quest, es­pe­cially as it in­dic­ates an awaken­ing taste hitherto un­sus­pec­ted.”

			“Pro­ceed, man­let, pro­ceed,” said Li-loe, with a fi­nal probe among the sur­round­ing rocks be­fore se­lect­ing one to lean against. “Yet if this per­son could but lay his hand—”

			
				The Story of Wong Pao and the Minstrel

				To Wong Pao, the mer­chant, pleas­ur­ably im­mersed in the cal­cu­la­tion of an es­tim­ated profit on a junk-load of birds’ nests, sharks’ fins and oth­er sea­son­able del­ic­acies, there came a dis­tract­ing in­ter­rup­tion oc­ca­sioned by a wan­der­ing poet who sat down with­in the shade provided by Wong Pao’s or­na­ment­al gate in the street out­side. As he re­clined there he sang bal­lads of an­cient valour, from time to time beat­ing a hol­low wooden duck in uni­son with his voice, so that the char­it­able should have no ex­cuse for miss­ing the en­ter­tain­ment.

				Un­able any longer to con­tin­ue his oc­cu­pa­tion, Wong Pao struck an iron gong.

				“Bear cour­teous greet­ings to the ac­com­plished mu­si­cian out­side our gate,” he said to the slave who had ap­peared, “and con­vince him—by means of a heav­ily-weighted club if ne­ces­sary—that the situ­ation he has taken up is quite un­worthy of his in­com­par­able ef­forts.”

				When the slave re­turned it was with an en­tire ab­sence of the en­thu­si­asm of one who has suc­ceeded in an en­ter­prise.

				“The dis­tin­guished men­dic­ant out­side dis­armed the one who is re­lat­ing the in­cid­ent by means of an un­worthy stratagem, and then struck him re­peatedly on the head with the im­age of a son­or­ous wooden duck,” re­por­ted the slave sub­missively.

				Mean­while the voice with its ac­com­pani­ment con­tin­ued to chant the deeds of by­gone her­oes.

				“In that case,” said Wong Pao coldly, “en­tice him in­to this in­ad­equate cham­ber by words sug­gest­ive of lib­er­al en­ter­tain­ment.”

				This device was suc­cess­ful, for very soon the slave re­turned with the stranger. He was a youth of stu­di­ous ap­pear­ance and an en­ga­ging open­ness of man­ner. Hung about his neck by means of a cord were a vari­ety of poems suit­able to most of the con­tin­gen­cies of an or­din­ary per­son’s ex­ist­ence. The name he bore was Sun and he was of the house of Kiau.

				“Hon­our­able greet­ing, min­strel,” said Wong Pao, with dig­ni­fied con­des­cen­sion. “Why do you per­sist in ex­er­cising your il­lus­tri­ous tal­ent out­side this per­son’s in­sig­ni­fic­ant abode?”

				“Be­cause,” replied Sun mod­estly, “the be­ne­vol­ent man­dar­in who has just spoken had not then in­vited me in­side. Now, how­ever, he will be able to hear to great­er ad­vant­age the very doubt­ful qual­it­ies of my en­ter­tain­ment.”

				With these words Kiau Sun struck the duck so pro­fi­ciently that it emit­ted a life­like call, and pre­pared to raise his voice in a chant.

				“Re­strain your un­doubted ca­pa­city,” ex­claimed Wong Pao hast­ily. “The in­quiry presen­ted it­self to you at an in­ac­cur­ate angle. Why, to re­state it, did you con­tin­ue be­fore this un­in­vit­ing hov­el when, un­der the ex­tern­al forms of true po­lite­ness, my slave en­deav­oured to re­move you hence?”

				“In the cir­cum­stances this per­son may have over­looked the del­ic­acy of the mes­sage, for, as it is well writ­ten, ‘To the starving, a blow from a skew­er of meat is more ac­cept­able than a caress from the hand of a maid­en,’ ” said Kiau Sun. “Where­unto re­mem­ber, thou two-stom­ached mer­chant, that al­though the house in ques­tion is yours, the street is mine.”

				“By what title?” de­man­ded Wong Pao con­ten­tiously.

				“By the same that con­fers this well-ap­poin­ted palace upon you,” replied Sun: “be­cause it is my home.”

				“The point is one of some sub­tlety,” ad­mit­ted Wong Pao, “and might be pur­sued to an ex­treme del­ic­acy of at­ten­u­ation if it were ar­gued by those whose pro­fes­sion it is to give a vari­ety of mean­ings to the same thing. Yet even al­low­ing the claim, it is none the less an un­en­dur­able af­flic­tion that your voice should dis­turb my peace­fully con­duc­ted en­ter­prise.”

				“As yours would have done mine, O con­cave-wit­ted Wong Pao!”

				“That,” re­tor­ted the mer­chant, “is a dis­ad­vant­age that you could eas­ily have aver­ted by re­mov­ing your­self to a more dis­tant spot.”

				“The solu­tion is equally ap­plic­able to your own case, man­dar­in,” replied Kiau Sun af­fably.

				“Alas!” ex­claimed Wong Pao, with an ob­vi­ous in­side bit­ter­ness, “it is a mis­take to ar­gue with per­sons of lim­ited in­tel­li­gence in terms of cour­tesy. This, doubt­less, was the mean­ing of the philo­soph­er Nhy-hi when he penned the ob­ser­va­tion, ‘Death, a wo­man and a dumb mute al­ways have the last word,’ Why did I have you con­duc­ted hith­er to con­vince you dis­pas­sion­ately, rather than send an armed guard to force you away by vi­ol­ence?”

				“Pos­sibly,” sug­ges­ted the min­strel, “be­cause my pro­fes­sion is a leg­ally re­cog­nized one, and, moreover, un­der the dir­ect pro­tec­tion of the ex­al­ted Man­dar­in Shen-y-ling.”

				“Pro­fes­sion!” re­tor­ted Wong Pao, stung by the ref­er­ence to Shen-y-ling, for that power­ful of­fi­cial’s at­ti­tude was in­deed the in­ner reas­on why he had not pushed vi­ol­ence to a keen­er edge against Kiau Sun, “an ab­ject men­dic­ancy, yield­ing two hands’ grasp of cop­per cash a day on a stock com­posed of half a dozen thread­bare odes.”

				“Com­pose me half a dozen bet­ter and one hand-count of cash shall be ap­por­tioned to you each even­ing,” sug­ges­ted Sun.

				“A hand­ful of cash for my la­bour!” ex­claimed the in­dig­nant Wong Pao. “Learn, puny way­farer, that in a single day the profit of my vari­ous en­ter­prises ex­ceeds a hun­dred taels of sil­ver.”

				“That is less than the achieve­ment of my oc­cu­pa­tion,” said Kiau Sun.

				“Less!” re­peated the mer­chant in­cred­u­lously. “Can you, O boast­er, dis­play a single tael?”

				“Doubt­less I should be the pos­sessor of thou­sands if I made use of the at­trib­utes of a mer­chant—three hands and two faces. But that was not the angle of my mean­ing: your la­bour only com­pels men to re­mem­ber; mine en­ables them to for­get.”

				Thus they con­tin­ued to strive, each one con­tend­ing for the pree­m­in­ence of his own state, re­gard­less of the sage warn­ing: “In three mo­ments a la­bour­er will re­move an ob­struct­ing rock, but three moons will pass without two wise men agree­ing on the mean­ing of a vow­el”; and as­suredly they would have per­sisted in their in­tel­lec­tu­al en­ter­tain­ment un­til the great sky-lan­tern rose and the pangs of hun­ger com­pelled them to de­sist, were it not for the mani­fest­a­tion of a very un­usu­al oc­cur­rence.

				The Em­per­or, N’ang Wei, then reign­ing, is now gen­er­ally re­garded as be­ing in no way pro­found or in­spired, but pos­sess­ing the fac­ulty of be­ing able to turn the dis­sen­sions among his sub­jects to a prof­it­able ac­count, and oth­er ac­com­plish­ments use­ful in a ruler. As he passed along the streets of his cap­it­al he heard the voices of two raised in al­ter­ca­tion, and halt­ing the bear­er of his um­brella, he com­manded that the per­sons con­cerned should be brought be­fore him and state the nature of their dis­pute.

				“The rivalry is an an­cient one,” re­marked the Em­per­or when each had made his claim. “Doubt­less we ourselves could de­vise a judg­ment, but in this cycle of pro­gress it is more usu­al to leave de­cision to the pro­nounce­ment of the popu­lace—and much less ex­act­ing to our Im­per­i­al in­genu­ity. An edict will there­fore be pub­lished, stat­ing that at a cer­tain hour Kiau Sun will stand upon the West­ern Hill of the city and re­cite one of his in­com­par­able epics, while at the same gong-stroke Wong Pao will take his sta­tion on the East­ern Hill, let us say for the pur­pose of dis­trib­ut­ing pieces of sil­ver among any who are able to ab­sent them­selves from the com­pet­ing at­trac­tion. It will then be clearly seen which en­ter­tain­ment draws the great­er num­ber.”

				“Your mind, O all-wisest, is only com­par­able to the pea­cock’s tail in its spread­ing bril­liance!” ex­claimed Wong Pao, well as­sured of an easy tri­umph.

				Kiau Sun, how­ever, re­mained si­lent, but he ob­served closely the be­nignly im­par­tial ex­pres­sion of the Em­per­or’s coun­ten­ance.

				When the in­dic­ated time ar­rived, only two per­sons could have been ob­served with­in the cir­cum­fer­ence of the West­ern Hill of the city—a blind men­dic­ant who had lost his way and an ex­tremely round-bod­ied man­dar­in who had been aban­doned there by his car­ri­ers when they heard the terms of the edict. But about the East­ern Hill the throng was so great that for some time after it was un­usu­al to meet a per­son whose out­line had not been per­man­ently altered by the oc­ca­sion. Even Kiau Sun was present.

				On a pro­tec­ted em­in­ence stood N’ang Wei. Near him was Wong Pao, con­fid­ently await­ing the mo­ment when the Em­per­or should de­clare him­self. When, there­fore, the all-wisest gra­ciously made a ges­ture of com­mand, Wong Pao hastened to his side, an un­be­com­ing ela­tion gild­ing the full­ness of his coun­ten­ance.

				“Wong Pao,” said the Il­lim­it­able, “the people are here in grat­i­fy­ing pro­fu­sion. The mo­ment has thus ar­rived for you to con­sum­mate your tri­umph over Kiau Sun.”

				“Om­ni­po­tence?” quer­ied Wong Pao.

				“The sil­ver that you were to dis­trib­ute freely to all who came. Doubt­less you have a ret­in­ue of slaves in at­tend­ance with weighty sacks of money for the pur­pose?”

				“But that was only in the nature of an ima­gined con­di­tion, Sub­lime Be­ing, de­signed to test the trend of their pref­er­ence,” said Wong Pao, with an in­cap­able feel­ing of no-con­fid­ence in the in­ner­most seat of his self-es­teem. “This ab­ject per­son did not for a single breath­ing-space con­tem­plate or provide for so for­mid­able an out­lay.”

				A shad­ow of in­quiry ap­peared above the eye­brows of the Sub­limest, al­though his re­fined im­per­turb­ab­il­ity did not per­mit him to dis­play any acute emo­tion.

				“It is not en­tirely a mat­ter of what you con­tem­plated, mer­chant, but what this mul­ti­tudin­ous and, as we now per­ceive, gen­er­ally well-armed con­course ima­gined. Greatly do we fear that when the po­s­i­tion has been ex­plained to them, the breath­ing-space re­main­ing, O Wong Pao, will not be in your body. What,” con­tin­ued the lib­er­al-minded sov­er­eign, turn­ing to one of his at­tend­ing nobles, “what was it that happened to Ning-lo who failed to sat­is­fy the lot­tery tick­et hold­ers in some­what sim­il­ar cir­cum­stances?”

				“The scor­pi­on vat, Se­renest,” replied the vas­sal.

				“Ah,” com­men­ted the En­lightened One, “for the mo­ment we thought it was the burn­ing sul­phur plaster.”

				“That was Ching Yan, who lost ap­prov­al in the in­laid coffin raffle, Be­nign Head,” promp­ted the noble.

				“True—there is a cer­tain one­ness in these cases. Well, Wong Pao, we are en­tirely sur­roun­ded by an ex­pect­ant mob and their at­ti­tude, after much pa­tient wait­ing, is tend­ing to­wards a clearly-defined tragedy. By what means is it your in­ten­tion to ex­tric­ate us all from the po­s­i­tion in­to which your in­sa­ti­able van­ity has thrust us?”

				“Alas, Im­per­ish­able Majesty, I only ap­pear to have three pieces of sil­ver and a string of brass cash in my sleeve,” con­fessed Wong Pao trem­blingly.

				“And that would not go very far—even if flung in­to the lim­its of the press,” com­men­ted the Em­per­or. “We must look else­where for de­liv­er­ance, then. Kiau Sun, stand forth and try your means.”

				Upon this in­vit­a­tion Sun ap­peared from the tent in which he had awaited the sum­mons and ad­vanced to the edge of the mul­ti­tude. With no ap­pear­ance of fear or con­cern, he stood be­fore them, and bend­ing his en­er­gies to the great task im­posed upon him, he struck the hol­low duck so me­lodi­ously that the note of ex­pect­ancy vi­brated in­to the farthest con­fines of the crowd. Then mod­u­lat­ing his voice in uni­son Kiau Sun began to chant.

				At first the nar­ra­tion was of times le­gendary, when dragons and demons moved about the earth in more palp­able forms than they usu­ally main­tain today. A great mist over­spread the Em­pire and men’s minds were va­por­ous, nor was their pur­pose keen. Later, deit­ies and well-dis­posed Forces began to ex­er­cise their powers. The mist was turned in­to a be­ne­vol­ent sys­tem of rivers and canals, and iron, rice and the silk­worm then ap­peared. Next, her­oes and cham­pi­ons, whose names have been pre­served, arose. They fought the gi­ants and an era of lit­er­at­ure and peace­ful tran­quil­lity set in. After this there was the Great In­va­sion from the north, but the people ral­lied and by means of a war last­ing five years, five moons and five days the land was freed again. This pre­faced the Golden Age when chess was in­ven­ted, prin­ted books first made and the Ex­am­in­a­tion Sys­tem be­gun.

				So far Kiau Sun had only sung of things that men knew dimly through a web of time, but the melody of his voice and the valours of the deeds he told had held their minds. Now he began skil­fully to in­ter­twine among the nar­ra­tion scenes and do­ings that were near to all—of the com­ing of Spring across the moun­tains that sur­round the cap­it­al; sun­rise on the great la­goon, with the splash of oars and the cor­mor­ants in flight; the ap­pear­ance of the blos­som in the peach orch­ards; the Fest­iv­al of Boats and of Lan­terns, their daily task, and the re­ward each saw bey­ond. Fi­nally he spoke quite def­in­itely of the homes await­ing their re­turn, the mul­berry-tree about the gate, the fire then burn­ing on the hearth, the pic­tures on the walls, the an­ces­tral tab­lets, and the voices call­ing each. And as he spoke and made an end of speak­ing the people began si­lently to melt away, un­til none re­mained but Kiau, Wong Pao and the Em­per­or and his band.

				“Kiau Sun,” said the dis­crim­in­at­ing N’ang Wei, “in memory of this day the of­fice of Chanter of Con­grat­u­lat­ory Odes in the Palace ce­re­mo­ni­al is con­ferred on you, to­geth­er with the title ‘Leaf-crowned’ and the yearly al­low­ance of five hun­dred taels and a jar of rice wine. And Wong Pao,” he ad­ded thought­fully—“Wong Pao shall be per­mit­ted to en­dow the post—also in memory of this day.”

			
		
	
		
			
				V

				The Timely In­ter­ven­tion of the Man­dar­in Shan Tien’s Lucky Day

			
			When Kai Lung at length reached the shut­ter, after the delay caused by Li-loe’s in­op­por­tune pres­ence, he found that Hwa-mei was already stand­ing there be­neath the wall.

			“Alas!” he ex­claimed, in an ex­cess of self-re­proach, “is it pos­sible that I have failed to greet your ar­riv­ing foot­steps? Hear the de­grad­ing cause of my—”

			“For­bear,” in­ter­rup­ted the maid­en, with a mag­nan­im­ous ges­ture of the hand that was not en­gaged in be­stow­ing a gift of fruit. “There is a time to scat­ter flowers and a time to pre­pare the soil. To­mor­row a fur­ther tri­al awaits you, for which we must con­spire.”

			“I am in your large and all-em­bra­cing grasp,” replied Kai Lung. “Pro­ceed to spread your golden coun­sel.”

			“The im­plac­able Ming-shu has de­lib­er­ated with him­self, and deem­ing it un­likely that you should a third time al­lure the ima­gin­a­tion of the Man­dar­in Shan Tien by your art, he has ordered that you are again to be the first led out to judg­ment. On this oc­ca­sion, how­ever, he has pre­pared a cloud of wit­nesses who will, once they are giv­en a voice, quickly over­whelm you in a flood of calumny.”

			“Even a sil­ver trum­pet may not pre­vail above a score of brazen horns,” con­fessed the storyteller doubt­fully. “Would it not be well to en­gage an even lar­ger com­pany who will out­last the first?”

			“The ef­fete Ming-shu has hired all there are,” replied Hwa-mei, with a curb­ing glance. “Nev­er­the­less, do not des­pair. At a con­veni­ent hour a trusty hand will let fall a skin of wine at their as­sem­bling place. Their testi­mony, should any ar­rive, will en­tail some con­flict.”

			“I bow be­fore the prac­tic­al many-sided­ness of your mind, en­chant­ing one,” mur­mured Kai Lung, in deep-felt ad­mir­a­tion.

			“To­mor­row, be­ing the first of the Month of Gath­er­ing-in, will be one of Shan Tien’s lucky days,” con­tin­ued the maid­en, her look ac­know­ledging the fit­ness of the com­pli­ment, but at the same time in­dic­at­ing that the mo­ment was not a suit­able one to pur­sue the de­tail fur­ther. “After hold­ing court the Man­dar­in will ac­cord­ingly pro­ceed to haz­ard his ac­cus­tomed stake upon the chances of cer­tain of the com­pet­it­ors in the ap­proach­ing ex­am­in­a­tions. His mind will thus be alertly watch­ful for a guid­ing omen. The rest should lie with­in your per­suas­ive tongue.”

			“The story of Lao Ting—” began Kai Lung.

			“Enough,” replied Hwa-mei, listen­ing to a dis­tant sound. “Already has this one strayed bey­ond her ap­poin­ted lim­it. May your vir­tu­ous cause pre­vail!”

			With this aus­pi­cious mes­sage the maid­en fled, leav­ing Kai Lung more than ever re­solved to con­duct the en­ter­prise in a man­ner worthy of her high re­gard.

			On the fol­low­ing day, at the ap­poin­ted hour, Kai Lung was again led be­fore the Man­dar­in Shan Tien. To the alert yet down­cast gaze of the former per­son it seemed as if the usu­ally in­scrut­able ex­pres­sion of that high of­fi­cial was not wholly stern as it moved in his dir­ec­tion. Ming-shu, on the con­trary, dis­closed all his vo­ra­cious teeth without re­straint.

			“Call­ing him­self Kai Lung,” began the de­test­able ac­cuser, in a voice even more re­puls­ive than its wont, “and claim­ing—”

			“The name has a some­what fa­mil­i­ar echo,” in­ter­rup­ted the Foun­tain of Justice, with a gen­i­al in­terest in what was go­ing on, rare in one of his ex­al­ted rank. “Have we not seen the ill-con­di­tioned thing be­fore?”

			“He has tasted of your un­ut­ter­able clem­ency in the past,” replied Ming-shu, “this be­ing by no means his first ap­pear­ance thus. Claim­ing to be a storyteller—”

			“What,” de­man­ded the en­lightened law­giver with leis­urely pre­ci­sion, “is a storyteller, and how is he defined?”

			“A storyteller, Ex­cel­lence,” replied the in­scriber of his spoken word, with the con­cise man­ner of one who is not en­tirely grate­ful to an­oth­er, “is one who tells stor­ies. Hav­ing on—”

			“The pro­fes­sion must be widely spread,” re­marked the gra­cious ad­min­is­trat­or thought­fully. “All those who sup­plic­ate in this very av­er­age court prac­tise it to a more or less de­gree.”

			“The pris­on­er,” con­tin­ued the in­suf­fer­able Ming-shu, so lost to true re­fine­ment that he did not even re­lax his dig­nity at a re­mark handed down as grav­ity-re­mov­ing from times im­me­mori­al, “has already been charged and made his plea. It only re­mains, there­fore, to call the wit­nesses and to con­demn him.”

			“The usu­al band ap­pears to be more re­tir­ing than their cus­tom is,” ob­served Shan Tien, look­ing around. “Their lack of punc­tu­al re­spect does not en­large our sym­pathy to­wards their cause.”

			“They are all hard-striv­ing per­sons of stu­di­ous or com­mer­cial habits,” replied Ming-shu, “and have doubt­less be­come im­mersed in their vari­ous traffics.”

			“Should the im­mer­sion re­ferred to prove to be so deep—”

			“A speedy mes­sen­ger has already gone, but his re­turn­ing foot­steps tarry,” urged Ming-shu anxiously. “In this ex­tremity, Ex­cel­lence, I will my­self—”

			“High Ex­cel­lence,” ap­pealed Kai Lung, as soon as Ming-shu’s de­part­ing san­dals were ob­scured to view, “out of the mag­nan­im­ous con­des­cen­sion of your un­worldly heart hear an ad­ded plea. Taught by the in­of­fens­ive ex­ample of that Lao Ting whose suc­cess in the lit­er­ary com­pet­i­tions was brought about by a con­junc­tion of mi­ra­cu­lous omens—”

			“Ar­rest the stream of your ac­know­ledged oratory for a single breath­ing-space,” com­manded the Man­dar­in dis­pas­sion­ately, yet at the same time un­os­ten­ta­tiously study­ing a list that lay with­in his sleeve. “What was the aus­pi­cious name of the one of whom you spoke?”

			“Lao Ting, ex­al­ted; to whom at vari­ous peri­ods were sub­joined those of Li, Tzu, Sun, Chu, Wang and Chin.”

			“As­suredly. Your pray­er for a fuller hear­ing will reach our le­ni­ent ears. In the mean­while, in or­der to prove that the ex­ample upon which you base your claim is a worthy one, pro­ceed to nar­rate so much of the story of Lao Ting as bears upon the means of his suc­cess.”

			
				The Story of Lao Ting and the Luminous Insect

				It is of Lao Ting that the say­ing has aris­en, “He who can grasp Op­por­tun­ity as she slips by does not need a lucky dream.”

				So far, how­ever, Lao Ting may be judged to have had neither op­por­tun­it­ies nor lucky dreams. He was one of stu­di­ous nature and from an early age had de­voted him­self to a ven­er­a­tion of the Clas­sics. Yet with that ab­sence of foresight on the part of the provid­ing deit­ies (for this, of course, took place dur­ing an earli­er, and prob­ably usurp­ing, dyn­asty), which then fre­quently res­ul­ted in the un­worthy and il­lit­er­ate prosper­ing, his sleeve was so empty that at times it seemed al­most im­possible for him to con­tin­ue in his high am­bi­tion.

				As the date of the ex­am­in­a­tions drew near, Lao Ting’s ef­forts in­creased, and he grudged every mo­ment spent away from books. His few avail­able cash scarcely sat­is­fied his ever-mov­ing brush, and his sleeve grew so light that it seemed as though it might be­come a bal­loon and carry him in­to the Up­per Air; for, as the Wis­dom has it, “A well-filled purse is a trusty earth an­chor.” On food he spent even less, but the in­ab­il­ity to pro­cure light after the sun had with­drawn his be­ne­vol­ence from the nar­row street in which he lived was an ever-present shad­ow across his hopes. On this ex­tremity he pa­tiently and with noise­less skill bored a hole through the wall in­to the house of a wealthy neigh­bour, and by this in­of­fens­ive stratagem he was able to dis­tin­guish the im­per­ish­able writ­ings of the Sages far in­to the night. Soon, how­ever, the gross hearted per­son in ques­tion dis­covered the device, ow­ing to the sym­met­ric­al breath­ing of Lao Ting, and ap­ply­ing him­self to the open­ing un­per­ceived, he sud­denly blew a jet of wa­ter through and af­ter­wards nailed in a wooden skew­er. This he did be­cause he him­self was also en­ter­ing for the com­pet­i­tions, though he did not really fear Lao Ting.

				Thus denied, Lao Ting sought oth­er means to con­tin­ue his study, if for only a few minutes longer daily, and it be­came his cus­tom to leave his ill-equipped room when it grew dusk and to walk in­to the out­er ways, al­ways with his face to­wards the west, so that he might pro­long the be­ne­fit of the great lu­minary to the last pos­sible mo­ment. When the time of no-light def­in­itely ar­rived he would climb up in­to one of the high places to await the first beam of the great sky-lan­tern, and also in the reas­on­able be­lief that the near­er he got to it the more power­ful would be its light.

				It was upon such an oc­ca­sion that Lao Ting first be­came aware of the en­tran­cing pres­ence of Chun Hoa-mi, and al­though he plainly re­cog­nized from the out­set that the grace­ful de­term­in­a­tion with which she led a wa­ter-buf­falo across the land­scape by means of a slender cord at­tached to its nose was not con­du­cive to his tak­ing a high place in the com­pet­i­tions, he soon found that he was un­able to with­draw him­self from fre­quent­ing the spot at the same hour on each suc­ceed­ing day. Presently, how­ever, he de­cided that his pre­vi­ous mis­giv­ing was in­ac­cur­ate, as her ex­ist­ence in­spired him with an all-con­quer­ing de­term­in­a­tion to out­dis­tance every oth­er can­did­ate in so marked a man­ner that his name would at once be­come fam­ous through­out the province, to at­tain high of­fice without delay, to lead a vic­tori­ous army against the en­croach­ing bar­bar­i­an foe and thus to save the Em­pire in a mo­ment of emer­gency, to ac­quire vast riches (in a not clearly defined man­ner), to be­come the in­tim­ate coun­sel­lor of the grate­ful Em­per­or, and fi­nally to re­ceive posthum­ous hon­ours of unique dis­tinc­tion, the har­mo­ni­ous per­son­al­ity of Hoa-mi be­ing in­ex­tric­ably en­twined among these achieve­ments.

				At oth­er times, how­ever, he be­came sub­ject to a fu­ner­eal con­vic­tion that he would fail dis­cred­it­ably in the ex­am­in­a­tions to an ac­com­pani­ment of the ri­dicule and con­tempt of all who knew him, that he would nev­er suc­ceed in ac­quir­ing suf­fi­cient brass cash to en­sure a mea­gre susten­ance even for him­self, and that he would prob­ably end his lower ex­ist­ence by ig­no­mini­ous de­cap­it­a­tion, so that his pale and hungry ghost would be un­able to find its way from place to place and be com­pelled to re­main on the same spot through all etern­ity. Yet so quickly did these two widely di­ver­ging vis­tas al­tern­ate in Lao Ting’s mind that on many oc­ca­sions he was un­der the in­flu­ence of both presen­ti­ments at the same time.

				It will thus be seen that Lao Ting was be­com­ing in­volved in emo­tions of a many-sided hue, by which his whole fu­ture would in­ev­it­ably be af­fected, when an event took place which greatly ten­ded to re­store his tran­quil­lity of mind. He was, at the usu­al hour, lurk­ing un­seen on the path of Hoa-mi’s ap­proach when the wa­ter-buf­falo, with the per­versity of its kind, sud­denly with­drew it­self from the ami­able con­trol of its at­tend­ant’s re­strain­ing hand and pre­cip­it­ated its res­ist­less foot­steps to­wards the long grass in which Lao Ting lay con­cealed. Re­cog­niz­ing that a de­cis­ive mo­ment in the maid­en’s es­teem lay be­fore him, the lat­ter, in spite of an in­cap­able doubt as to the habits and man­ner of be­ha­viour of creatures of this part, set out res­ol­utely to sub­due it. … At a later peri­od, by cling­ing ten­a­ciously to its tail, he un­doubtedly im­peded its pro­gress, and thereby en­abled Hoa-mi to greet him as one who had a claim upon her grat­it­ude.

				“The per­son who has per­formed this slight ser­vice is Ting, of the out­cast line of Lao,” said the stu­dent with an ad­mir­ing bow in spite of a be­numb­ing pain that in­volved all his lower at­trib­utes. “Hav­ing as yet achieved noth­ing, the world lies be­fore him.”

				“She who speaks is Hoa-mi, her fath­er’s house be­ing Chun,” replied the maid­en agree­ably. “In ad­di­tion to the er­rat­ic but now re­pent­ant an­im­al that has thus, as it were, brought us with­in the same nar­row com­pass, he pos­sesses a wooden plough, two wheel­bar­rows, a red bow with threescore ar­rows, and a rice-field, and is there­fore a per­son of some con­sequence.”

				“True,” agreed Lao Ting, “though per­haps the dig­nity is less im­pos­ing than might be ima­gined in the eye of one who, by means of suc­cess­ive ex­am­in­a­tions, may ul­ti­mately be­come the Right hand of the Em­per­or.”

				“Is the con­tin­gency an im­pend­ing one?” in­quired Hoa-mi, with po­lite in­terest.

				“So far,” ad­mit­ted Lao Ting, “it is more in the nature of a vis­ion. There are, of ne­ces­sity, many tri­als, and few can reach the ul­ti­mate end. Yet even the Yangtze-ki­ang has a source.”

				“Of your un­swerving tenacity this per­son has already been wit­ness,” said the maid­en, with a glance of re­fined en­cour­age­ment.

				“Your words are more in­spir­ing than the ex­ample of the aged wo­man of Shang-li to the stu­dent Tsung,” de­clared Lao Ting grate­fully. “Un­less the Omens are asleep they should tend to the same aus­pi­cious end.”

				“The ex­act in­stance of the mo­ment es­capes my re­col­lec­tion.” Prob­ably Hoa-mi was by no means will­ing that one of stu­di­ous mind should as­so­ci­ate her ex­clus­ively with wa­ter-buf­fa­loes. “Is it re­lated in the Clas­sics?”

				“Pos­sibly, though in which ac­tu­al mas­ter­piece just now evades my grasp. The youth re­ferred to was on the point of abandon­ing a lit­er­ary ca­reer, ap­palled at the mag­nitude of the task be­fore him, when he en­countered an aged wo­man who was em­ployed in la­bor­i­ously rub­bing away the sur­face of an iron crow­bar on a block of stone. To his in­quiry she cheer­fully replied: ‘The one who is thus en­gaged re­quired a needle to com­plete a task. Be­ing un­able to pro­cure one she was about to give way to an ig­noble des­pair when chance put in­to her hands this bar, which only re­quires bring­ing down to the ne­ces­sary size.’ En­cour­aged by this painstak­ing ex­ample Tsung re­turned to his books and in due course be­came a high of­fi­cial.”

				“Doubt­less in the time of his prosper­ity he re­traced his foot­steps and lav­ishly re­war­ded the one to whom he was thus in­debted,” sug­ges­ted Hoa-mi grace­fully.

				“Doubt­less,” ad­mit­ted Lao Ting, “but the de­tail is not pur­sued to so re­mote an ex­tremity in the Clas­sic. The del­ic­ate poise of the ana­logy is what is chiefly dwelt upon, the sign for a needle har­mon­iz­ing with that for of­fi­cial, and there be­ing a sim­il­ar bal­ance between crow­bar and books.”

				“Your words are like a page writ­ten in ver­mil­ion ink,” ex­claimed Hoa-mi, with a side­way-ex­pressed ad­mir­a­tion.

				“Alas!” he de­clared, with con­scious hu­mil­ity, “my style is mea­gre and al­most wholly thread­bare. To rem­edy this, each day I strive to per­fect my­self in the cor­rect form­a­tion of five new writ­ten signs. When equipped with a know­ledge of every one there is I shall be com­pet­ent to write so strik­ing and ori­gin­al an es­say on any sub­ject that it will no longer be pos­sible to ex­clude my name from the list of of­fi­cial ap­point­ments.”

				“It will be a day of well-achieved tri­umph for the spir­its of your ex­pect­ant an­cest­ors,” said Hoa-mi sym­path­et­ic­ally.

				“It will also have a be­ne­fi­cial ef­fect on my own ma­ter­i­al pro­spects,” replied Lao Ting, with a com­mend­able de­sire to awaken im­ages of a more spe­cif­ic nature in the maid­en’s ima­gin­a­tion. “Where hitherto it has been dif­fi­cult to sup­port one, there will then be a lav­ish pro­fu­sion for two. The mo­ment the an­nounce­ment is made, my im­pa­tient feet will carry me to this spot. Can it be hoped—?”

				“It has long been this one’s fa­vour­ite re­sort also,” con­fessed Hoa-mi, with every ap­pear­ance of hav­ing ad­equately grasped Lao Ting’s de­sired in­fer­ence, “Yet to what num­ber do the writ­ten signs in ques­tion stretch?”

				“So highly fa­voured is our un­ap­proach­able lan­guage that the num­ber can only be faintly con­jec­tured. Some claim fivescore thou­sand dif­fer­ent writ­ten sym­bols; the least ex­act­ing agree to fourscore thou­sand.”

				“You are all-know­ing,” re­spon­ded the maid­en ab­sently. With her face in an op­pos­ing dir­ec­tion her lips moved rap­idly, as though she might be in the act of ad­dress­ing some pe­ti­tion to a Power. Yet it is to be doubted if this ac­cur­ately rep­res­ents the nature of her in­ner thoughts, for when she again turned to­wards Lao Ting the en­ga­ging frank­ness of her ex­pres­sion had im­per­cept­ibly de­vi­ated, as she con­tin­ued:

				“In about nine and forty years, then, O im­petu­ous one, our con­ver­ging foot­steps will doubt­less again en­counter upon this spot. In the mean­while, how­ever, this per­son’s await­ing fath­er is cer­tainly pre­par­ing some­thing against her tardy re­turn which the sign for a crow­bar would fit­tingly rep­res­ent.”

				Then ur­ging the wa­ter-buf­falo to in­creased ex­er­tion she fled, leav­ing Lao Ting a prey to emo­tions of a very dis­tin­guished in­tens­ity.

				In spite of the ad­mit­tedly rough-edged nature of Hoa-mi’s leave-tak­ing, Lao Ting re­traced his steps in an ex­al­ted frame of mind. He had spoken to the maid­en and heard her in­com­par­able voice. He now knew her name and the path lead­ing to her fath­er’s house. It only re­mained for him to win a po­s­i­tion worthy of her ac­cept­ance (if the Em­pire could of­fer such a thing), and their fu­ture hap­pi­ness might be re­garded as as­sured.

				Thus en­gaged, Lao Ting walked on, see­ing with­in his head the ar­rival of the bridal chair, par­tak­ing of the well-spread wed­ding feast, hear­ing the fe­li­cit­a­tions of the guests: “A hun­dred sons and a thou­sand grand­sons!” Some­thing white flut­ter­ing by the way­side re­called him to the real­it­ies of the day. He had reached the build­ings of the out­er city, and on a wall be­fore him a prin­ted no­tice was dis­played.

				It has already been set forth that the few sol­it­ary cash which from time to time fell in­to the stu­dent’s sleeve were barely suf­fi­cient to feed his thirsty brush with ink. For the ma­ter­i­al on which to write and to prac­tise the grace­ful curves es­sen­tial to a style he was driv­en to vari­ous un­worthy ex­pedi­ents. It had thus be­come his habit to lurk in the foot­steps of those who af­fix pub­lic pro­clam­a­tions in the ways and spaces of the city, and when they had passed on to re­move, as un­os­ten­ta­tiously as pos­sible, the more suit­able pro­nounce­ments and to carry them to his own abode. For this reas­on he re­garded every no­tice from a vary­ing angle, be­ing con­cerned less with what ap­peared upon it than with what did not ap­pear. Ac­cord­ingly he now crossed the way and en­deav­oured to se­cure the sheet that had at­trac­ted his at­ten­tion. In this he was un­suc­cess­ful, how­ever, for he could only de­tach a mea­gre frag­ment.

				When Lao Ting reached his un­in­vit­ing room the last pre­tence of day­light had faded. He re­cog­nized that he had lost many pre­cious mo­ments in Hoa-mi’s en­ga­ging so­ci­ety, and al­though he would will­ingly have lost many more, there was now a deep­er pang in his re­gret that he could not con­tin­ue his study fur­ther in­to the night. As this was im­possible, he drew his scanty night cov­er­ings around him and com­posed his mind for sleep, con­scious of an in­creas­ing rigour in the air; for, as he found when the morn­ing came, one who wished him well, passing in his ab­sence, had writ­ten a lucky say­ing on a stone and cast it through the pa­per win­dow.

				When Lao Ting awoke it was still night, but the room was no longer en­tirely devoid of light. As his cus­tom was, an open page lay on the floor be­side him, ready to be caught up eagerly with the first gleam of day; above this a faint but suf­fi­cient ra­di­ance now hung, en­abling him to read the writ­ten signs. At first the stu­dent re­garded the sur­round­ings with some awe, not doubt­ing that this was in the nature of a vis­it­a­tion, but presently he dis­covered that the light was provided by a liv­ing creature, winged but do­cile, which car­ried a glow­ing lustre in its tail. When he had read to the end, Lao Ting en­deav­oured to in­dic­ate by a sign that he wished to turn the page. To his de­light he found that the winged creature in­tel­li­gently grasped the re­quire­ment and at once trans­ferred its pres­ence to the re­quired spot. All through the night the youth eagerly read on, nor did this mi­ra­cu­lously en­dowed vis­it­or ever fail him. By dawn he had more than made up the time in which the ad­mir­a­tion of Hoa-mi had in­volved him. If such a state of things could be as­sured for the fu­ture, the vista would stretch like a sun­lit glade be­fore his feet.

				Early in the day he set out to vis­it an eld­erly monk, who lived in a cave on the moun­tain above. Be­fore he went, how­ever, he did not fail to pro­cure a vari­ety of leaves and herbs, and to dis­play them about the room in or­der to in­dic­ate to his un­as­sum­ing com­pan­ion that he had a con­tin­ued in­terest in his wel­fare. The ven­er­able her­mit re­ceived him hos­pit­ably, and after in­vit­ing him to sit upon the floor and to par­take of such food as he had brought with him, listened at­tent­ively to his story.

				“Your fear that in this mani­fest­a­tion you may be the sport of a ma­li­cious Force, con­spir­ing to some secret ill, is merely su­per­sti­tion,” re­marked Tzu-lu when Lao Ting had reached an end. “Al­though creatures such as you de­scribe are un­known in this province, they un­doubtedly ex­ist in out­er bar­bar­i­an lands, as do apes with the tails of pea­cocks, ducks with their bones out­side their skins, be­ings whose pale green eyes can dis­cov­er the pre­cious hid­den things of the earth, and men with a hole through their chests so that they re­quire no chair to carry them, but are trans­posed from spot to spot by means of poles.”

				“Your mind is widely opened, es­teemed,” replied Lao Ting re­spect­fully. “Yet the omen must surely tend to­wards a def­in­ite course?”

				“Be guided by the ma­ture philo­sophy of the res­ol­ute Heng-ki, who, after an un­for­tu­nate augury, ex­claimed to his des­pond­ing war­ri­ors: ‘Do your best and let the Omens do their worst!’ What has happened is as clear as the iri­des­cence of a dragon’s eye. In the past you have lent a sum of money to a friend who has thereupon passed in­to the Up­per Air, leav­ing you un­re­quited.”

				“A friend re­ceiv­ing a sum of money from this per­son would have every ex­cuse for passing away sud­denly.”

				“Or,” con­tin­ued the ac­com­mod­at­ing re­cluse, “you have in some oth­er way placed so for­mid­able an ob­lig­a­tion upon one now in the Bey­ond that his dis­turbed spir­it can no longer en­dure the bur­den. For this reas­on it has taken the form of a lu­min­ous in­sect, and has thus re­turned to earth in or­der that it may as­sist you and thereby dis­charge the debt.”

				“The ex­plan­a­tion is a con­vin­cing one,” replied Lao Ting. “Might it not have been more sat­is­fact­ory in the end, how­ever, if the gra­cious per­son in ques­tion had clothed him­self with the at­trib­utes of the ex­amin­ing chan­cel­lor or some high man­dar­in, so that he could have up­held my cause in any ex­tremity?”

				Without ac­tu­ally smil­ing, a form of en­ter­tain­ment that was con­trary to his strict vow, the pat­ri­arch­al an­chor­ite moved his fea­tures some­what at the youth’s in­no­cence.

				“Do not for­get that it is writ­ten: ‘Though you set a mon­key on horse­back yet will his hands and feet re­main hairy,’ ” he re­marked. “The one whose con­duct we are dis­cuss­ing may well be aware of his own de­fi­cien­cies, and know that if he ad­op­ted such a course a hu­mi­li­at­ing ex­pos­ure would await him. Do not have any fear for the fu­ture, how­ever: thus pro­tec­ted, this per­son is in­spired to proph­esy that you will cer­tainly take a high place in the ex­am­in­a­tions. … In­deed,” he ad­ded thought­fully, “it might be prudent to ven­ture a string of cash upon your lucky num­ber.”

				With this aus­pi­cious leave-tak­ing Tzu-lu dis­missed him, and Lao Ting re­turned to the city greatly re­freshed in spir­it by the en­counter. In­stead of re­tir­ing to his home he con­tin­ued in­to the more reput­able ways bey­ond, it then be­ing about the hour at which the af­fix­ers of of­fi­cial no­tices were wont to dis­play their en­er­gies.

				So it chanced in­deed, but walk­ing with his feet off the ground, ow­ing to the ob­li­ging sol­it­ary’s en­cour­age­ment, Lao Ting for­got his usu­al cau­tion, and came sud­denly in­to the midst of a band of these men at an angle of the paths.

				“Hon­our­able greet­ings,” he ex­claimed, feel­ing that if he passed them by un­regarded his pur­pose might be sus­pec­ted. “Have you eaten your rice?”

				“How is your warmth and cold?” they replied cour­teously. “Yet why do you ar­rest your dig­ni­fied foot­steps to con­verse with out­casts so il­lit­er­ate as ourselves?”

				“The reas­on,” ad­mit­ted Lao Ting frankly, “need not be bur­ied in a well. Had I avoided the en­counter you might have said among yourselves: ‘Here is one who shuns our gaze. This, per­chance, is he who of late has lurked with­in the shad­ow of our backs to bear away our la­bour.’ Not to cre­ate this un­worthy sus­pi­cion I freely came among you, for, as the An­cient Wis­dom says: ‘Do not ad­just your san­dals while passing through a mel­on-field, nor yet ar­range your hat be­neath an or­ange-tree.’ ”

				“Yet,” said the lead­er of the band, “we were wait­ing thus in ex­pect­a­tion of the one whom you de­scribe. The in­cred­ible leper who rules our go­ings has, even at this hour and not­with­stand­ing that now is the ap­poin­ted day and time for the gath­er­ing to­geth­er of the Har­mo­ni­ous Con­stel­la­tion of Paste Ap­pli­ers and Long Brush Wield­ers, thrust with­in our hands a double task.”

				“May bats de­file his An­ces­tral Tab­lets and goats propag­ate with­in his neg­lected tomb!” chanted the band in uni­son. “May the sinews of his hams snap sud­denly in mo­ments of achieve­ment! May the prin­ciples of his warmth and cold nev­er be prop­erly ad­jus­ted but—”

				“Thus po­si­tioned,” con­tin­ued the lead­er, in­dic­at­ing by a ges­ture that while he agreed with these sen­ti­ments the mo­ment was not op­por­tune for their full re­cit­al, “we await. If he who lurks in our past draws near he will doubt­less ac­cept from our hands that which he will as­suredly pos­sess be­hind our backs. Thus mu­tu­al help will light­en the toil of all.”

				“The one whom you re­quire dwells be­neath my scanty roof,” said the youth. “He is now, how­ever, ab­sent on a secret mis­sion. En­trust to me the bur­den of your har­ass­ment and I will an­swer, by the sanc­tity of the Four-eyed Im­age, that it shall reach his speedy hand.”

				When Lao Ting gained his own room, bowed down but re­joicing be­neath the weight of his un­ex­pec­ted for­tune, his eyes were gladdened by the soft light that hung about his books. Al­though it was not yet dark, the ra­di­ance of the glow seemed great­er than be­fore. Go­ing to the spot the de­lighted stu­dent saw that in place of one there were now four, the grate­ful in­sect hav­ing mean­while summoned oth­ers to his cause. All these stood in an ex­pect­ant at­ti­tude await­ing his con­trol, so that through the night he plied an un­tir­ing brush and leapt on­ward in the garden of simil­it­udes.

				From this time for­ward Lao Ting could not fail to be aware that the faces of those whom he fa­mil­iarly en­countered were changed to­wards him. Men greeted him as one worthy of their con­sid­er­a­tion, and he even heard his name spoken of re­spect­fully in the so­ci­ety of learned strangers. More than once he found gar­lands of flowers hung upon his out­er door, har­mo­ni­ous mes­sages, and—once—a gift of food. In­cred­ible as it seemed to him it had come to be freely ad­mit­ted that the un­known schol­ar Lao Ting would take a very high place in the forth­com­ing com­pet­i­tion, and those who were alert and watch­ful did not hes­it­ate to place him first. To this gen­er­al feel­ing a vari­ety of portents had con­trib­uted. Doubt­less the be­gin­ning was the sig­ni­fic­ant fact, known to the few at first, that the mir­acle-work­ing Tzu-lu had staked his in­ner gar­ment on Lao Ting’s suc­cess. Bril­liant lights were seen through­out the night to be mov­ing in the mea­gre dwell­ing (for the four ef­fic­a­cious creatures had by this time greatly ad­ded to their num­bers), and the one with­in was cred­ited with be­ing as­sisted by the Forces. It is well said that that which passes out of one mouth passes in­to a hun­dred ears, and be­fore dawn had be­come dusk all the early and as­tute were fol­low­ing the in­spired her­mit’s ex­ample. They who con­duc­ted the lot­ter­ies, be­com­ing sud­denly aware of the bur­den of the haz­ard they in­curred, there­at de­clared that upon the ven­ture of Lao Ting’s suc­cess there must be set two taels in re­turn for one. Whereupon the de­sire of those who had re­frained waxed lar­ger than be­fore, and thus the omens grew.

				When the days that re­mained be­fore the open­ing of the tri­al could be coun­ted on the fin­gers of one hand, there came, at a cer­tain hour, a sum­mons on the out­er door of Lao Ting’s house, and in re­sponse to his spoken in­vit­a­tion there entered one, Sheng-yin, a com­pet­it­or.

				“Lao Ting,” said this per­son, when they had ex­changed form­al­it­ies, “in spite of the flat­ter­ing at­ten­tions of the shal­low”—he here threw upon the floor a gar­land which he had con­veyed from off Lao Ting’s door—“it is ex­ceed­ingly un­likely that at the first at­tempt your name will be among those of the chosen, and the pos­sib­il­ity of it head­ing the list may be dis­missed as vap­id.”

				“Your ex­per­i­ence is deep and wide,” replied Lao Ting, the cir­cum­stance that Sheng-yin had already tried and failed three and thirty times adding an edge to the words; “yet if it is writ­ten it is writ­ten.”

				“Doubt­less,” re­tor­ted Sheng-yin no less cap­ably; “but it will nev­er be set to mu­sic. Now, un­til your in­con­sid­er­ate activ­it­ies pre­vailed, this per­son was con­fid­ently greeted as the one who would be first.”

				“The names of Wang-san and Yin Ho were not un­known to the ex­pect­ant,” sug­ges­ted Lao Ting mildly.

				“The mind of Wang-san is only com­par­able with a wastepa­per bas­ket,” ex­claimed the vis­it­or harshly; “and Yin Ho is in real­ity as dull as split ebony. But in your case, un­for­tu­nately, there is noth­ing to go on, and, un­likely though it be, it is just pos­sible that this per­son’s well-ar­ranged am­bi­tions may thereby be brought to a bar­ren end. For that reas­on he is here to dis­cuss this mat­ter as between vir­tu­ous friends.”

				“Let your aus­pi­cious mouth be widely opened,” replied Lao Ting guardedly. “My ears will not re­frain.”

				“Is there not, per­chance, some ven­er­able re­l­at­ive in a dis­tant part of the province whose fail­ing eyes crave, at this junc­ture, to rest upon your whole­some fea­tures be­fore he passes Up­wards?”

				“As­suredly some such in­op­por­tune per­son might be forth­com­ing,” ad­mit­ted Lao Ting. “Yet the cost of so for­mid­able a jour­ney would be far bey­ond this ne­ces­sit­ous one’s means.”

				“In so char­it­able a cause af­flu­ent friends would not be lack­ing. De­part on the third day and re­main un­til the ninth and twenty taels of sil­ver will glide im­per­cept­ibly in­to your await­ing sleeve.”

				“The pro­spect of not tak­ing the fore­most place in the com­pet­i­tion—ad­ded to the pangs of those who have haz­arded their store upon the un­worthy name of Lao—is an ig­noble one,” replied the stu­dent, after a mo­ment’s thought. “The jour­ney will be a costly task at this sea­son of the rains; it can­not pos­sibly be ac­com­plished for less than fifty taels.”

				“It is well said, ‘Do not look at rob­bers shar­ing out their spoil: look at them be­ing ex­ecuted,’ ” urged Sheng-yin. “Should you be so ill-destined as to com­pete, and, as would cer­tainly be the case, be awar­ded a po­s­i­tion of con­tempt, how un­en­dur­able would be your an­guish when, amidst the ex­ec­ra­tions of the de­luded mob, you re­membered that thirty taels of the purest had slipped from your ef­fete grasp.”

				“Should the Bridge of the Camel Back be pass­able, five and forty might suf­fice,” mused Lao Ting to him­self.

				“Thirty-sev­en taels, five hun­dred cash, are the ut­most that your ob­li­ging friends would haz­ard in the quest,” an­nounced Sheng-yin def­in­itely. “On the day fol­low­ing that of the fi­nal com­pet­i­tion the sum will be hon­our­ably—”

				“By no means,” in­ter­rup­ted the oth­er, with un­swerving firm­ness. “How thus is the jour­ney to be de­frayed? In ad­vance, as­suredly.”

				“The re­quire­ment is un­usu­al. Yet upon sat­is­fact­ory oaths be­ing offered—”

				“This per­son will pledge the re­pose of the spir­its of his ven­er­ated an­cest­ors prac­tic­ally back to pre­his­tor­ic times,” agreed Lao Ting read­ily. “From the third to the ninth day he will be ab­sent from the city and will take no part in any­thing therein. Should he eat his words, may his body be suf­foc­ated be­neath five cart­loads of books and his weary ghost chained to that of a lep­rous mule. It is spoken.”

				“Truly. But it may as well be writ­ten also.” With this ex­pres­sion of nar­row-minded sus­pi­cion Sheng-yin would have taken up one from a con­sid­er­able mass of pa­pers ly­ing near at hand, had not Lao Ting sud­denly re­strained him.

				“It shall be writ­ten with cla­ri­fied ink on pa­per of a spe­cial ex­cel­lence,” de­clared the stu­dent. “Take the brush, Seng-yin, and write. It al­most re­pays this per­son for the loss of a de­gree to be­hold the form­a­tion of signs so un­ap­proach­able as yours.”

				“Lao Ting,” replied the vis­it­or, paus­ing in his task, “you are oc­ca­sion­ally in­spired, but the weak­ness of your char­ac­ter res­ults in a lack of cau­tion. In this mat­ter, there­fore, be warned: ‘The cro­codile opens his jaws; the rat­trap closes his; keep yours shut.’ ”

				When Lao Ting re­turned after a scru­pu­lously ob­served six days of ab­sence he could not fail to be­come aware that the city was in an up­roar, and the evid­ence of this in­creased as he ap­proached the cheap and lightly es­teemed quarter in which those of lit­er­ary am­bi­tions found it con­veni­ent to reside. Re­mem­ber­ing Sheng-yin’s part­ing, he for­bore to draw at­ten­tion to him­self by ques­tion­ing any, but when he reached the door of his own dwell­ing he dis­covered the one of whom he was think­ing, stand­ing, as it were, between the posts.

				“Lao Ting,” ex­claimed Sheng-yin, without wait­ing to make any po­lite ref­er­ence to the former per­son’s food or con­di­tion, “in spite of this calam­ity you are doubt­less pre­pared to carry out the spir­it of your oath?”

				“Doubt­less,” replied Lao Ting af­fably. “Yet what is the nature of the calam­ity re­ferred to, and how does it af­fect the bur­den of my vow?”

				“Has not the tid­ing reached your ear? The ex­am­in­a­tions, alas! have been with­held for sev­en full days. Your jour­ney has been in vain!”

				“By no means!” de­clared the youth. “De­barred by your en­tice­ment from a lit­er­ary ca­reer this per­son turned his mind to oth­er aims, and has now gained a deep in­sight in­to the habits and be­ha­viour of wa­ter-buf­fa­loes.”

				“They who con­trol the com­pet­i­tions from the Cap­it­al,” con­tin­ued Sheng-yin, without even hear­ing the oth­er’s words, “when all had been ar­ranged, learned from the Chief As­tro­lo­ger (may sub­ter­ranean fires singe his ven­er­able mous­taches!) that a for­got­ten ob­scur­a­tion of the sun would take place on the open­ing day of the test. In the face of so for­mid­able a portent they ac­ted thus and thus.”

				“How then fares it that due warn­ing of the change was not set forth?”

				“The mat­ter is as long as The Wall and as deep as sev­en wells,” grumbled Sheng-yin, “and the Ho­ang-Ho in flood is limp­id by its side. Pro­clam­a­tions were sent forth, yet none ap­peared, and they en­trus­ted with their wide dis­pos­al have a dragon-story of a shin­ing lordly youth who ever fol­lowed in their steps. … Thus in a man­ner of ex­press­ing it, the spir­it—”

				“Sheng-yin,” said Lao Ting, with cour­teous firm­ness, yet so mov­ing the door so that while he passed in the former per­son re­mained out­side, “you have sought, at the ex­pendit­ure of thirty-sev­en taels five hun­dred cash, to de­flect Des­tiny from her ap­poin­ted line. The res­ult has been lam­ent­able to all—or nearly all—con­cerned. The law­less ef­fort must not be re­peated, for when heav­en it­self goes out of its way to set a cor­rect­ing omen in the sky, who dare dis­obey?”

				When the list and or­der of the com­pet­i­tion was pro­claimed, the name of Wang-san stood at the very head and that of Yin Ho was next. Lao Ting was the very last of those who were suc­cess­ful; Sheng-yin was the next, and was thus the first of those who were un­suc­cess­ful. It was as much as the youth had secretly dared to hope, and much bet­ter than he had gen­er­ally feared. In Sheng-yin’s case, how­ever, it was in­fin­itely worse than he had ever con­tem­plated. Re­gard­ing Lao Ting as the cause of his dis­grace he planned a sor­did re­venge. Wait­ing un­til night had fallen he sought the stu­dent’s door­step and there took a po­tent drug, lay­ing upon his ghost a strict in­junc­tion to de­vote it­self to haunt­ing and thwart­ing the am­bi­tions of the one who dwelt with­in. But even in this he was in­ept, for the pois­on was less speedy than he thought, and Lao Ting re­turned in time to con­vey him to an­oth­er door.

				On the strength of his de­gree Lao Ting found no dif­fi­culty in earn­ing a mea­gre com­pet­ence by in­struct­ing oth­ers who wished to fol­low in his foot­steps. He was also now free to com­pete for the next de­gree, where suc­cess would bring him high­er hon­our and a slightly less mea­gre com­pet­ence. In the mean­while he mar­ried Hoa-mi, be­ing able to dis­play thirty-sev­en taels and nearly five hun­dred cash to­wards that end. Ul­ti­mately he rose to a po­s­i­tion of re­mu­ner­at­ive ease, but it is un­der­stood that he at­tained this more by a habit of act­ing as the ne­ces­sit­ies of the mo­ment re­quired than by his lit­er­ary achieve­ments.

				Over the door of his coun­try res­id­ence in the days of his pro­fu­sion he caused the im­age of a lu­min­ous in­sect to be de­pic­ted, and he en­graved its semb­lance on his seal. He would also have ad­ded the pre­sent­ment of a wa­ter-buf­falo, but Hoa-mi deemed this in­ex­pedi­ent.

			
		
	
		
			
				VI

				The High-Minded Strategy of the Ami­able Hwa-Mei

			
			Warned by the mis­chance at­tend­ing his pre­vi­ous meet­ing with Hwa-mei, Kai Lung sought the walled en­clos­ure at the earli­est mo­ment of his per­mit­ted free­dom, and se­cret­ing him­self among the in­ter­la­cing growth he anxiously awaited the maid­en’s com­ing.

			Presently a move­ment in the trees without be­trayed a pres­ence, and the storyteller was on the point of dis­clos­ing him­self at the shut­ter when the ap­proach­ing one dis­played an un­fa­mil­i­ar out­line. In­stead of a maid­en of ex­cep­tion­al sym­metry and peach-like charm an eld­erly and de­formed hag drew near. As she might be hos­tile to his cause, Kai Lung deemed it prudent to re­main con­cealed; but in case she should prove to be an emis­sary from Hwa-mei seek­ing him, his pur­pose was to stand re­vealed. To com­bine these two at­ti­tudes un­til she should de­clare her­self was by no means an easy task, but she looked neither near nor far in scru­tiny un­til she stood, mum­bling and in­firm, be­neath the shut­ter.

			“It is well, min­strel,” she called aloud. “She whom you await bid me greet you with a sign.” At Kai Lung’s feet there fell a crim­son flower, grow­ing on a thorny stem. “What word shall I in turn bear back? Speak freely, for her mind is as my open hand.”

			“Tell me rather,” said Kai Lung, look­ing out, “how she fares and what averts her foot­steps?”

			“That will ap­pear in due time,” replied the aged one. “In the mean­while I have her mes­sage to de­clare. Three times foiled in his ma­lig­nant scheme the now ob­scene Ming-shu sets all the Ax­ioms at naught. Dis­trust­ing you and those about your path, it is his sin­is­ter in­ten­tion to call up for judg­ment Kai-moo, who lies with­in the wo­men’s cell bey­ond the Wa­ter Way.”

			“What is her crime and how will this avail him?”

			“Charged with the murder of her man by means of the supple splinter her con­dem­na­tion is as­sured. The pen­alty is piece­meal sli­cing, and in it are in­volved those of her dir­ect line, in the hu­mane ef­fort to erad­ic­ate so treach­er­ous a strain.”

			“That is but just,” agreed Kai Lung.

			“Truly. But on the slender lig­a­ment of a kindred name you will be joined with her in that end. Ming-shu will see to it that re­cords of your kin­ship are not lack­ing. Be­ing ac­cused of no crime on your own be­half there will be noth­ing for you to ap­pear against.”

			“It is writ­ten: ‘Even lep­rosy may be cured, but the enmity of an of­fi­cial un­der­ling can nev­er be dis­pelled,’ and the malice of the per­sist­ent Ming-shu cer­tainly points to the wis­dom of the verse. Is the per­son of Kai-moo known to you, and where is the pris­on-house you speak of?”

			To this the ven­er­able creature replied that the cell in ques­tion was in a dis­tant quarter of the city. Kai-moo, she con­tin­ued, might be re­garded as fash­ioned like her­self, be­ing de­formed in shape and re­pel­lent in ap­pear­ance. Fur­ther­more, she was of de­fi­cient un­der­stand­ing, these things aid­ing Ming-shu’s plan, as she would be dif­fi­cult to reach and im­possible to in­struct when reached.

			“The ex­tremity is al­most hope­less enough to be left to the ever-pro­tect­ing spir­its of one’s all-power­ful An­cest­ors,” de­clared Kai Lung at length. “Did she from whom you come fore­cast any con­fid­ence?”

			“She had some as­sur­ance in a cer­tain plan, which it is my mes­sage to de­clare to you.”

			“Her wis­dom is to be com­puted neither by a rule nor by a meas­ure. Say on.”

			“The keep­er of the wo­men’s pris­on-house lies with­in her hol­lowed hand, nor will sil­ver be want­ing to still any arising doubt. Wrapped in pris­on garb, and with her face dis­guised by art, she whose word I bear will come forth at the ap­poin­ted call and, tak­ing her place be­fore Shan Tien, will play a fic­ti­tious part.”

			“Alas! dot­ard,” in­ter­rup­ted Kai Lung im­pa­tiently, “it would be well if I spent my few re­main­ing hours in kow­tow­ing to the Powers whom I shall shortly meet. An aged and un­sightly hag! Know you not, O ven­er­able bat, that the smooth per­fec­tion of the one you serve would shine dazzling through a beaten mask of tempered steel? Her match­less hair, glos­si­er than a starling’s wing, floats like an au­tumn cloud. Her eyes strike fire from damp clay, or make the touch of vel­vet harsh and stub­born, ac­cord­ing to her sev­er­al moods. Peach-bloom held against her cheek with­ers in­cap­ably by com­par­is­on. Her feet, if in­deed she has such com­mon­place at­trib­utes at all, are smal­ler—”

			“Yet,” in­ter­rup­ted the hag, in a changed and quite me­lodi­ous voice, “if it is pos­sible to de­lude the ima­gin­a­tion of one whose long­ing eyes dwell so con­stantly on these thread­bare charms, what then will be the po­s­i­tion of the ob­tuse Ming-shu and the su­per­fi­cial Man­dar­in Shan Tien, burdened as they now are by out­side cares?”

			“There are times when the clas­sic­al per­fec­tion of our grace­ful tongue is strangely in­ad­equate to ex­press emo­tion,” con­fessed Kai Lung, col­our­ing deeply, as Hwa-mei stood re­vealed be­fore him. “It is truly said: ‘The in­genu­ity of a guile­less wo­man will un­der­mine nine moun­tains.’ You have cut off all the words of my mis­giv­ings.”

			“To that end have I wrought, for in this I also need your skill. Listen well and think deeply as I speak. Every­where the out­come of the strife grows more un­cer­tain day by day and no man really knows which side to fa­vour yet. In this emer­gency each plays a double part. While vis­ibly loy­al to the Im­per­i­al cause, the Man­dar­in Shan Tien fans the whis­per that in secret he up­holds the re­bel­li­ous ban­ners. Ming-shu now openly avers that if this and that are thus and thus the rising has justice in its ranks, while at the same time he has it put abroad that this is but a cloak the bet­ter to serve the state. Thus every man main­tains a double face in the hope that if the one side fails the oth­er will pre­serve him, and as a band all pledge to save (or if need be to be­tray) each oth­er.”

			“This is the more read­ily un­der­stood as it is the com­mon case on every like oc­ca­sion.”

			“Then doubt­less there are in­stances wait­ing on your lips. Teach me such a story whereby the hope of those who are thus swayed may be en­gaged and leave the rest to my ar­ran­ging hand.”

			On the fol­low­ing day at the ap­poin­ted hour a bent and for­bid­ding hag was brought be­fore Shan Tien, and the nature of her of­fence pro­claimed.

			“It is pos­sible to find an ex­cuse for al­most everything, re­gard­ing it from one angle or an­oth­er,” re­marked the Man­dar­in im­par­tially; “but the crime of des­troy­ing a hus­band—and by a means so un­pleas­antly in­sinu­at­ing—really seems to leave noth­ing to be said.”

			“Yet, im­per­ish­able, even a bad coin must have two sides,” replied the hag. “That I should be guilty and yet in­no­cent would be no more won­der­ful than the case of Weng Cho, who, when faced with the al­tern­at­ive of either de­fy­ing the Aven­ging So­ci­et­ies or of op­pos­ing fixed au­thor­ity found a way out of es­cap­ing both.”

			“That should be worth—that is to say, if you base your de­fence upon an ex­ist­ing case—”

			“Provid­ing the no­tori­ous thug Kai Lung is not thereby brought in,” sug­ges­ted the nar­row-minded Ming-shu, who equally de­sired to learn the stratagem in­volved.

			“Weng Cho was the only one con­cerned,” replied the an­cient ob­tusely—“he who es­caped the con­sequences. Is it per­mit­ted to this one to make clear her plea?”

			“If the fa­tigue is not more than your ven­er­able per­son­al­ity can reas­on­ably bear,” replied Shan Tien cour­teously.

			“To bear is the lot of every wo­man, be she young or old,” replied the one be­fore them. “I com­ply, om­ni­po­tence.”

			
				The Story of Weng Cho; or, the One Devoid of Name

				There was peach-blos­som in the orch­ards of Kien-fi, a blue sky above, and in the air much glad­ness; but in Wu Chi’s ya­men gloom hung like the her­ald of a thun­der­storm. At one end of a table in the ce­re­mo­ni­al hall sat Wu Chi, heav­i­ness upon his brow, de­ceit in his eyes, and a sour enmity about the lines of his mouth; at the oth­er end stood his son Weng, and between them, as it were, his whole life lay.

				Wu Chi was an of­fi­cial of some con­sequence and had two wives, as be­came him. His uni­on with the first had failed in its es­sen­tial pur­pose; there­fore he had taken an­oth­er to carry on the dir­ect line which alone could bring him con­tent­ment in this world and a reput­able ex­ist­ence in the next. This de­gree of hap­pi­ness was sup­plied by Weng’s moth­er, yet she must ever re­main but a “sec­ond­ary wife,” with no rights and a very in­sec­ure po­s­i­tion. In the heart of the chief wife smouldered a most bit­ter hatred, but the hour of her as­cend­ancy came, for after many years she also bore her lord a son. Thence­for­ward she was strong in her au­thor­ity; but Weng’s moth­er re­mained, for she was very beau­ti­ful, and des­pite all the arts of the oth­er wo­man Wu Chi could not be pre­vailed upon to dis­miss her. The easy solu­tion of this dif­fi­culty was that she soon died—the “white powder death” was the shrewd com­ment of the in­ner cham­bers of Kien-fi.

				Wu Chi put on no mourn­ing, cus­tom did not re­quire it; and now that the wo­man had Passed Bey­ond he saw no ne­ces­sity to hon­our her memory at the ex­pense of his own do­mest­ic peace. His wife donned her gay­est robes and made a feast. Weng alone stood apart, and in fu­ner­eal sack­cloth moved through the house like an ac­cus­ing ghost. Each day his fath­er met him with a frown, the wo­man whom alone he must re­gard as his moth­er with a mock­ing smile, but he passed them without any word of du­ti­ful and sub­missive greet­ing. The peri­od of all seemly mourn­ing ended—it touched that al­lot­ted to a leg­al par­ent; still Weng cast him­self down and made no pre­tence to hide his grief. His fath­er’s frown be­came a scowl, his moth­er’s smile framed a bit­ing word. A wise and ven­er­able friend who loved the youth took him aside one day and with many sym­path­et­ic words coun­selled re­straint.

				“For,” he said, “your con­duct, though af­fec­tion­ate to­wards the dead, may be urged by the ill-dis­posed as dis­respect­ful to­wards the liv­ing. If you have a deep­er end in view, strive to­wards it by a less open path.”

				“You are subtle and es­teemed in wis­dom,” replied Weng, “but neither of those vir­tues can re­store a broken jar. The way­side foun­tain must one day dry up at its source, but un­til then not even a moun­tain placed upon its mouth can pen back its secret stores. So is it with un­feigned grief.”

				“The ana­logy may be ex­act,” replied the aged friend, shak­ing his head, “but it is no less truly said: ‘The wise tor­toise keeps his pain in­side.’ Rest as­sured, on the dis­in­ter­ested ad­vice of one who has no great ex­per­i­ence of moun­tains and hid­den springs, but a lifelong know­ledge of Wu Chi and of his ami­able wife, that if you mourn too much you will have reas­on to mourn more.”

				His words were poin­ted to a sharp edge. At that mo­ment Wu Chi was be­ing con­fron­ted by his wife, who stood be­fore him in his in­ner cham­ber. “Who am I?” she ex­claimed vehe­mently, “that my au­thor­ity should be denied be­fore my very eyes? Am I in­deed Che of the house of Meng, whose an­cest­ors wore the Yel­low Scab­bard, or am I some name­less one? Or does my lord sleep, or has he fallen blind upon the side by which Weng ap­proaches?”

				“His heart is bad and his in­stincts per­ver­ted,” replied Wu Chi dully. “He ig­nores the rites, cus­tom, and the Em­per­or’s ex­ample, and sets at de­fi­ance all the prin­ciples of do­mest­ic gov­ern­ment. Do not fear that I shall not shortly call him to ac­count with a very heavy call.”

				“Do so, my lord,” said his wife darkly, “or many vali­ant cham­pi­ons of the House of Meng may press for­ward to make a cast of that same ac­count. To those of our an­cient line it would not seem a trivi­al thing that their daugh­ter should share her rights with a pur­chased slave.”

				“Peace, cocka­trice! the wo­man was well enough,” ex­claimed Wu Chi, with slow re­sent­ment. “But the mat­ter of this ob­stin­acy touches the dig­nity of my own au­thor­ity, and be­fore today has passed Weng shall bring up his foot­steps sud­denly be­fore a sol­id wall.”

				Ac­cord­ingly, when Weng re­turned at his usu­al hour he found his fath­er await­ing him with curbed im­pa­tience. That Wu Chi should sum­mon him in­to his pres­ence in the great hall was of it­self an omen that the mat­ter was one of mo­ment, but the pro­fu­sion of lights be­fore the An­ces­tral Tab­lets and the vari­ous sym­bols ar­ranged upon the table showed that the oc­ca­sion was to be re­garded as one in­volving ir­re­voc­able is­sues.

				“Weng Cho,” said his fath­er dis­pas­sion­ately, from his seat at the head of the table, “draw near, and first pledge the An­cient Ones whose spir­its hov­er above their Tab­lets in a ves­sel of wine.”

				“I am drink­ing af­flic­tion and move un­der the com­pact of a sol­emn vow,” replied Weng fix­edly, “there­fore I can­not do this; nor, as signs are giv­en me to de­clare, will the fore­run­ners of our line, who from their high places look down deep in­to the mind and meas­ure the heart with an im­par­tial rod, deem this an ac­tion of dis­respect to their il­lus­tri­ous shades.”

				“It is well to be a sharer of their coun­cils,” said Wu Chi, with poin­ted in­sin­cer­ity. “But,” he con­tin­ued, in the same tone, “for whom can Weng Cho of the House of Wu mourn? His fath­er is be­fore him in his wonted health; in the in­ner cham­ber his moth­er plies an un­fal­ter­ing needle; while from the Dragon Throne the su­preme Em­per­or still rules the world. Haply, how­ever, a thorn has pierced his little fin­ger, or does he per­chance be­wail the loss of a fa­vour­ite bird?”

				“That thorn has sunk deeply in­to his ex­ist­ence, and the memory of that loss still dims his eyes with bit­ter­ness,” replied Weng. “Bid the rain cease to fall when the clouds are heavy.”

				“The com­par­is­on is ill-chosen,” cried Whu Chi harshly. “Rather should the al­lu­sion be to the evil tend­ency of a self-willed branch which, in spite of the con­tinu­al wa­ter­ing of pre­cept and af­fec­tion, main­tains its per­ver­ted course, and must hence­forth either sub­mit to be bound down in­to an ap­poin­ted line, or be ut­terly cut off so that the tree may not suf­fer. Long and pa­tiently have I marked your foot­steps, Weng Cho, and they are de­vi­ous. This is not a single of­fence, but it is no light one. Ap­poin­ted by the Board of Ce­re­mony, ap­proved of by the Em­per­or, and ob­served in every loy­al and high-minded sub­ject are the de­tails of the rites and form­al­it­ies which alone serve to dis­tin­guish a people re­fined and hu­mane from those who are rude and bar­bar­ous. By set­ting these ob­serv­ances at de­fi­ance you in­sult their framers, act trait­or­ously to­wards your sov­er­eign, and as­sail the found­a­tions of your House; for your at­ti­tude is a dir­ect re­flec­tion upon oth­ers; and if you render such a trib­ute to one who is in­com­pet­ent to re­ceive it, how will you main­tain a seemly bal­ance when a great­er oc­ca­sion arises?”

				“When the earth that has nour­ished it grows cold the leaves of the branch fall—doubt­less the edicts of the Board re­ferred to hav­ing failed to reach their ears,” replied Weng bit­terly. “Revered fath­er, is it not per­mit­ted that I should now de­part? Be­hold I am stricken and out of place.”

				“You are evil and your heart is fat with pre­sump­tu­ous pride!” ex­claimed Wu Chi, re­leas­ing the cords of his hatred and an­ger so that they leapt out from his throat like the sud­den spring of a ti­ger from a cave. “Evil in birth, grown un­der an evil star and now come to a full ma­tur­ity. Go you shall, Weng Cho, and that on a straight jour­ney forth­with or else bend your knees with an ac­qui­es­cent face.” With these words he beat furi­ously on a gong, and sum­mon­ing the en­tire house­hold he com­manded that be­fore Weng should be placed a jar of wine and two glass ves­sels, and on the oth­er side a staff and a pair of san­dals. From an open shut­ter the face of the wo­man Che looked down in mock­ing tri­umph.

				The al­tern­at­ives thus presen­ted were simple and ir­re­voc­able. On the one hand Weng must put from him all fur­ther grief, ig­nore his vows, and join in mirth and feast; on the oth­er he must de­part, nev­er to re­turn, and be de­prived of every tie of kin­ship, re­lin­quish­ing an­ces­try, pos­ses­sions and name. It was a course severer than any­thing that Wu Chi had in­ten­ded when he sent for his son, but re­sent­ment had dis­tor­ted his eye­sight. It was a great­er test than Weng had an­ti­cip­ated, but his mind was clear, and his heart charged with fra­grant memor­ies of his loss. De­lib­er­ately but with si­lent dig­nity he poured the un­tasted wine upon the ground, drew his sword and touched the ves­sels lightly so that they broke, took from off his thumb the jade ring in­scribed with the sign of the House of Wu, and put­ting on the san­dals grasped the staff and pre­pared to leave the hall.

				“Weng Cho, for the last time spoken of as of the House of Wu, now ali­en­ated from that noble line, and hence­forth and forever an out­cast, you have made a choice and chosen as be­fits your re­bel­li­ous life. Between us stretches a bar­ri­er wider and deep­er than the Yel­low Sea, and through­out all fu­ture time no sign shall pass from that dis­tant shore to this. From every re­cord of our race your name shall be cut out; no men­tion of it shall pro­fane the Tab­lets, and both in this world and the next it shall be to us as though you have nev­er been. As I break this bowl so are all ties broken, as I quench this candle so are all memor­ies ex­tin­guished, and as, when you go, the space is filled with empty air, so shall it be.”

				“Ho, name­less stranger,” laughed the wo­man from above, “here is food and drink to bear you on your way”; and from the grille she threw a withered fig and spat.

				“The fruit is the cankered ef­fort of a bar­ren tree,” cast back Weng over his shoulder. “Look to your own off­spring, ba­silisk. It is giv­en me to speak.” Even as he spoke there was a great cry from the up­per part of the house, the sound of many feet and much tur­moil, but he went on his way without an­oth­er word.

				Thus it was that Weng Cho came to be cut off from the past. From his fath­er’s house he stepped out in­to the streets of Kien-fi a be­ing without a name, des­ti­tute, and suf­fer­ing the pangs of many keen emo­tions. Friends whom he en­countered he sa­luted dis­tantly, not de­sirous of shar­ing their af­fec­tion un­til they should have learned his state; but there was one who stood in his mind as re­moved above the pos­sib­il­ity of change, and to the sum­mer­house of Tiao’s home he there­fore turned his steps.

				Tiao was the daugh­ter of a minor of­fi­cial, an un­suc­cess­ful man of no par­tic­u­lar des­cent. He had many daugh­ters, and had en­cour­aged Weng’s af­fec­tion, with fre­quent pro­fes­sions that he re­garded only the youth’s vir­tu­ous life and dis­cern­ment, and would oth­er­wise have de­sired one not so highly placed. Tiao also had spoken of rice and con­tent­ment in a ruined pa­goda. Yet as she listened to Weng’s re­la­tion a new ex­pres­sion gradu­ally re­vealed it­self about her face, and when he had fin­ished many paces lay between them.

				“A break­er of sac­red cus­toms, a dis­obey­er of par­ents and an out­cast! How do you dis­close your­self!” she ex­claimed wildly. “What vile thing has pos­sessed you?”

				“One hitherto which now re­jects me,” replied Weng slowly. “I had thought that here alone I might find a fa­mil­i­ar greet­ing, but that also fails.”

				“What oth­er seemly course presents it­self?” de­man­ded the maid­en un­sym­path­et­ic­ally. “How de­grad­ing a po­s­i­tion might eas­ily be­come that of the one who linked her lot with yours if all fit and prop­er se­quences are to be re­versed! What meni­al one might sup­plant her not only in your af­fec­tions but also in your Rites! He had de­fied the Prin­ciples!” she ex­claimed, as her fath­er entered from be­hind a screen.

				“He has lost his in­her­it­ance,” muttered the little old man, eye­ing him con­temp­tu­ously. “Weng Cho,” he con­tin­ued aloud, “you have played a double part and crossed our step with only half your heart. Now the past is past and the fu­ture an un­writ­ten sheet.”

				“It shall be writ­ten in ver­mil­ion ink,” replied Weng, re­gain­ing an im­pass­ive dig­nity; “and upon that dark­er half of my heart can now be traced two ad­ded names.”

				He had no aim now, but in­stinct drove him to­wards the moun­tains, the re­treat of the lost and des­pair­ing. A three days’ jour­ney lay between. He went for­ward va­cantly, without food and without rest. A fall­ing leaf, as it is said, would have turned the bal­ance of his des­tiny, and at the way­side vil­lage of Li-yong so it chanced. The noi­some smell of burn­ing thatch stung his face as he ap­proached, and presently the ob­ject came in­to view. It was the bare cab­in of a needy wid­ow who had be­come in­volved in a law­suit through the ra­pa­city of a tax-gather­er. As she had the means neither to sat­is­fy the tax nor to dis­charge the dues, the power­ful Man­dar­in be­fore whom she had been called ordered all her pos­ses­sions to be seized, and that she should then be burned with­in her hut as a warn­ing to oth­ers. This was the act of justice be­ing car­ried out, and even as Weng heard the tale the Man­dar­in in ques­tion drew near, car­ried in his state chair to sat­is­fy his eyes that his au­thor­ity was scru­pu­lously main­tained. All those vil­la­gers who had not drawn off un­seen at once fell upon their faces, so that Weng alone re­mained stand­ing, doubt­ful what course to take.

				“Ill-nur­tured dog!” ex­claimed the Man­dar­in, step­ping up to him, “pros­trate your­self! Do you not know that I am of the Sap­phire But­ton, and have fivescore bow­men at my ya­men, ready to do my word?” And he struck the youth across the face with a jew­elled rod.

				“I have only one sword, but it is in my hand,” cried Weng, reck­less be­neath the blow, and draw­ing it he at one stroke cut down the Man­dar­in be­fore any could raise a hand. Then break­ing in the door of the hov­el he would have saved the wo­man, but it was too late, so he took the head and body and threw them in­to the fire, say­ing: “There, Man­dar­in, fol­low to se­cure justice. They shall not bear wit­ness against you Up There in your ab­sence.”

				The chair-car­ri­ers had fled in ter­ror, but the vil­la­gers mur­mured against Weng as he passed through them. “It was a small thing that one house and one per­son should be burned; now, through this, the whole vil­lage will as­suredly be con­sumed. He was a high of­fi­cial and vis­ited justice im­par­tially on us all. It was our af­fair, and you, who are a stranger, have done ill.”

				“I did you wrong, Man­dar­in,” said Weng, re­sum­ing his jour­ney; “you took me for one of them. I pass you the part­ing of the wo­man Che, bur­row­ers in the cow-heap called Li-yong.”

				“Oi-ye!” ex­claimed a voice be­hind, “but yon­der earth-beetles haply have not been struck off the Tab­lets and found that a maid­en with well-matched eyes can watch two ways at once, all of a morn­ing: and thereby death through red spec­tacles is not that same death through blue spec­tacles. Things in their ap­poin­ted places, noble com­pan­ion.”

				“Greet­ings, way­farer,” said Weng, stop­ping. “The path nar­rows some­what in­con­veni­ently here­about. Take hon­our­able pre­ced­ence.”

				“The nar­row­er the bet­ter to de­fend then,” replied the stranger good-hu­mouredly. “Whereto, also, two swords cut a lar­ger slice than one. Without doubt fivescore vali­ant bow­men will soon be a-ran­ging when they hear that the en­emy goes upon two feet, and then ill be­fall who knows not the passes.” As he spoke an ar­row, shot from a dis­tance, flew above their heads.

				“Why should you bear a part with me, and who are you who know these re­cent things?” de­man­ded Weng doubt­fully.

				“I am one of many, we be­ing a branch of that great spread­ing lo­tus the Tri­ad, though called by the tillers here around the League of Tomb-Haunters, be­cause we must be sought in secret places. The things I have spoken I know be­cause we have many ears, and in our care a whis­per passes from east to west and from north to south without a word be­ing spilled.”

				“And the price of your sword is that I should join the con­fed­er­acy?” asked Weng thought­fully.

				“I had set out to greet you be­fore the es­tim­able Man­dar­in who is now sa­lut­ing his an­cest­ors was so in­op­por­tune as to do so,” replied the emis­sary. “Yet it is not to be denied that we of­fer an ad­equate pro­tec­tion among each oth­er, while at the same time pun­ish­ing guilt and ad­min­is­ter­ing a rig­or­ous justice secretly.”

				“Lead me to your meet­ing-place, then,” said Weng de­term­inedly. “I have done with the out­er things.”

				The guide poin­ted to a rock, shaped like a lo­cust’s head, which marked the highest point of the steep moun­tain be­fore them. Soon the fer­tile low­lands ended and they passed bey­ond the lim­it of the in­hab­it­able re­gion. Still as­cend­ing they reached the Ti­ger’s High Re­treat, which defines the spot where even the an­im­al kind turn back and where wa­ter­courses cease to flow. Bey­ond this the most mea­gre in­dic­a­tion of ve­get­able susten­ance came to an end, and thence­for­ward their pas­sage was rendered more slow and la­bor­i­ous by fre­quent snowstorms, bar­ri­ers of ice, and sud­den tem­pests which strove to hurl them to de­struc­tion. Nev­er­the­less, by about the hour of mid­night they reached the rock shaped like a lo­cust’s head, which stood in the wild­est and most in­ac­cess­ible part of the moun­tain, and masked the en­trance to a strongly-guarded cave. Here Weng suffered him­self to be blind­folded, and be­ing led for­ward he was taken in­to the in­ner­most coun­cil. Closely ques­tioned, he pro­fessed a spon­tan­eous de­sire to be ad­mit­ted in­to their band, to join in their dangers and share their hon­ours; whereupon the oath was ad­min­istered to him, the pass­words and secret signs re­vealed, and he was bound from that time forth, un­der the bonds of a most pain­ful death and tor­ments in the af­ter­world, to sub­merge all pas­sions save those for the be­ne­fit of their com­munity, and to cher­ish no in­terests, wrongs or pos­ses­sions that did not af­fect them all alike.

				For the space of sev­en years Weng re­mained about the shad­ow of the moun­tain, car­ry­ing out, to­geth­er with the oth­er mem­bers of the band, the in­struc­tions which from time to time they re­ceived from the high­er circles of the So­ci­ety, as well as such acts of re­tributive justice as they them­selves de­term­ined upon, and in this quiet and un­os­ten­ta­tious man­ner main­tain­ing peace and greatly puri­fy­ing the en­tire province. In this pas­sion­less sub­ser­vi­ence to the prin­ciples of the Or­der none ex­ceeded him; yet at no time have men been for­bid­den to burn joss-sticks to the spir­it of the des­tinies, and who shall say?

				At the end of sev­en years the first breath from out of the past reached Weng (or Thang, as he had an­nounced him­self to be when cast out name­less). One day he was summoned be­fore the chief of their com­pany and a mis­sion laid upon him.

				“You have proved your­self to be cap­able and sin­cere in the past, and this mat­ter is one of del­ic­acy,” said the lead­er. “Fur­ther­more, it is re­por­ted that you know some­thing of the paths about Kien-fi?”

				“There is not a for­got­ten turn with­in those paths by which I might stumble in the dark,” replied Weng, striv­ing to sub­due his mind.

				“See that out of so poignant a memory no more for­mid­able bar­ri­er than a for­got­ten path arises,” said the lead­er, ob­serving him closely. “Know you, then a house bear­ing as a sign the fig­ure of a golden ibis?”

				“Truly; I have noted it,” replied Weng, chan­ging his po­s­i­tion, so that he now leaned against a rock. “There dwelt an old man of some lower of­fi­cial rank, who had no son but many daugh­ters.”

				“He has Passed, and one of those—Tiao by name,” said the oth­er, re­fer­ring to a parch­ment—“has schem­ingly driv­en out the rest and held the pat­ri­mony. Crafty and am­bi­tious, she has of late mar­ried a high of­fi­cial who has ever been hos­tile to ourselves. Out of a private enmity the wo­man seeks the lives of two who are un­der our most sol­emn pro­tec­tion, and now uses her hus­band’s wealth and in­flu­ence to that end. It is on him that the blow must fall, for men kill only men, and she, hav­ing no son, will then be dis­cred­ited and im­pot­ent.”

				“And con­cern­ing this of­fi­cial?” asked Weng.

				“It has not been thought prudent to speak of him by name,” replied the chief. “Stricken with a pain­ful but not dan­ger­ous mal­ady he has re­tired for a time to the health­i­er se­clu­sion of his wife’s house, and there he may be found. The wo­man you will know with cer­tainty by a cres­cent scar—above the right eye.”

				“Be­neath the eye,” cor­rec­ted Weng in­stantly.

				“As­suredly, be­neath: I mis­read the sign,” said the head, ap­pear­ing to con­sult the scroll. “Yet, out of a keen re­gard for your vir­tues, Thang, let me point a warn­ing that it is ant­ag­on­ist­ic to our strict rule to re­mem­ber these an­cient scars too well. Fur­ther, in ac­cord­ance with that same es­teem, do not stoop too closely nor too long to identi­fy the mark. By our pure and ex­act­ing stand­ard no high at­tain­ment in the past can jus­ti­fy de­fec­tion. The pains and pen­al­ties of fail­ure you well know.”

				“I bow, chief­tain,” replied Weng ac­qui­es­cently.

				“It is well,” said the chief. “Your strategy will be easy. To cure this lord’s dis­order a cel­eb­rated phys­i­cian is even now trav­el­ling from the Cap­it­al to­wards Kien-fi. A day’s jour­ney from that place he will en­counter obstacles and fall in­to the hands of those who will take away his robes and pa­pers. About the same place you will meet one with a bowl on the road­side who will hail you, say­ing, ‘Char­ity, out of your su­per­fluity, noble man­dar­in com­ing from the north!’ To him you will reply, ‘Do man­dar­ins garb thus and thus and go afoot? It is I who need a change of raiment and a chair; aye, by the token of the Lo­cust’s Head!’ He will then lead you to a place where you will find all ready and a suit­able chair with trusty bear­ers. The rest lies be­neath your grind­ing heel. Prosper­ity!”

				Weng pros­trated him­self and with­drew. The meet­ing by the way­side be­fell as he had re­ceived as­sur­ance—they who serve the Tri­ad do not stumble—and at the ap­poin­ted time he stood be­fore Tiao’s door and called for ad­mis­sion. He looked to the right and the left as one who ex­am­ines a new pro­spect, and among the aza­lea flowers the burn­ished roof of the sum­mer­house glittered in the sun.

				“Lucky omens at­tend your com­ing, be­ne­vol­ence,” said the chief at­tend­ant ob­sequiously; “for since he sent for you an un­pro­pi­tious plan­et has cast its in­flu­ence upon our mas­ter, so that his power lan­guishes.”

				“Its ma­lig­nity must be con­trolled,” said Weng, in a feigned voice, for he re­cog­nized the one be­fore him. “Does any watch?”

				“Not now,” replied the at­tend­ant; “for he has slept since these two hours. Would your gra­cious­ness have speech with the one of the in­ner cham­ber?”

				“In sea­son per­chance. First lead me to your lord’s side and then see that we are un­dis­turbed un­til I re­appear. It may be ex­pedi­ent to in­voke a power­ful charm without delay.”

				In an­oth­er minute Weng stood alone in the sick man’s room, between them no more bar­ri­er than the silk-hung cur­tains of the couch. He slid down his right hand and drew a keen-edged knife; about his left he looped the even more fatal cord; then ad­van­cing with a noise­less step he pulled back the drapery and looked down. It was the mo­ment for swift and si­lent ac­tion; noth­ing but hes­it­a­tion and delay could im­per­il him, yet in that su­preme mo­ment he stepped back, re­leased the cur­tain from his fal­ter­ing grasp and, suf­fer­ing the weapons to fall un­heeded to the floor, covered his face with his hands, for ly­ing be­fore him he had seen the out­stretched form, the hard con­temp­tu­ous fea­tures, of his fath­er.

				Yet most sol­emnly ali­en­ated from him in every de­gree. By Wu Chi’s own acts every tie of kin­ship had been ef­faced between them: the bowl had been broken, the taper blown out, empty air had filled his place. Wu Chi ac­know­ledged no memory of a son; he could claim no rev­er­ence as a fath­er. … Tiao’s hus­band. … Then he was doubly child­less. … The wo­man and her seed had withered, as he had proph­esied.

				On the one hand stood the So­ci­ety, power­ful enough to pro­tect him in every ex­tremity, yet hold­ing fail­ure as treas­on; most ter­rible and in­ex­or­able to­wards set dis­obedi­ence. His body might find a pain­less es­cape from their earthly tor­ments, but by his oaths his spir­it lay in their keep­ing to be pun­ished through all etern­ity.

				That he was no longer Wu Chi’s son, that he had no fath­er—this con­vic­tion had been strong enough to rule him in every con­tin­gency of life save this. By every law of men and deit­ies the ties between them had been dis­solved, and they stood as a man and man; yet the salt can nev­er be quite washed out of sea­wa­ter.

				For a time which ceased to be hours or minutes, but seemed as a frag­ment broken off etern­ity, he stood, mo­tion­less but most deeply racked. With an ef­fort he stooped to take the cord, and paused again; twice he would have seized the dag­ger, but doubt again pos­sessed him. From a dis­tant point of the house came the chant of a monk singing a pray­er and beat­ing upon a wooden drum. The rays of the sun fall­ing upon the gil­ded roof in the garden again caught his eyes; noth­ing else stirred.

				“These in their turn have settled great is­sues lightly,” thought Weng bit­terly. “Must I wait upon an omen?”

				“… sub­mit­ting one­self to puri­fy­ing scars,” droned the voice far off; “pro­pi­ti­at­ing if need be by even great­er self-in­flic­tions …”

				“It suf­fices,” said Weng dis­pas­sion­ately, and pick­ing up the knife he turned to leave the room.

				At the door he paused again, but not in an arising doubt. “I will leave a token for Tiao to wear as a jest,” was the im­age that had sprung from his new abase­ment, and tak­ing a sheet of parch­ment he quickly wrote there­on: “A wave has beat from that dis­tant shore to this, and now sinks in the un­known depths.”

				Again he stepped noise­lessly to the couch, drew the cur­tain and dropped the pa­per lightly on the form. As he did so his breath stopped; his fin­gers stiffened. Cau­tiously, on one knee, he listened in­tently, lightly touched the face; then reck­lessly tak­ing a hand he raised the arm and suffered it to fall again. No power re­strained it; no alert­ness of awaken­ing life came in­to the dull face. Wu Chi had already Passed Bey­ond.

			
		
	
		
			
				VII

				Not Con­cerned with Any Par­tic­u­lar At­trib­ute of Those Who Are In­volved

			
			Un­en­dur­able was the in­ter­ming­ling of hopes and fears with which Kai Lung sought the shut­ter on the next oc­ca­sion after the avow­al of Hwa-mei’s de­voted strategy. While re­peatedly as­sur­ing him­self that it would have been bet­ter to sub­mit to piece­meal sli­cing without a protest­ing word rather than that she should in­cur so for­mid­able a risk, he was com­pelled as of­ten to ad­mit that when once her mind had formed its im­age no ef­fort on his part would have held her back. Doubt­less Hwa-mei read­ily grasped the emo­tion that would pos­sess the one whose wel­fare was now her chief con­cern, for without wait­ing to gum her hair or to gild her lips she hastened to the spot be­neath the wall at the earli­est mo­ment that Kai Lung could be there.

			“Sev­en marble tomb­stones are lif­ted from off my chest!” ex­claimed the storyteller when he could greet her. “How did your sub­ter­fuge pro­ceed, and with what sat­is­fac­tion was the his­tory of Weng Cho re­ceived?”

			“That,” replied Hwa-mei mod­estly, “will provide the mat­ter for an au­tumn tale, when seated around a pine-cone fire. In the mean­while this pro­trac­ted or­deal takes an am­bigu­ous bend.”

			“To what fur­ther end does the ma­lig­nity of the ill-made Ming-shu now shape it­self? Should it en­tail a second per­il to your head—”

			“The one whom you so justly name fades for a mo­ment out of our con­cern. Burdened with a secret mis­sion he jour­neys to Hing-poo, nor does the Man­dar­in Shan Tien hold an­oth­er court un­til the day of his re­turn.”

			“That gives a breath­ing space of time to our am­bi­tions?”

			“So much is as­sured. Yet even in that a subtle danger lurks. Cer­tain con­tin­gen­cies have be­come in­volved in the re­cit­al of your ad­mit­tedly in­geni­ous stor­ies which the fu­ture un­fold­ing of events may not al­ways jus­ti­fy. For in­stance, the very spec­u­lat­ive Shan Tien, cast­ing his usu­al mod­er­ate lim­it to the skies, has ac­cep­ted the Lu­min­ous In­sect as a beck­on­ing omen, and im­mersed him­self deeply in the chances of every can­did­ate bear­ing the name of Lao, Ting, Li, Tzu, Sung, Chu, Wang or Chin. Should all these fail in­cap­ably at the tri­als a very un­dig­ni­fied peri­od in the Man­dar­in’s gen­er­al man­ner of ex­press­ing him­self may in­ter­vene.”

			“Had the time at the dis­pos­al of this per­son been suf­fi­ciently en­larged he would not have omit­ted the vari­ous max­ims arising from the tale,” ad­mit­ted Kai Lung, with a shad­ow of re­morse. “That suited to the need of a cred­u­lous and ill-bal­anced mind would doubt­less be the pro­verb: ‘He who be­lieves in gambling will live to sell his san­dals.’ It is re­gret­table if the well-in­tend­ing Man­dar­in took the wrong one. For­tu­nately an­oth­er moon will fade be­fore the res­ults are known—”

			“In the mean­time,” con­tin­ued the maid­en, in­dic­at­ing by a glance that what she had to re­late was more es­sen­tial to the re­quire­ments of the mo­ment than any­thing he was say­ing: “Shan Tien is by no means in­dis­posed to­wards your cause. Your un­as­sum­ing at­ti­tude and deep re­search have en­larged your wis­dom in his eyes. To­mor­row he will send for you to lean upon your well-stored mind.”

			“Is the emer­gency one for which any spe­cial pre­par­a­tion is re­quired?” ques­tioned Kai Lung.

			“That is the mes­sage of my warn­ing. Of late a com­pany of grate­ful friends has giv­en the Man­dar­in an in­laid coffin to mark the sense of their in­debted­ness, the crit­ic­al nature of the times ren­der­ing the gift pe­cu­li­arly ap­pro­pri­ate. Thus provided, Shan Tien has cast his eyes around to se­cure a buri­al robe worthy of the cas­ket. The mer­chants prof­fer many, each en­dowed with all the qual­it­ies, but mean­while doubts arise, and now Shan Tien would turn to you to learn what is the true and an­cient es­sen­tial of the gar­ment, and wherein its vir­tue should reside.”

			“The call will not find me in­ept,” replied Kai Lung. “The story of Wang Ho—”

			“It is enough,” ex­claimed the maid­en warn­ingly. “The time for wan­der­ing to­geth­er in the garden of the ima­gin­a­tion has not yet ar­rived. Ming-shu’s feet are on a jour­ney, it is true, but his eyes are doubt­less left be­hind. Un­til a like hour to­mor­row glad­dens our ex­pect­ant gaze, farewell!”

			On the fol­low­ing day, at about the stroke of the usu­al court, Li-loe ap­proached Kai Lung with a griev­ous look.

			“Alas, man­let,” he ex­claimed, “here is one dir­ect from the pres­ence of our high com­mand­er, re­quir­ing you against his thumb-signed bond. Go you must, and that alone, wheth­er it be for el­ev­a­tion on a tree or on a couch. Out of an in­sa­ti­able friend­ship this one would ac­com­pany you, were it pos­sible, equally to hold your hand if you are to die or hold your cup if you are to feast. Yet touch­ing that same cask of hid­den wine there is still time—”

			“Cease, moon­calf,” replied Kai Lung re­prov­ingly. “This is but an eddy on the sur­face of a mov­ing stream. It comes, it goes; and the wa­ters press on as be­fore.”

			Then Kai Lung, neither bound nor wear­ing the wooden block, was led in­to the pres­ence of Shan Tien, and al­lowed to seat him­self upon the floor as though he plied his daily trade.

			“Soon­er or later it will cer­tainly de­volve upon this per­son to con­demn you to a vi­ol­ent end,” re­marked the farsee­ing Man­dar­in re­as­sur­ingly. “In the en­su­ing in­ter­val, how­ever, there is no need for either of us to dwell upon what must be re­garded as an un­pleas­ant ne­ces­sity.”

			“Yet no crime has been com­mit­ted, be­ne­fi­cence,” Kai Lung ven­tured to protest; “nor in his at­ti­tude be­fore your vir­tu­ous self has this one been guilty of any act of dis­respect.”

			“You have shown your mind to be both wide and deep, and suit­ably lined,” de­clared Shan Tien, dex­ter­ously avoid­ing the weight­i­er part of the storyteller’s plea. “A ques­tion now arises as to the ef­fic­acy of em­broidered coffin cloths, and wherein their po­tent mer­it lies. Out of your well-stored memory de­clare your know­ledge of this sort, con­vey­ing the sol­id in­form­a­tion in your usu­al pal­at­able way.”

			“I bow, High Ex­cel­lence,” replied Kai Lung. “This con­cerns the story of Wang Ho.”

			
				The Story of Wang Ho and the Burial Robe

				There was a time when it did not oc­cur to any­one in this pure and en­lightened Em­pire to ques­tion the settled and ex­ist­ing or­der of af­fairs. It would have been well for the mer­chant Wang Ho had he lived in that happy era. But, in­deed, it is now no un­heard-of thing for an or­din­ary per­son to sug­gest that cus­toms which have been es­tab­lished for cen­tur­ies might with ad­vant­age be changed—a form of im­pi­ety which is in no de­gree re­moved from de­clar­ing one­self to be wiser or more pro­found than one’s an­cest­ors! Scarcely more seemly is this than ir­reg­u­lar­ity in main­tain­ing the Tab­lets or ob­serving the Rites; and how nar­row is the space di­vid­ing these de­lin­quen­cies from the ac­tu­al crimes of over­turn­ing im­ages, coun­selling re­bel­lion, join­ing in in­sur­rec­tion and re­sort­ing to in­dis­crim­in­ate pir­acy and blood­shed.

				Cer­tainly the mer­chant Wang Ho would be a thou­sand taels wealth­i­er today if he had fully con­sidered this in ad­vance. Nor would Cheng Lin—but who at­tempts to eat an or­ange without first dis­pos­ing of the peel, or what man­ner of a dwell­ing could be erec­ted un­less an ad­equate found­a­tion be first provided?

				Wang Ho, then, let it be stated, was one who had early in life amassed a con­sid­er­able for­tune by ad­vising those whose in­ten­tion it was to haz­ard their earn­ings in the State Lot­ter­ies as to the num­bers that might be re­lied upon to be suc­cess­ful, or, if not ac­tu­ally suc­cess­ful, those at least that were not already pre­destined by ma­lign in­flu­ences to be ab­so­lutely in­cap­able of suc­cess. These chances Wang Ho at first fore­cast by means of dreams, portents and oth­er mani­fest­a­tions of an ad­mit­tedly su­per­nat­ur­al tend­ency, but as his name grew large and the num­ber of his cli­ents in­creased vastly, while his ca­pa­city for dream­ing re­mained the same, he found it no less ef­fect­ive to close his eyes and to be­come in­spired rap­idly of num­bers as they were thus re­vealed to him.

				Oc­ca­sion­ally Wang Ho was the re­cip­i­ent of an ap­pro­pri­ate bag of money from one who had profited by his ad­vice, but it was not his cus­tom to rely upon this con­tin­gency as a source of in­come, nor did he in any even­tu­al­ity re­turn the amount which had been agreed upon (and in­vari­ably de­pos­ited with him in ad­vance) as the re­ward of his in­spired ef­forts. To those who sought him in a con­ten­tious spir­it, in­quir­ing why he did not find it more prof­it­able to se­cure the prizes for him­self, Wang Ho replied that his en­ter­prise con­sisted in fore­cast­ing the win­ning num­bers for State Lot­ter­ies and not in solv­ing en­ig­mas, writ­ing de­prec­at­ory odes, com­pos­ing epi­taphs or con­duct­ing any of the oth­er nu­mer­ous oc­cu­pa­tions that could be men­tioned. As this plaus­ible eva­sion was ac­com­pan­ied by the cour­teous dis­play of the many weapons which he al­ways wore at dif­fer­ent con­veni­ent points of his at­tire, the in­cid­ent in­vari­ably ended in a man­ner sat­is­fact­ory to Wang Ho.

				Thus po­si­tioned Wang Ho prospered, and had in the course of years ac­quired a waist of hon­our­able pro­por­tions, when the un­rolling course of events in­flu­enced him to aban­don his luc­rat­ive en­ter­prise. It was not that he failed in any way to be­come as in­spired as be­fore; in­deed, with in­creas­ing prac­tice he at­tained a flu­ency that en­abled him to out­dis­tance every rival, so that on the oc­ca­sion of one lot­tery he af­ter­wards privately dis­covered that he had pre­dicted the suc­cess of every pos­sible com­bin­a­tion of num­bers, thus en­abling those who fol­lowed his ad­vice (as he did not fail to an­nounce in in­scrip­tions of ver­mil­ion as­sur­ance) to se­cure—among them—every vari­ety of prize offered.

				But, about this time, the chief wife of Wang Ho hav­ing been greeted with ami­able con­des­cen­sion by the chief wife of a high of­fi­cial of the Province, and there­from in an al­most equal man­ner by the wives of even high­er of­fi­cials, the one in ques­tion began to aban­don her­self to a more rap­idly out­lined man­ner of ex­ist­ence than formerly, and to in­volve Wang Ho in a like at­ti­tude, so that presently this ill-con­sid­er­ing mer­chant, who but a short time be­fore would have un­hes­it­at­ingly cast him­self bod­ily to earth on the ap­proach of a city ma­gis­trate, now ac­quired the habit of al­lud­ing to man­dar­ins in cas­u­al con­ver­sa­tion by names of af­fec­tion­ate ab­bre­vi­ation. Also, be­ing ad­vised of the ex­pedi­ency by a voice speak­ing in an un­der­tone, he sought still fur­ther to ex­tend bey­ond him­self by suf­fer­ing his nails to grow long and ob­lit­er­at­ing his name from the pub­lic an­nounce­ments upon the city walls.

				In spite of this am­bi­tious sac­ri­fice Wang Ho could not en­tirely shed from his habit a propensity to as­so­ci­ate with those re­quir­ing ad­vice on mat­ters in­volving fin­an­cial trans­ac­tions. He could no longer con­duct en­ter­prises which en­tailed many cli­ents and the lav­ish dis­play of his name, but in the so­ci­ety of ne­ces­sit­ous per­sons who were re­lated to oth­ers of dis­tinc­tion he al­lowed it to be in­ferred that he was be­ne­vol­ently dis­posed and had a great­er suf­fi­ciency of taels than he could oth­er­wise make use of. He also in­volved him­self, for the be­ne­fit of those whom he es­teemed, in trans­ac­tions con­nec­ted with pieces of price­less jade, jars of wine of an es­pe­cially fra­grant char­ac­ter, and pic­tures of reput­able an­tiquity. In the writ­ten man­ner of these trans­ac­tions (for it is use­less to con­ceal the fact that Wang Ho was in­cap­able of tra­cing the char­ac­ters of his own name) he em­ployed a youth whom he nev­er suffered to ap­pear from bey­ond the back­ground. Cheng Lin is thus brought nat­ur­ally and un­ob­trus­ively in­to the nar­rat­ive.

				Had Cheng Lin come in­to the world when a fa­vour­ably dis­posed band of demons was in the as­cend­ant he would cer­tainly have mer­ited an earli­er and more em­bel­lished ap­pear­ance in this writ­ten chron­icle. So far, how­ever, noth­ing but omens of an ill-destined ob­scur­ity had be­set his ca­reer. For many years two am­bi­tions alone had con­tained his mind, both in­ex­tric­ably merged in­to one cur­rent and neither with any ap­pear­ance of ever flow­ing in­to its de­sired end. The first was to pass the ex­am­in­a­tion of the fourth de­gree of pro­fi­ciency in the great lit­er­ary com­pet­i­tions, and thereby qual­i­fy for a small of­fi­cial post where, in the course of a few years, he might reas­on­ably hope to be for­got­ten in all bey­ond the de­tail of be­ing al­lot­ted every third moon an un­os­ten­ta­tious ad­equacy of taels. This dis­tinc­tion Cheng Lin felt to be well with­in his power of at­tain­ment could he but set aside three un­in­ter­rup­ted years for study, but to do this would ne­ces­sit­ate the pos­ses­sion of some­thing like a thou­sand taels of sil­ver, and Lin might as well fix his eyes upon the great sky-lan­tern it­self.

				De­pend­ent on this, but in no great de­gree re­moved from it, was the hope of be­ing able to en­twine in­to that fu­ture the ac­tu­al­ity of Hsi Mean, a very de­sir­able maid­en whom it was Cheng Lin’s prac­tice to meet by chance on the river bank when his heav­ily-weighted du­ties for the day were over.

				To those who will nat­ur­ally ask why Cheng Lin, if really sin­cere in his de­term­in­a­tion, could not im­per­cept­ibly ac­quire even so large a sum as a thou­sand taels while in the house of the wealthy Wang Ho, im­mersed as the lat­ter per­son was with the pur­suit of the full face of high man­dar­ins and fur­ther em­bar­rassed by a pro­fuse il­lit­er­acy, it should be suf­fi­cient to ap­ply the warn­ing: “Be­ware of help­ing your­self to corn from the manger of the blind mule.”

				In spite of his pre­oc­cu­pa­tion Wang Ho nev­er suffered his mind to wander when sums of money were con­cerned, and his in­ab­il­ity to ex­press him­self by writ­ten signs only en­gendered in his alert brain an ever-present de­cision not to be en­trapped by their use. Fre­quently, Cheng Lin found small sums of money ly­ing in such a po­s­i­tion as to in­duce the be­lief that they had been for­got­ten, but upon ex­amin­ing them closely he in­vari­ably found upon them marks by which they could be re­cog­nized if the ne­ces­sity arose; he there­fore had no hes­it­a­tion in re­turn­ing them to Wang Ho with a seemly ref­er­ence to the ex­treme im­prob­ab­il­ity of the mer­chant ac­tu­ally leav­ing money thus un­guarded, and to the lack of re­spect which it showed to Cheng Lin him­self to ex­pect that a per­son of his in­teg­rity should be temp­ted by so in­sig­ni­fic­ant an amount. Wang Ho al­ways ad­mit­ted the justice of the re­proach, but he did not on any fu­ture oc­ca­sion ma­ter­i­ally in­crease the sum in ques­tion, so that it is to be doubted if his heart was sin­cere.

				It was on the even­ing of such an in­cid­ent that Lin walked with Mean by the side of the lo­tus-burdened Ho­ang-keng ex­press­ing him­self to the ef­fect that in­stead of lilies her hair was worthy to be bound up with pearls of a like size, and that be­neath her feet there should be spread a car­pet not of ver­dure, but of the finest Chang-hi silk, em­broidered with five-clawed dragons and oth­er em­blems of roy­al au­thor­ity, nor was Mean in any way dis­pleased by this in­dic­a­tion of ex­tra­vag­ant taste on her lov­er’s part, though she replied:

				“The only jew­els that this per­son de­sires are the en­dur­ing glances of pure af­fec­tion with which you, O my phoenix one, en­twined the lilies about her hair, and the only car­pet that she would crave would be the em­broidered design cre­ated by the four feet of the two per­sons who are now con­vers­ing to­geth­er forever hence­forth walk­ing in un­in­ter­rup­ted har­mony.”

				“Yet, alas!” ex­claimed Lin, “that en­chant­ing pos­sib­il­ity seems to be more re­motely po­si­tioned than ever. Again has the clay-souled Wang Ho, on the pre­text that he can no longer make his in and out taels meet, sought to di­min­ish the monthly in­ad­equacy of cash with which he re­wards this per­son’s con­scien­tious ser­vices.”

				“Un­doubtedly that opaque-eyed mer­chant will shortly meet a re­venge­ful fire-breath­ing vam­pire when walk­ing alone on the edge of a nar­row pre­cip­ice,” ex­claimed Mean sym­path­et­ic­ally. “Yet have you press­ingly laid the facts be­fore the spir­its of your dis­tin­guished an­cest­ors with a re­quest for their dir­ect in­ter­ven­tion?”

				“The ex­pedi­ent has not been neg­lected,” replied Lin, “and ap­pro­pri­ate sac­ri­fices have ac­com­pan­ied the re­quest. But even while in the form of an or­din­ary ex­ist­ence the ven­er­able ones in ques­tion were be­com­ing dis­tant in their powers of hear­ing, and doubt­less with in­creas­ing years the in­eptitude has grown. It would al­most seem that in the case of a per­son so ob­tuse as Wang Ho is, more dir­ect means would have to be em­ployed.”

				“It is well said,” as­sen­ted Mean, “that those who are un­moved by the threat of a vat of flam­ing sul­phur in the Bey­ond, rend the air if they chance to step on a burn­ing cinder here on earth.”

				“The sug­ges­tion is a timely one,” replied Lin. “Wang Ho’s weak spot lies between his hat and his san­dals. Only of late, feel­ing the nat­ur­al in­firm­it­ies of time press­ing about him, he has ex­pen­ded a thou­sand taels in the pur­chase of an elab­or­ate buri­al robe, which he wears on every fit oc­ca­sion, so that the ne­ces­sity for its ul­ti­mate use may con­tin­ue to be re­mote.”

				“A thou­sand taels!” re­peated Mean. “With that sum you could—”

				“As­suredly. The co­in­cid­ence may em­body some­thing in the nature of an omen fa­vour­able to ourselves. At the mo­ment, how­ever, this per­son has not any clear-cut per­cep­tion of how the be­ne­fit may be at­tained.”

				“The amount re­ferred to has already passed in­to the hands of the mer­chant in buri­al robes?”

				“Ir­re­voc­ably. In the de­tail of the trans­fer­ence of ac­tu­al sums of money Wang Ho walks hand in hand with him­self from door to door. The pieces of sil­ver are by this time be­neath the floor of Shen Heng’s in­ner cham­ber.”

				“Shen Heng?”

				“The mer­chant in silk and costly fab­rics, who lives be­neath the sign of the Golden Aba­cus. It was from him—”

				“Truly. It is for him that this per­son’s sis­ter Min works the finest em­broid­er­ies. Doubt­less this very robe—”

				“It is of blue silk edged with sand pearls in a line of three depths. Fe­li­cit­a­tions on long life and a list of the most ven­er­able per­sons of all times serve to re­mind the con­trolling deit­ies to what length hu­man en­dur­ance can pro­ceed if suit­ably en­cour­aged. These are de­signed in let­ters of threaded gold. In­feri­or spir­its are equally in­voked in char­ac­ters of sil­ver.”

				“The de­scrip­tion is sharp-poin­ted. It is upon this robe that the one re­ferred to has been cease­lessly en­gaged for sev­er­al moons. On ac­count of her nar­row span of years, no less than her nimble-join­ted dex­ter­ity, she is justly es­teemed among those whose wares are guar­an­teed to be per­meated with the spir­it of re­ju­ven­a­tion.”

				“Thereby en­abling the en­ter­pris­ing Shen Heng to im­pose a spe­cial de­tail in­to his ac­count: ‘For em­ploy­ing the ser­vices of one who will em­broid­er in­to the fab­ric of the robe the vi­tal prin­ciples of youth and long-life-to-come—an ad­ded fifty taels.’ Did she of your house be­ne­fit to a pro­por­tion­ate ex­tent?”

				Mean in­dic­ated a con­trary state of things by a grace­ful move­ment of her well-ar­ranged eye­brows.

				“Not only that,” she ad­ded, “but the sor­did-minded Shen Heng, on a vari­ety of pre­texts, has di­min­ished the sum Min was to re­ceive at the com­ple­tion of the work, un­til that which should have re­quired a full hand to grasp could be ef­fi­ciently covered by two at­ten­u­ated fin­gers. From this cause Min is vin­dict­ively in­clined to­wards him and, stead­fastly re­fus­ing to bend her feet in the dir­ec­tion of his work­shop, she has, between one mel­an­choly and an­oth­er, in­volved her­self in a dark dis­tem­per.”

				As Mean un­fol­ded the po­s­i­tion ly­ing between her sis­ter Min and the mer­chant Shen Heng, Lin grew thought­ful, and, al­though it was not his nature to ex­press the chan­ging de­grees of emo­tion by vary­ing the ap­pear­ance of his face, he did not con­ceal from Mean that her words had fastened them­selves upon his ima­gin­a­tion.

				“Let us rest here a while,” he sug­ges­ted presently. “That which you say, ad­ded to what I already know, may, un­der the guid­ance of a sin­cere mind, put a much more rain­bow-like out­look on our com­bined fu­ture than hitherto ap­peared prob­able.”

				So they com­posed them­selves about the bank of the river, while Lin ques­tioned her more closely as to those things of which she had spoken. Fi­nally, he laid cer­tain in­junc­tions upon her for her im­me­di­ate guid­ance. Then, it be­ing now the hour of middle light, they re­turned, Mean ac­com­pa­ny­ing her voice to the melody of stringed wood, as she re­lated songs of those who have passed through great en­dur­ances to a state of as­sured con­tent­ment. To Lin it seemed as though the city leapt for­ward to meet them, so nar­row was the space of time in­volved in reach­ing it.

				A few days later Wang Ho was en­gaged in the con­geni­al oc­cu­pa­tion of mark­ing a few pieces of brass cash be­fore se­cret­ing them where Cheng Lin must in­ev­it­ably dis­place them, when the per­son in ques­tion quietly stood be­fore him. Thereupon Wang Ho re­turned the money to his in­ner sleeve, in­eptly re­mark­ing that when the sun rose it was fu­tile to raise a lan­tern to the sky to guide the stars.

				“Rather is it said, ‘From three things cross the road to avoid: a fall­ing tree, your chief and second wives whis­per­ing in agree­ment, and a goat wear­ing a leo­pard’s tail,’ ” replied Lin, thus re­buk­ing Wang Ho, not only for his crafty in­ten­tion, but also as to the ob­tuse­ness of the pro­verb he had quoted. “Nev­er­the­less, O Wang Ho, I ap­proach you on a mat­ter of weighty con­sequence.”

				“To­mor­row ap­proaches,” replied the mer­chant evas­ively. “If it con­cerns the de­tail of the re­duc­tion of your monthly ad­equacy, my word has be­come un­bend­ing iron.”

				“It is writ­ten: ‘Cho Sing col­lec­ted feath­ers to make a gar­ment for his ca­nary when it began to moult,’ ” replied Lin ac­qui­es­cently. “The care of so in­sig­ni­fic­ant a per­son as my­self may safely be left to the Pro­tect­ing Forces, es­teemed. This mat­ter touches your own con­di­tion.”

				“In that case you can­not be too spe­cif­ic.” Wang Ho lowered him­self in­to a re­clin­ing couch, thereby in­dic­at­ing that the sub­ject was not one for hasty dis­missal, at the same time mo­tion­ing to Lin that he should sit upon the floor. “Doubt­less you have some re­mu­ner­at­ive form of en­ter­prise to sug­gest to me?”

				“Can a palsied fin­ger grasp a proffered coin? The mat­ter strikes more deeply at your very ex­ist­ence, hon­oured chief.”

				“Alas!” ex­claimed Wang Ho, un­able to re­tain the usu­al col­our of his ap­pear­ance, “the at­ten­tion of a de­voted ser­vant is some­what like To­hen-hi Yang’s spiked throne—it tor­ments those whom it sup­ports. How­ever, the word has been spoken—let the sen­tence be filled in.”

				“The full round­ness of your il­lus­tri­ous out­line is as a dis­play of col­oured lights to glad­den my com­mon­place vis­ion,” replied Lin sub­missively. “Ad­mit­tedly of late, how­ever, an ele­ment of damp­ness has in­terfered with the bril­liance of the dis­play.”

				“Speak clearly and re­gard­less of po­lite eva­sion,” com­manded Wang Ho. “My in­tern­al or­gans have for some time sus­pec­ted that hos­tile in­flu­ences were at work. For how long have you no­ticed this, as it may be ex­pressed, fall­ing off?”

				“My mind is as re­fined crys­tal be­fore your com­pel­ling glance,” ad­mit­ted Lin. “Ever since it has been your cus­tom to wear the fu­ner­al robe fash­ioned by Shen Heng has your noble shad­ow suffered erosion.”

				This an­swer, con­ver­ging as it did upon the doubts that had already as­sailed the mer­chant’s sat­is­fac­tion, con­vinced him of Cheng Lin’s dis­crim­in­a­tion, while it in­creased his own sus­pi­cion. He had for some little time found that after wear­ing the robe he in­vari­ably suffered pangs that could only be at­trib­uted to the in­flu­ence of ma­lign and ob­scure Be­ings. It is true that the oc­ca­sions of his wear­ing the robe were elab­or­ate and many-coursed feasts, when he and his guests had par­taken lav­ishly of birds’ nests, sharks’ fins, sea snails and oth­er vi­ands of a rich and glu­tin­ous nature. But if he could not both wear the fu­ner­al robe and par­take un­stint­ingly of well-spiced food, the har­mo­ni­ous re­la­tion of things was im­per­illed; and, as it was since the in­tro­duc­tion of the fu­ner­al robe in­to his habit that mat­ters had as­sumed a more poignant phase, it was clear that the in­flu­ence of the fu­ner­al robe was at the root of the trouble.

				“Yet,” pro­tested Wang Ho, “the Man­dar­in Ling-ni boasts that he has already lengthened the span of his nat­ur­al life sev­er­al years by such an ex­pedi­ent, and my friend the high of­fi­cial T’cheng as­serts that, while wear­ing a much less ex­pens­ive robe than mine, he feels the es­sence of an in­creased vi­tal­ity passing con­tinu­ously in­to his be­ing. Why, then, am I marked out for this in­flic­tion, Cheng Lin?”

				“Revered,” replied Lin, with en­ga­ging cand­our, “the in­con­veni­ences of liv­ing in a coun­try so densely pop­u­lated with demons, vam­pires, spir­its, ghouls, dragons, omens, forces and in­flu­ences, both good and bad, as our own un­ap­proach­ably fa­voured Em­pire is, can­not be evaded from one end of life to the oth­er. How much great­er is the dif­fi­culty when the pre­scribed forms for baff­ling the ill-dis­posed among the un­seen ap­pear to have been wrongly angled by those fram­ing the Rites!”

				Wang Ho made a ges­ture of des­pair. It con­veyed to Lin’s mind the wise re­mind­er of N’sy hing: “When one is in­quir­ing for a way to es­cape from an ad­van­cing ti­ger, flowers of speech as­sume the form of noi­some bind­weed.” He there­fore con­tin­ued:

				“Hitherto it has been as­sumed that for a fu­ner­al robe to ex­er­cise its most be­ne­fi­cial force it should be the work of a maid­en of im­ma­ture years, the as­sump­tion be­ing that, hav­ing a pro­longed peri­od of ex­ist­ence be­fore her, the in­flu­ence of longev­ity would pass through her fin­gers in­to the gar­ment and in turn for­ti­fy the wear­er.”

				“As­suredly,” agreed Wang Ho anxiously. “Thus was the ana­logy out­lined to me by one skilled in the devices, and the lo­gic of it seems un­as­sail­able.”

				“Yet,” ob­jec­ted Lin, with sym­path­et­ic con­cern in his voice, “how un­for­tu­nate must be the po­s­i­tion of a per­son in­volved in a robe that has been em­broidered by one who, in­stead of a long life, has been marked out by the Des­tinies for pre­ma­ture de­cay and an un­timely death! For in that case the in­flu­ence—”

				“Such in­stances,” in­ter­rup­ted Wang Ho, help­ing him­self pro­fusely to rice-spir­it from a jar near at hand, “must provid­en­tially be of rare oc­cur­rence?”

				“Es­teemed head,” replied Lin, help­ing Wang Ho to yet an­oth­er su­per­fluity of rice-spir­it, “there are mo­ments when it be­hoves each of us to main­tain an un­flac­cid out­line. Sus­pect­ing the true cause of your de­clin­ing ra­di­ance, I have, at an in­volved ex­pendit­ure of sev­en taels and three hand-counts of brash cash, pur­sued this mat­ter to its ul­ti­mate source. The robe in ques­tion owes its at­tain­ment to one Min, of the ob­scure house of Hsi, who re­cently ceased to have an ex­ist­ence while her years yet numbered short of a score. Not only was it the last work upon which she was en­gaged, but so closely were the two iden­ti­fied that her ab­rupt Passing Bey­ond must cer­tainly ex­er­cise a cor­res­pond­ing ef­fect upon any sub­sequent wear­er.”

				“Alas!” ex­claimed Wang Ho, feel­ing many of the symp­toms of con­ta­gion already mani­fest­ing them­selves about his body. “Was the in­flic­tion of a pain­less nature?”

				“As to wheth­er it was lep­rosy, the spot­ted plague, or acute de­moni­ac­al pos­ses­sion, the de­graded Shen Heng main­tains an un­worthy si­lence. In­deed, at the men­tion of Hsi Min’s name he wraps his gar­ment about his head and rolls upon the floor—from which the worst may be in­ferred. They of Min’s house, how­ever, are less cap­able of guile, and for an ad­equate con­sid­er­a­tion, while not deny­ing that Shen Heng has paid them to main­tain a stealthy si­lence, they freely ad­mit that the facts are as they have been stated.”

				“In that case, Shen Heng shall cer­tainly re­turn the thou­sand taels in ex­change for this dis­cred­it­able buri­al robe,” ex­claimed Wang Ho vin­dict­ively.

				“Ven­er­ated per­son­al­ity,” said Lin, with un­abated loy­alty, “the es­sen­tial part of the de­vel­op­ment is to safe­guard your own in­com­par­able be­ing against every danger. Shen Heng may be safely left to the aven­ging demons that are ever ly­ing in wait for the con­tempt­ible.”

				“The first part of your re­mark is in­spired,” agreed Wang Ho, his in­cap­able mind already be­gin­ning to as­sume a less fu­ner­eal fore­cast. “Pro­ceed, re­gard­less of all obstacles.”

				“Con­sider the out­come of pub­licly com­pel­ling Shen Heng to undo the trans­ac­tion, even if it could be leg­ally achieved! Word of the calam­ity would pass on heated breath, each suc­ceed­ing one be­com­ing more heav­ily em­broidered than the robe it­self. The ya­mens and palaces of your dis­tin­guished friends would echo with the once hon­oured name of Wang Ho, now as­so­ci­ated with every form of ma­lig­nant dis­tem­per and im­pend­ing fate. All would hasten to with­draw them­selves from the con­ta­gion of your over­hanging end.”

				“Am I, then,” de­man­ded Wang Ho, “to suf­fer the loss of a thou­sand taels and re­tain an in­ad­equate and de­test­able buri­al robe that will con­tin­ue to ex­er­cise its ma­lign in­flu­ence over my be­ing?”

				“By no means,” replied Lin con­fid­ently. “But be warned by the pre­cept: ‘Do not burn down your house in or­der to in­con­veni­ence even your chief wife’s moth­er.’ Soon­er or later a re­la­tion of Shen Heng’s will turn his steps to­wards your in­ner of­fice. You can then, without un­due ef­fort, im­pose on him the thou­sand taels that you have suffered loss from those of his house. In the mean­time a device must be sought for ex­chan­ging your dan­ger­ous but im­pos­ing-look­ing robe for one of proved ef­fi­ciency.”

				“It be­gins to as­sume a def­in­ite prob­lem in this per­son’s mind as to wheth­er such a buri­al robe ex­ists,” de­clared Wang Ho stub­bornly.

				“Yet it can­not be denied, when a re­li­able sys­tem is ad­op­ted in the fab­ric­a­tion,” pro­tested Lin. “For a score and five years the one to whom this per­son owes his be­ing has worn such a robe.”

				“To what age did your ven­er­ated fath­er at­tain?” in­quired the mer­chant, with cour­teous in­terest.

				“Fourscore years and three parts of yet an­oth­er score.”

				“And the robe in ques­tion even­tu­ally ac­com­pan­ied him when he Passed Bey­ond?”

				“Doubt­less it will. He is still wear­ing it,” replied Lin, as one who speaks of cas­u­al oc­cur­rences.

				“Is he, then, at so ad­vanced an age, in the state of an or­din­ary ex­ist­ence?”

				“As­suredly. For­ti­fied by the vir­tue em­an­at­ing from the gar­ment re­ferred to, it is his de­lib­er­ate in­ten­tion to con­tin­ue here for yet an­oth­er score of years at least.”

				“But if such robes are of so du­bi­ous a nature how can re­li­ance be placed on any one?”

				“Es­teemed,” replied Lin, “it is a mat­ter that has long been sus­pec­ted among the ob­ser­v­ant. Un­for­tu­nately, the Ruby But­tons of the past mis­takenly for­mu­lated that the es­sence of con­tinu­ous ex­ist­ence was im­par­ted to a buri­al robe through the hands of a young maid­en—hence so many de­plor­able ex­per­i­ences. The prop­er per­son to be so em­ployed is un­doubtedly one of ripe at­tain­ment, for only thereby can the claim to pos­sess the vi­tal prin­ciple be as­sured.”

				“Was the robe which has so ef­fect­ively sus­tained your mer­it­ori­ous fath­er thus con­struc­ted?” in­quired Wang Ho, in­vit­ing Lin to re­cline him­self upon a couch by a ges­ture as of one who dis­cov­ers for the first time that an hon­oured guest has been over­looked.

				“It is of an­cient make, and thereby in the un­dis­crim­in­at­ing eye per­haps some­what thread­bare; but to the desert-trav­el­ler all wells are spark­ling,” replied Lin. “A ven­er­able wo­man, in­spired of cer­tain ma­gic wis­dom, which she wove in­to the tex­ture, to the ex­clu­sion of the show­i­er qual­it­ies, de­signed it at the age of threescore years and three short of an­oth­er score. She was en­gaged upon its fab­ric­a­tion yet an­oth­er sev­en, and fi­nally Passed Up­wards at an at­tain­ment of three hun­dred and thirty-three years, three moons, and three days, thus con­form­ing to all the prin­ciples of al­lowed witch­craft.”

				“Cheng Lin,” said Wang Ho ami­ably, pour­ing out for the one whom he ad­dressed a full meas­ure of rice-spir­it, “the duty that an obed­i­ent son owes even to a grasp­ing and self-in­dul­gent fath­er has in the past been pressed to a too-con­spicu­ous front, at the ex­pense of the har­mo­ni­ous re­la­tion that should ex­ist between a com­fort­ably-po­si­tioned ser­vant and a gen­er­ous and broad-minded mas­ter. Now in the mat­ter of these two coffin cloths—”

				“My ears are widely opened to­wards your aus­pi­cious words, be­ne­vol­ence,” replied Lin.

				“You, Cheng Lin, are still too young to be con­cerned with the ques­tion of Passing Bey­ond; your im­per­ish­able fath­er is, one is com­pelled to say, already old enough to go. As re­gards both per­sons, there­fore, the as­sumed vir­tue of one buri­al robe above an­oth­er should be merely a mat­ter of spec­u­lat­ive in­terest. Now if some ar­range­ment should be sug­ges­ted, not un­prof­it­able to your­self, by which one robe might be im­per­cept­ibly sub­sti­tuted for an­oth­er—and, after all, one buri­al robe is very like an­oth­er—”

				“The pro­spect of de­ceiv­ing a trust­ful and ven­er­ated sire is so ig­noble that scarcely any ma­ter­i­al gain would be a fit­ting com­pens­a­tion—were it not for the fact that an im­pend­ing loss of vis­ion renders the de­cep­tion some­what easy to ac­com­plish. Pro­ceed, there­fore, mu­ni­fi­cence, to­wards a pre­cise state­ment of your open­han­ded prod­ig­al­ity.”

			
			

			In­des­crib­able was the bit­ter­ness of Shen Heng’s throat when Cheng Lin un­fol­ded his bur­den and re­vealed the Wang Ho thou­sand-tael buri­al robe, with an un­as­sum­ing re­quest for the re­turn of the pur­chase money, either in gold or hon­our­able pa­per, as the art­icle was found un­suit­able. Shen Heng shook the rafters of the Golden Aba­cus with in­dig­na­tion, and called upon his do­mest­ic demons, the spir­its of el­ev­en gen­er­a­tions of em­broid­er­ing an­cest­ors, and the il­lu­min­ated tab­lets con­tain­ing the High Code and Au­thor­ity of the Dis­tin­guished Broth­er­hood of Coffin Cloth and Buri­al Robe Makers in protest against so bar­bar­ous an in­nov­a­tion.

			Bow­ing re­peatedly and mod­estly ex­press­ing him­self to the ef­fect that it was in­cred­ible that he was not justly struck dead be­fore the sub­lime spec­tacle of Shen Heng’s vir­tu­ous in­dig­na­tion, Cheng Lin care­fully pro­duced the writ­ten lines of the agree­ment, gently dir­ect­ing the Dis­tin­guished Broth­er’s fire-kind­ling eyes to an in­dic­ated de­tail. It was a pro­vi­sion that the robe should be re­turned and the pur­chase money re­stored if the gar­ment was not all that was therein stip­u­lated: with his in­vari­able painstak­ing loy­alty Lin had in­sisted upon this safe­guard when he drew up the form, al­though, prob­ably from a dis­in­clin­a­tion to ex­tol his own ser­vices, he had omit­ted men­tion­ing the fact to Wang Ho in their re­cent con­ver­sa­tion.

			With de­prec­at­ing firm­ness Lin dir­ec­ted Shen Heng’s re­luct­ant eyes to an­oth­er line—the un­for­tu­nate ex­ac­tion of fifty taels in re­turn for the guar­an­tee that the robe should be per­meated with the spir­it of re­ju­ven­a­tion. As the un­doubted em­broider­er of the robe—one Min of the fam­ily of Hsi—had ad­mit­tedly Passed Bey­ond al­most with the last stitch, it was evid­ent that she could only have con­veyed by her touch an en­tirely con­trary em­an­a­tion. If, as Shen Heng nev­er ceased to de­clare, Min was still some­where alive, let her be pro­duced and a fit­ting token of re­con­cili­ation would be forth­com­ing; oth­er­wise, al­though with the acutest re­luct­ance, it would be ne­ces­sary to carry the claim to the court of the chief Dis­trict Man­dar­in, and (Cheng Lin trembled at the sac­ri­le­gious thought) it would be im­possible to con­ceal the fact that Shen Heng em­ployed per­sons of in­aus­pi­cious omen, and the high re­pute of coffin cloths from the Golden Aba­cus would be lost. The hint ar­res­ted Shen Heng’s fin­gers in the act of tear­ing out a hand­ful of his beau­ti­ful pig­tail. For the first time he no­ticed, with in­tense self-re­proach, that Lin was not re­clin­ing on a couch.

			The ami­able dis­cus­sion that fol­lowed, con­duc­ted with dis­crim­in­at­ing dig­nity by Shen Heng and con­scien­tious hu­mil­ity on the part of Cheng Lin, ex­ten­ded from one gong-stroke be­fore noon un­til close upon the time for the even­ing rice. The de­tails ar­rived at were that Shen Heng should de­liv­er to Lin eight-hun­dred and sev­enty-five taels against the re­turn of the robe. He would also press upon that per­son a silk purse with an onyx clasp, con­tain­ing twenty-five taels, as a de­lib­er­ate mark of his in­di­vidu­al ap­pre­ci­ation and quite apart from any­thing to do with the trans­ac­tion on hand. All sug­ges­tions of any­thing oth­er than the strict­est high-minded­ness were with­drawn from both sides. In or­der that the day should not be wholly des­ti­tute of sun­shine at the Golden Aba­cus, Lin de­clared his in­ten­tion of pur­chas­ing, at a price not ex­ceed­ing three taels and a half, the old­est and most un­at­tract­ive buri­al robe that the stock con­tained. So moved was Shen Heng by this del­ic­ate con­sid­er­a­tion that he re­fused to ac­cept more than two taels and three-quar­ters. Moreover, he ad­ded for Lin’s ac­cept­ance a small jar of crys­tal­lized limpets.

			To those short­sighted ones who pro­fess to dis­cov­er in the con­duct of Cheng Lin (now an of­fi­cial of the sev­en­teenth grade and draw­ing his quarterly suf­fi­ciency of taels in a dis­tant province) some­thing not ab­so­lutely hon­our­ably ar­ranged, it is only ne­ces­sary to dis­play the ul­ti­mate end as it af­fected those per­sons in any way con­nec­ted.

			Wang Ho thus ob­tained a buri­al robe in which he was able to re­pose ab­so­lute con­fid­ence. Doubt­less it would have sus­tained him to an ad­vanced age had he not com­mit­ted self-end­ing, in the or­din­ary way of busi­ness, a few years later.

			Shen Heng soon dis­posed of the re­turned gar­ment for two thou­sand taels to a per­son who had be­come pre­ma­turely wealthy ow­ing to the dis­tressed state of the Em­pire. In ad­di­tion he had sold, for more than two taels, a robe which he had no real ex­pect­a­tion of ever selling at all.

			Min, made wel­come at the house of Mean and Lin, re­moved with them to that dis­tant province. There she found that the re­mu­ner­a­tion for buri­al robe em­broid­ery was great­er than she had ever ob­tained be­fore. With the money thus amassed she was able to marry an of­fi­cial of noble rank.

			The fath­er of Cheng Lin had passed in­to the Up­per Air many years be­fore the in­cid­ents with which this re­lated nar­rat­ive con­cerns it­self. He is thus in no way af­fected. But Lin did not neg­lect, in the time of his prosper­ity, to trans­mit to him fre­quent sac­ri­fices of sea­son­able del­ic­acies suited to his con­di­tion.

		
	
		
			
				VIII

				The Timely Dis­pu­ta­tion Among Those of an In­ner Cham­ber of Yu-Ping

			
			For the space of three days Ming-shu re­mained ab­sent from Yu-ping, and the af­fec­tions of Kai Lung and Hwa-mei prospered. On the even­ing of the third day the maid­en stood be­neath the shut­ter with a more def­in­ite look, and Kai Lung un­der­stood that a fur­ther peri­od of un­worthy tri­al was now at hand.

			“Be­hold!” she ex­plained, “at dawn the cor­rupt Ming-shu will pass with­in our gates again, nor is it prudent to as­sume that his enmity has lessened.”

			“On the con­trary,” replied Kai Lung, “like that un­nat­ur­al rep­tile that lives on air, his malice will have grown upon the void­ness of its cause. As the wise Ling-kwang re­marks: ‘He who plants a vine­yard with one hand—’ ”

			“As­suredly, be­loved,” in­ter­posed Hwa-mei dex­ter­ously. “But our im­me­di­ate need is less to de­scribe Ming-shu’s hate in terms of clas­sic­al ana­logy than to find a po­tent means of baff­ling its venom.”

			“You are all-wise as usu­al,” con­fessed Kai Lung, with due hu­mil­ity. “I will re­strain my much too verb­ose tongue.”

			“The in­vad­ing Ban­ners from the north have for the mo­ment failed and those who drew swords in their cause are fly­ing to the hills. In Yu-ping, there­fore, loy­alty wears a fully round face and about the ya­men of Shan Tien men speak al­most in set terms. While these con­di­tions pre­vail, justice will con­tin­ue to be ad­min­istered pre­cisely as be­fore. We have thus noth­ing to hope in that dir­ec­tion.”

			“Yet in the ideal state of pur­ity aimed at by the il­lus­tri­ous founders of our race—” began Kai Lung, and ceased ab­ruptly, re­mem­ber­ing.

			“As it is, we are in the state of Tsin in the four­teenth of the heav­en-sent Ching,” re­tor­ted Hwa-mei cap­ably. “The in­sa­ti­able Ming-shu will con­tin­ue to seek your life, call­ing to his aid every de­graded sub­ter­fuge. When the nature of these can be learned some­what in ad­vance, as the means with­in my power have hitherto en­abled us to do, a trusty shield is raised in your de­fence.”

			Kai Lung would have spoken of the length and the breadth of his in­debted­ness, but she who stood be­low did not en­cour­age this.

			“Ming-shu’s ab­sence makes this plan fruit­less here today, and as a con­sequence he may sud­denly dis­close a subtle snare to which your feet must bend. In this emer­gency my strategy has been to­wards safe­guard­ing your ir­re­place­able life to­mor­row at all haz­ard. Should this avail, Ming-shu’s later schemes will present no baff­ling veil.”

			“Your vir­tu­ous little fin­ger is as strong as Ming-shu’s of­fens­ive thumb,” re­marked Kai Lung. “This per­son has no fear.”

			“Doubt­less,” ac­qui­esced Hwa-mei. “But she who has spun the thread knows the weak­ness of the net. Heed well to the end that no in­ept­ness may arise. Shan Tien of late ex­tols your art, claim­ing that in every cir­cum­stance you have a story fit­ted to the need.”

			“He meas­ures with a golden rule,” agreed Kai Lung. “Left to him­self, Shan Tien is a just, if su­per­fi­cial, judge.”

			The know­ledge of this boast, Hwa-mei con­tin­ued to re­late, had spread to the in­ner cham­bers of the ya­men, where the less­er ones vied with each oth­er in pro­claim­ing the mer­it of the cap­tive min­strel. Amid this eu­logy Hwa-mei moved craft­ily and played an in­si­di­ous part, un­til she who was their ap­poin­ted head was com­mit­ted to the claim. Then the maid­en raised a con­ten­tious voice.

			“Our lord’s trout were ever sal­mon,” she de­clared, “and lo! here is an­oth­er great and weighty fish! As­suredly no liv­ing man is thus and thus; or are the T’ang epi­cists re­turned to earth? Truly our noble one is eas­ily pleased—in many ways!” With these well-fit­ted words she fixed her eyes upon the coun­ten­ance of Shan Tien’s chief wife and waited.

			“The sun shines through his words and the moon ad­orns his ut­ter­ances,” replied the chief wife, with un­swerving loy­alty, though she ad­ded, no less suit­ably: “That one should please him eas­ily and an­oth­er therein fail, des­pite her cease­less ef­forts, is as the Des­tinies provide.”

			“You are all-see­ing,” ad­mit­ted Hwa-mei gen­er­ously; “nor is a locked door any obstacle to your dis­cov­er­ing eye. Let this arise­ment be sub­mit­ted to a fa­cile test. De­pend­ent from my ill-formed ears are rings of price­less jade that have ever tinged your thoughts, while about your shapely neck is a crys­tal charm, to which an un­clouded back­ground would doubt­less give some lustre. I will set aside the rings and thou shalt set aside the charm. Then, at a chosen time, this vaunted one shall at­tend be­fore us here, and I hav­ing dis­closed the sub­stance of a theme, he shall make good the claim. If he so does, cap­ably and without delay, thou shalt pos­sess the jew­els. But if, in the judg­ment of these around, he shall fail therein, then are both jew­els mine. Is it so agreed?”

			“It is agreed!” cried those who were the least con­cerned, see­ing some en­ter­tain­ment to them­selves. “Shall the tri­al take place at once?”

			“Not so,” replied Hwa-mei. “A suf­fi­cient space must be al­lowed for this one wherein to se­lect the mat­ter of the test. To­mor­row let it be, be­fore the hour of even­ing rice. And thou?”

			“Inas­much as it will en­large the pres­ci­ence of our lord in minds that are light and va­por­ous, I also do con­sent,” replied the chief wife. “Yet must he too be of our com­pany, to be wit­ness of the up­hold­ing of his word and, if need be, to cast a de­cis­ive voice.”

			“Thus,” con­tin­ued Hwa-mei, as she nar­rated these events, “Shan Tien is com­mit­ted to the tri­al and thereby he must pre­serve you un­til that hour. Tell me now the an­swer to the test, that I may frame the ques­tion to agree.”

			Kai Lung thought a while, then said:

			“There is the story of Chang Tao. It con­cerns one who, bid­den to do an im­possible task, suc­ceeded though he failed, and shows how two identic­ally sim­il­ar be­ings may be es­sen­tially di­verse. To this should be sub­joined the apoph­thegm that that which we are eager to ob­tain may be that which we have striv­en to avoid.”

			“It suf­fices,” agreed Hwa-mei. “Bear well your part.”

			“Still,” sug­ges­ted Kai Lung, hop­ing to de­tain her re­tir­ing foot­steps for yet an­oth­er span, “were it not bet­ter that I should fall short at the test, thus to en­large your word be­fore your fel­lows?”

			“And in so do­ing de­mean your­self, darken the face of Shan Tien’s present re­gard, and ali­en­ate all those who stand around! O most ob­tuse Kai Lung!”

			“I will then bare my throat,” con­fessed Kai Lung. “The barbed thought had as­sailed my mind that per­chance the rings of pre­cious jade lay coiled around your heart. Thus and thus I spoke.”

			“Thus also will I speak,” replied Hwa-mei, and her up­lif­ted eyes held Kai Lung by the in­ner fibre of his be­ing. “Did I value them as I do, and were they a single hair of my su­per­flu­ous head, the whole head were freely offered to a like res­ult.”

			With these no­tice­able words, which plainly test­i­fied the strength of her emo­tion, the maid­en turned and hastened on her way, leav­ing Kai Lung gaz­ing from the shut­ter in a very com­plic­ated state of dis­quiet­ude.

			
				The Story of Chang Tao, Melodious Vision and the Dragon

				After Chang Tao had reached the age of man­hood his grand­fath­er took him apart one day and spoke of a cer­tain mat­ter, speak­ing as a philo­soph­er whose mind has at length over­flowed.

				“Be­hold!” he said, when they were at a dis­creet dis­tance aside, “your years are now thus and thus, but there are still empty chairs where there should be oc­cu­pied cradles in your in­ner cham­ber, and the only up­raised voice heard in this spa­cious res­id­ence is that of your es­teemed fath­er re­peat­ing the Ana­lects. The pro­lif­ic por­tion of the tree of our il­lus­tri­ous House con­sists of its roots; its ex­ist­ence on­wards nar­rows down to a single branch which as yet has put forth no blos­soms.”

				“The lofti­est tower rises from the ground,” re­marked Chang Tao evas­ively, not wish­ing to im­plic­ate him­self on either side as yet.

				“Doubt­less; and as an obed­i­ent son it is com­mend­able that you should close your ears, but as a dis­crim­in­at­ing fath­er there is no reas­on why I should not open my mouth,” con­tin­ued the ven­er­able Chang in a voice from which every sym­path­et­ic mod­u­la­tion was with­drawn. “It is ad­mit­tedly a mer­it­ori­ous re­solve to de­vote one’s ex­ist­ence to ex­plain­ing the mean­ing of a single ob­scure pas­sage of one of the Odes, but if the de­tach­ment ne­ces­sary to the achieve­ment res­ults in a hitherto care­fully-pre­served line com­ing to an in­cap­able end, it would have been more sat­is­fact­ory to the de­pend­ent shades of our revered an­cest­ors that the one in ques­tion should have col­lec­ted street garbage rather than lit­er­ary in­stances, or turned somer­saults in place of the pages of the Clas­sics, had he but giv­en his first care to provid­ing you with a wife and thereby safe­guard­ing our un­broken con­tinu­ity.”

				“My fath­er is all-wise,” ven­tured Chang Tao du­ti­fully, but ob­serving the nature of the oth­er’s ex­pres­sion he hastened to add con­sid­er­ately, “but my fath­er’s fath­er is even wiser.”

				“In­ev­it­ably,” as­sen­ted the one re­ferred to; “not merely be­cause he is the more ma­ture by a gen­er­a­tion, but also in that he is thereby near­er to the in­spired an­cients in whom the Car­din­al Prin­ciples reside.”

				“Yet, as­suredly, there must be oc­ca­sion­al ex­cep­tions to this rule of pro­gress­ive de­teri­or­a­tion?” sug­ges­ted Chang Tao, feel­ing that the pro­cess was not without a def­in­ite ap­plic­a­tion to him­self.

				“Not in our pure and or­tho­dox line,” replied the oth­er per­son firmly. “To sug­gest oth­er­wise is to ad­mit the pos­sib­il­ity of a son be­ing the su­per­i­or of his own fath­er, and to what a dis­cord­ant state of things would that con­ten­tion lead! How­ever im­ma­turely you may think at present, you will see the po­s­i­tion at its true angle when you have sons of your own.”

				“The con­tin­gency is not an over­hanging one,” said Chang Tao. “On the last oc­ca­sion when I re­minded my ven­er­ated fath­er of my age and un­mar­ried state, he re­marked that, wheth­er he looked back­wards or for­wards, ex­tinc­tion seemed to be the kind­est des­tiny to which our House could be sub­jec­ted.”

				“Ori­gin­al­ity, car­ried to the length of ec­cent­ri­city, is a cen­sur­able ac­com­plish­ment in one of of­fi­cial rank,” re­marked the eld­er Chang coldly. “Plainly it is time that I should lengthen the au­thor­ity of my own arm very per­cept­ibly. If a fath­er is so neg­lect­ful of his duty, it is fit­ting that a grand­fath­er should sup­ply his place. This per­son will him­self pro­cure a bride for you without delay.”

				“The func­tion might per­haps seem an un­usu­al one,” sug­ges­ted Chang Tao, who secretly feared the out­come of an en­ter­prise con­duc­ted un­der these aus­pices.

				“So, ad­mit­tedly, are the cir­cum­stances. What suit­able maid­en sug­gests her­self to your doubt­less bet­ter-in­formed mind? Is there one of the house of Tung?”

				“There are el­ev­en,” replied Chang Tao, with a ges­ture of des­pair, “all re­puted to be un­tir­ing with their needle, skilled in the frugal ma­nip­u­la­tion of cold rice, de­vout, dis­creet in the lines of their at­tire, and so sombre of fea­ture as to be col­lect­ively known to the avail­able man­hood of the city as the Ter­ror that Lurks for the Un­wary. Suf­fer not your dis­crim­in­at­ing foot­steps to pause be­fore that house, O fath­er of my fath­er! Now had you spoken of Golden Eye­brows, daugh­ter of Kuo Wang—”

				“It would be as well to open a pa­per um­brella in a thun­der­storm as to seek profit from an al­li­ance with Kuo Wang. Crafty and am­bi­tious, he is already deep in ques­tion­able ven­tures, and high as he car­ries his head at present, there will as­suredly come a day when Kuo Wang will ap­pear in pub­lic with his feet held even high­er than his crown.”

				“The rod!” ex­claimed Chang Tao in as­ton­ish­ment. “Can it really be that one who is so in­vari­ably po­lite to me is not in every way im­macu­late?”

				“Either bam­boo will greet his feet or hemp ad­orn his neck,” per­sisted the oth­er, with a sig­ni­fic­ant move­ment of his hands in the prox­im­ity of his throat. “Walk back­wards in the dir­ec­tion of that house, son of my son. Is there not one Ning of the worthy line of Lo, dwell­ing be­neath the em­blem of a Sprout­ing Aloe?”

				“Truly,” agreed the youth, “but at an early age she came un­der the ma­lign in­flu­ence of a spec­tral vam­pire, and in or­der to de­ceive the creature she was ad­op­ted to the nav­ig­able por­tion of the river here, and be­ing an­nounced as hav­ing Passed Above was hence­forth re­garded as a red mul­let.”

				“Yet in what de­tail does that de­ter you?” in­quired Chang, for the nature of his grand­son’s ex­pres­sion be­trayed an acute ab­sence of en­thu­si­asm to­wards the maid­en thus con­cerned.

				“Per­chance the vam­pire was not de­ceived after all. In any case this per­son dis­likes red mul­let,” replied the youth in­dif­fer­ently.

				The ven­er­able shook his head re­prov­ingly.

				“It is im­prudent to be fanci­ful in mat­ters of busi­ness,” he re­marked. “Lo Chiu, her fath­er, is cer­tainly the pos­sessor of many bars of sil­ver, and, as it is truly writ­ten: ‘With wealth one may com­mand demons; without it one can­not sum­mon even a slave.’ ”

				“It is also said: ‘When the tree is full the doubt­ful fruit re­mains upon the branch,’ ” re­tor­ted Chang Tao. “Are not maid­ens in this city as the sand upon a broad sea­shore? If one opens and closes one’s hands sud­denly out in the Ways on a dark night, the chances are that three or four will be grasped. A stone cast at a ven­ture—”

				“Peace!” in­ter­rup­ted the eld­er. “Wit­less spoke thus even in the days of this per­son’s re­mote youth—only the vir­tu­ous did not then open and close their hands sud­denly in the Ways on dark nights. Is aught re­por­ted of the in­ner af­fairs of Shen Yi, a rich philo­soph­er who dwells some­what re­motely on the Stone Path, out bey­ond the Sev­en Ter­raced Bridge?”

				Chang Tao looked up with a sharply awaken­ing in­terest.

				“It is well not to for­get that one,” he replied. “He is spoken of as cour­teous but re­served, in that he drinks tea with few though his po­s­i­tion is as­sured. Is not his house that which fronts on a sum­mer-seat domed with red cop­per?”

				“It is the same,” agreed the oth­er. “Speak on.”

				“What I re­call is mea­gre and des­ti­tute of point. Nev­er­the­less, it so chanced that some time ago this per­son was pro­ceed­ing along the fur­ther Stone Path when an aged fe­male men­dic­ant, seated by the way­side, be­sought his char­ity. Struck by her des­ti­tute ap­pear­ance he be­stowed upon her a few un­ser­vice­able broken cash, such as one re­tains for the in­di­gent, to­geth­er with an ap­pro­pri­ate bless­ing, when the hag changed ab­ruptly in­to the ap­pear­ance of a young and al­lur­ing maid­en, who smil­ingly ex­ten­ded to this one her staff, which had mean­while be­come a grace­ful branch of flower­ing lo­tus. The mani­fest­a­tion was not sus­tained, how­ever, for as he who is re­lat­ing the in­cid­ent would have re­ceived the proffered flower he found that his hand was clos­ing on the neck of an ex­pect­ant ser­pent, which held in its mouth an agate charm. The dam­sel had like­wise altered, im­per­cept­ibly mer­ging in­to the form of an over­hanging fig-tree, among whose roots the ser­pent twined it­self. When this per­son would have eaten one of the ripe fruit of the tree he found that the skin was filled with a bit­ter dust, whereupon he with­drew, con­vinced that no ul­ti­mate profit was likely to res­ult from the en­counter. His de­par­ture was ac­com­pan­ied by the sound of laughter, mock­ing yet more me­lodi­ous than a caril­lon of sil­ver gongs hung in a por­cel­ain tower, which seemed to pro­ceed from the sum­mer-seat domed with red cop­per.”

				“Some omen doubt­less lay with­in the meet­ing,” said the eld­er Chang. “Had you but re­vealed the hap­pen­ing fully on your re­turn, cap­able geo­man­cers might have been con­sul­ted. In this mat­ter you have fallen short.”

				“It is ad­mit­tedly easi­er to rule a king­dom than to con­trol one’s thoughts,” con­fessed Chang Tao frankly. “A great storm of wind met this per­son on his way back, and when he had passed through it, all re­col­lec­tion of the in­cid­ent had, for the time, been ma­gic­ally blown from his mind.”

				“It is now too late to ques­tion the au­gurs. But in the face of so in­volved a portent it would be well to avert all thought from Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion, wealthy Shen Yi’s in­cred­ibly at­tract­ive daugh­ter.”

				“It is un­wise to be cap­tious in af­fairs of ne­go­ti­ation,” re­marked the young man thought­fully. “Is the smile of the one re­ferred to such that at the vis­ion of it the in­tern­al or­gans of an or­din­ary per­son be­gin to clash to­geth­er, bey­ond the power of all con­trol?”

				“Not in the case of the one who is speak­ing,” replied the grand­fath­er of Chang Tao, “but a very il­lus­tri­ous poet, whom Shen Yi char­it­ably em­ployed about his pig-yard, cer­tainly de­scribed it as a ripple on the sur­face of a dark lake of wine, when the moon re­veals the hid­den pearls be­neath; and after secretly ob­serving the un­stud­ied grace of her move­ments, the most cel­eb­rated pic­ture-maker of the province burned the im­ple­ments of his craft, and began life anew as a train­er of per­form­ing ele­phants. But when maid­ens are as nu­mer­ous as the grains of sand—”

				“Es­teemed,” in­ter­posed Chang Tao, with smooth de­term­in­a­tion, “wis­dom lurks in the say­ing: ‘He who con­siders everything de­cides noth­ing.’ Already this per­son has spent an un­prof­it­able score of years through hav­ing no choice in the mat­ter; at this rate he will spend yet an­oth­er score through hav­ing too much. Your timely word shall be his beacon. Neither the dis­ad­vant­age of Shen Yi’s op­press­ive wealth nor the in­con­veni­ence of Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion’s ex­cess­ive beauty shall de­ter him from striv­ing to ful­fil your del­ic­ately ex­pressed wish.”

				“Yet,” ob­jec­ted the eld­er Chang, by no means gladdened at hav­ing the de­cision thus ab­ruptly lif­ted from his mouth, “so far, only a par­tially formed pro­ject—”

				“To a thor­oughly du­ti­ful grand­son half a word from your be­ne­vol­ent lips car­ries fur­ther than a full-throated com­mand does from a less revered au­thor­ity.”

				“Per­chance. This per­son’s feet, how­ever, are not li­able to a sim­il­ar ac­cel­er­a­tion, and a peri­od of ad­equate con­sid­er­a­tion must in­ter­vene be­fore they are def­in­itely mov­ing in the dir­ec­tion of Shen Yi’s man­sion. ‘Where the road bends ab­ruptly take short steps,’ Chang Tao.”

				“The ne­ces­sity will be lif­ted from your ven­er­able shoulders, revered,” replied Chang Tao firmly. “For­ti­fied by your ap­prov­ing choice, this per­son will him­self con­front Shen Yi’s doubt­ful coun­ten­ance, and that same bend in the road will be taken at a very sharp angle and upon a single foot.”

				“In per­son! It is op­posed to the Us­ages!” ex­claimed the ven­er­able; and at the con­tem­pla­tion of so un­dig­ni­fied a course his voice prudently with­drew it­self, though his mouth con­tin­ued to open and close for a fur­ther peri­od.

				“ ‘As the moun­tains rise, so the river winds,’ ” replied Chang Tao, and with un­quench­able de­fer­ence he ad­ded re­spect­fully as he took his leave, “Fear not, em­in­ence; you will yet re­main to see five gen­er­a­tions of stal­wart he-chil­dren, all press­ing for­ward to wor­ship your im­per­ish­able memory.”

				In such a man­ner Chang Tao set forth to defy the Us­ages and—if per­chance it might be—to speak to Shen Yi face to face of Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion. Yet in this it may be that the youth was not so much hope­ful of suc­cess by his own ef­forts as that he was cer­tain of fail­ure by the eld­er Chang’s. And in the lat­ter case the per­son in ques­tion might then ir­re­voc­ably con­tract him to a maid­en of the house of Tung, or to an­oth­er equally for­bid­ding. Not in­aptly is it writ­ten: “To es­cape from fire men will plunge in­to boil­ing wa­ter.”

				Nev­er­the­less, along the Stone Path many doubts and dis­turb­ances arose with­in Chang Tao’s mind. It was not in this man­ner that men of weight and dig­nity sought wives. Even if Shen Yi gra­ciously over­looked the ab­sence of po­lite form­al­ity, would not the ro­mantic ima­gin­a­tion of Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion be dis­tressed when she learned that she had been ap­proached with so in­del­ic­ate an ab­sence of ce­re­mony? “Here, again,” said Chang Tao’s self-re­proach ac­cus­ingly, “you have, as usu­al, gone on in ad­vance of both your feet and of your head. ‘It is one thing to ig­nore the Rites: it is quite an­oth­er to ex­pect the gods to ig­nore the Pen­al­ties.’ As­suredly you will suf­fer for it.”

				It was at this point that Chang Tao was ap­proached by one who had noted his com­ing from afar, and had awaited him, for pass­ersby were sparse and re­mote.

				“Prosper­ity at­tend your op­por­tune foot­steps,” said the stranger re­spect­fully. “A mis­be­got­ten goat-track en­ticed this per­son from his ap­poin­ted line by the elu­sive semb­lance of an avoided li. Is there, with­in your en­lightened know­ledge, the house of one Shen Yi, who makes a feast today, po­si­tioned about this in­aus­pi­cious re­gion? It is fur­ther de­scribed as front­ing on a sum­mer-seat domed with red cop­per.”

				“There is such a house as you de­scribe, at no great dis­tance to the west,” replied Chang Tao. “But that he marks the day with mu­sic had not reached these su­per­fi­cial ears.”

				“It is but among those of his in­ner cham­ber, this be­ing the name-day of one whom he would hon­our in a re­fined and at the same time in­ex­pens­ive man­ner. To that end am I bid­den.”

				“Of what does your in­com­par­able ex­hib­i­tion con­sist?” in­quired Chang Tao.

				“Of a vari­ety of quite com­mon­place ef­forts. It is en­titled ‘Half-a-gong-stroke among the No-real­it­ies; or Grav­ity-re­mov­ing devoid of In­el­eg­ance.’ Thus, bor­row­ing the neck-scarf of the most dig­ni­fied-look­ing among the less­er ones as­sembled I will at once dis­cov­er among its folds the un­sus­pec­ted pres­ence of a fam­ily of tor­toises; from all parts of the per­son of the round­est-bod­ied man­dar­in avail­able I will con­trol the ap­pear­ance of an in­ex­haust­ible stream of cop­per cash, and be­neath the scru­tin­iz­ing eyes of all a bunch of pa­per chrys­an­them­ums will change in­to the simil­it­ude of a crys­tal bowl in whose clear depth a com­pany of gold and sil­ver carp glide from side to side.”

				“These things are well enough for the im­ma­ture, and the sight of an un­nat­ur­ally stout of­fi­cial hav­ing an in­ter­min­able suc­ces­sion of white rab­bits pro­duced from the vari­ous re­cesses of his waist­cloth ad­mit­tedly melts the aus­ter­ity of the su­per­fi­cial of both sexes. But can you, be­neath the un­decept­ive light of day, turn a sere and un­at­tract­ive hag in­to the sub­stan­tial im­age of a young and be­guil­ing maid­en, and by a fur­ther com­plex­ity in­to a fruit­ful fig-tree; or in­duce a ser­pent so far to for­sake its nat­ur­al in­stincts as to poise on the ex­tremity of its tail and hold a charm with­in its mouth?”

				“None of these things lies with­in my ad­mit­ted powers,” con­fessed the stranger. “To what end does your gra­cious in­quiry tend?”

				“It is in the nature of a warn­ing, for with­in the shad­ow of the house you seek mani­fest­a­tions such as I de­scribe pass al­most without re­mark. In­deed it is not un­likely that while in the act of dis­play­ing your en­ga­ging but simple skill you may find your­self trans­formed in­to a chamele­on or saddled with the ne­ces­sity of fin­ish­ing your grav­ity-re­mov­ing en­ter­tain­ment un­der the out­ward form of a Man­churi­an ape.”

				“Alas!” ex­claimed the oth­er. “The el­ev­enth of the moon was ever this per­son’s un­lucky day, and he would have done well to be warned by a dream in which he saw an un­sus­pect­ing kid walk in­to the mouth of a vo­ra­cious ti­ger.”

				“Un­doubtedly the ti­ger was an al­lu­sion to the dangers await­ing you, but it is not yet too late for you to prove that you are no kid,” coun­selled Chang Tao. “Take this piece of sil­ver so that the en­ter­prise of the day may not have been un­fruit­ful and de­part with all speed on a home­ward path. He who speaks is go­ing west­ward, and at the lat­tice of Shen Yi he will not fail to leave a suf­fi­cient ex­cuse for your no-ap­pear­ance.”

				“Your voice has the com­pel­ling ring of au­thor­ity, be­ne­fi­cence,” replied the stranger grate­fully. “The ob­scure name of the one who pros­trates him­self is Wo, that of his de­graded fath­er be­ing Weh. For this ser­vice he binds his ghost to at­tend your ghost through three cycles of time in the After.”

				“It is re­mit­ted,” said Chang Tao gen­er­ously, as he re­sumed his way. “May the path be flattened be­fore your weary feet.”

				Thus, un­sought as it were, there was placed with­in Chang Tao’s grasp a staff that might haply bear his weight in­to the very pres­ence of Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion her­self. The ex­act strategy of the un­der­tak­ing did not clearly yet re­veal it­self, but “When fully ripe the fruit falls of its own ac­cord,” and Chang Tao was con­tent to leave such de­tail to the guid­ing spir­its of his des­tinies. As he ap­proached the out­er door he sang cheer­ful bal­lads of hero­ic do­ings, partly be­cause he was glad, but also to re­as­sure him­self.

				“One whom he ex­pects awaits,” he an­nounced to the keep­er of the gate. “The name of Wo, the son of Weh, should suf­fice.”

				“It does not,” replied the keep­er, swinging his roomy sleeve spe­cific­ally. “So far it has an empty, short-stop­ping sound. It lacks sparkle; it has no metal­lic ring. … He sleeps.”

				“Doubt­less the sound of these may awaken him,” said Chang Tao, shak­ing out a score of cash.

				“Pass in mu­ni­fi­cence. Already his ex­pect­ant eyes re­buke the un­open door.”

				Al­though he had been in a meas­ure pre­pared by Wo, Chang Tao was sur­prised to find that three per­sons alone oc­cu­pied the cham­ber to which he was con­duc­ted. Two of these were Shen Yi and a trus­ted slave; at the sight of the third Chang Tao’s face grew very red and the de­fi­cien­cies of his vari­ous at­trib­utes began to fill his mind with dark fore­bod­ings, for this was Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion and no man could look upon her without her splend­our en­gulf­ing his ima­gin­a­tion. No re­cord of her pearly beauty is pre­served bey­ond a scattered phrase or two; for the po­ets and min­strels of the age all burned what they had writ­ten, in des­pair at the in­ad­equacy of words. Yet it re­mains that whatever a man looked for, that he found, and the meas­ure of his re­quire­ment was not stin­ted.

				“Greet­ing,” said Shen Yi, with easy­going cour­tesy. He was a more mea­gre man than Chang Tao had ex­pec­ted, his face not subtle, and his man­ner re­strained rather than op­press­ive. “You have come on a long and wind­ing path; have you taken your rice?”

				“Noth­ing re­mains lack­ing,” replied Chang Tao, his eyes again else­where. “Com­mand your slave, Ex­cel­lence.”

				“In what par­tic­u­lar dir­ec­tion do your agree­able powers of leis­ure-be­guil­ing ex­tend?”

				So far Chang Tao had left the full con­sid­er­a­tion of this in­ev­it­able de­tail to the in­spir­a­tion of the mo­ment, but when the mo­ment came the prompt­ing spir­its did not dis­close them­selves. His hes­it­a­tion be­came more elab­or­ate un­der the ex­pres­sion of gath­er­ing en­light­en­ment that began to ap­pear in Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion’s eyes.

				“An in­dif­fer­ent store of badly sung bal­lads,” he was con­strained to reply at length, “and—per­chance—a thread­bare as­sort­ment of in­volved ques­tions and replies.”

				“Was it your har­mo­ni­ous voice that we were priv­ileged to hear raised be­neath our ill-fit­ting win­dow a brief space ago?” in­quired Shen Yi.

				“Ad­mit­tedly at the sight of this noble palace I was im­pelled to put my pre­sump­tu­ous glad­ness in­to song.”

				“Then let it fain be the oth­er thing,” in­ter­posed the maid­en, with de­cision. “Your glad­ness came to a sad end, min­strel.”

				“In­volved ques­tions are by no means void of di­vertise­ment,” re­marked Shen Yi, with con­cili­at­ory mild­ness in his voice. “There was one, turn­ing on the con­tra­dict­ory nature of a door which un­der fa­vour­able con­di­tions was in­dis­tin­guish­able from an earth­en­ware ves­sel, that sel­dom failed to baffle the un­alert in the days be­fore the bind­ing of this per­son’s hair.”

				“That was the one which it had been my feeble in­ten­tion to pro­pound,” con­fessed Chang Tao.

				“Doubt­less there are many oth­ers equally en­ti­cing,” sug­ges­ted Shen Yi help­fully.

				“Alas,” ad­mit­ted Chang Tao with con­scious hu­mi­li­ation; “of all those wherein I re­tain an ad­equate grasp of the solu­tion, the com­plic­a­tion eludes me at the mo­ment, and thus in a like but con­verse man­ner with the oth­ers.”

				“Es­teemed par­ent,” re­marked Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion, without emo­tion, “this is neither a min­strel nor one in any way en­ter­tain­ing. It is merely An­oth­er.”

				“An­oth­er!” ex­claimed Chang Tao in re­fined bit­ter­ness. “Is it pos­sible that after tak­ing so ex­treme and un­ortho­dox a course as to ig­nore the Us­ages and ad­vance my­self in per­son I am to find that I have not even the me­diocre ori­gin­al­ity of be­ing the first, as a re­com­mend­a­tion?”

				“If the mat­ter is thus and thus, so far from be­ing the first, you are only the last of a con­sid­er­able line of worthy and en­ter­pris­ing youths who have suc­ceeded in gain­ing ac­cess to the in­ner part of this not really at­tract­ive res­id­ence on one pre­text or an­oth­er,” replied the tol­er­ant Shen Yi. “In any case you are hon­our­ably wel­come. From the po­s­i­tion of your vari­ous fea­tures I now judge you to be Tao, only son of the vir­tu­ous house of Chang. May you prove more suc­cess­ful in your en­ter­prise than those who have pre­ceded you.”

				“The ad­ven­ture ap­pears to be tend­ing in un­fore­seen dir­ec­tions,” said Chang Tao un­eas­ily. “Your fe­li­cit­a­tion, be­nign, though doubt­less gold at heart, is set in a doubt­ful frame.”

				“It is for your stal­wart en­deav­our to as­sure a happy pic­ture,” replied Shen Yi, with un­dis­turbed cor­di­al­ity. “You bear a sword.”

				“What ad­ded in­volve­ment is this?” de­man­ded Chang Tao. “This one’s thoughts and in­ten­tion were not turned to­wards sav­agery and arms, but in the dir­ec­tion of a pa­cific uni­on of two dis­tin­guished lines.”

				“In such cases my at­ti­tude has in­vari­ably been one of sym­path­et­ic un­con­cern,” de­clared Shen Yi. “The weight of either side pro­duces an at­mo­sphere of ab­so­lute poise that can­not fail to give full play to the de­cision of the des­tinies.”

				“But if this at­ti­tude is main­tained on your part how can the pro­pos­al pro­gress to a def­in­ite is­sue?” in­quired Chang Tao.

				“So far, it nev­er has so pro­gressed,” ad­mit­ted Shen Yi. “None of the worthy and hard-striv­ing young men—any of whom I should have been over­joyed to greet as a son-in-law had my in­op­por­tune sense of im­par­ti­al­ity per­mit­ted it—has yet re­turned from the tri­al to claim the re­ward.”

				“Even the Clas­sics be­come ob­scure in the dark. Clear your throat of all doubt­ful­ness, O Shen Yi, and speak to a def­in­ite end.”

				“That duty de­volves upon this per­son, O would-be pro­pound­er of in­volved ques­tions,” in­ter­posed Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion. Her voice was more mu­sic­al than a stand of hanging jew­els touched by a rod of jade, and each word fell like a sep­ar­ate pearl. “He who ig­nores the Us­ages must ex­pect to find the Us­ages ig­nored. Since the day when K’ung-tsz framed the Ce­re­mon­ies much wa­ter has passed be­neath the Sev­en Ter­raced Bridge, and that which has over­flowed can nev­er be picked up again. It is no longer enough that you should come and thereby I must go; that you should speak and I be si­lent; that you should beck­on and I meekly obey. In­spired by the up­ris­en sis­ter­hood of the out­er bar­bar­i­an lands, we of the in­ner cham­bers of the Il­lim­it­able King­dom de­mand the right to ex­press ourselves freely on every oc­ca­sion and on every sub­ject, wheth­er the mat­ter in­volved is one that we un­der­stand or not.”

				“Your clear-cut words will carry far,” said Chang Tao de­fer­en­tially, and, in­deed, Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion’s voice had im­per­cept­ibly as­sumed a pen­et­rat­ing qual­ity that jus­ti­fied the re­mark. “Yet is it fit­ting that be­ings so su­per­i­or in every way should be swayed by the ex­ample of those who are ne­ces­sar­ily un­civ­il­ized and rude?”

				“Even a mole may in­struct a philo­soph­er in the art of dig­ging,” replied the maid­en, with grace­ful tol­er­ance. “Thus among those un­couth tribes it is the cus­tom, when a vali­ant youth would en­large his face in the eyes of a maid­en, that he should en­counter forth and slay dragons, to the im­per­ish­able glory of her name. By this be­ne­fi­cent habit not only are the feeble and in­ept auto­mat­ic­ally dis­posed of, but the dif­fi­culty of choos­ing one from among a com­pany of suit­ors, all ap­par­ently pos­sess­ing the same su­per­fi­cial at­trib­utes, is ma­ter­i­ally lightened.”

				“The sys­tem may be ad­vant­age­ous in those dark re­gions,” ad­mit­ted Chang Tao re­luct­antly, “but it must prove un­sat­is­fact­ory in our more fa­voured land.”

				“In what de­tail?” de­man­ded the maid­en, paus­ing in her at­ti­tude of as­sured su­peri­or­ity.

				“By the es­sen­tial draw­back that where­as in those neg­lected out­er parts there really are no dragons, here there really are. Thus—”

				“Doubt­less there are bar­bar­i­an maid­ens for those who prefer to en­counter bar­bar­i­an dragons, then,” ex­claimed Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion, with a very elab­or­ately sus­tained air of no-con­cern.

				“Doubt­less,” as­sen­ted Chang Tao mildly. “Yet hav­ing set forth in the dir­ec­tion of a spe­cif­ic Vis­ion it is this per­son’s in­ten­tion to pur­sue it to an ul­ti­mate end.”

				“The quiet duck puts his foot on the un­ob­serv­ant worm,” mur­mured Shen Yi, with del­ic­ate en­cour­age­ment, adding: “This one casts a more def­in­ite shad­ow than those be­fore.

				“Yet,” con­tin­ued the maid­en, “to all, my un­bend­ing word is this: he who would re­turn for ap­prov­al must ex­per­i­ence dif­fi­culties, over­come dangers and con­quer dragons. Those who do not ad­ven­ture on the quest will pass out­ward from this per­son’s mind.”

				“And those who do will cer­tainly Pass Up­ward from their own bod­ies,” ran the es­sence of the youth’s in­ner thoughts. Yet the net­work of her un­evad­able power and pres­ence was upon him; he ac­qui­es­cently replied:

				“It is ac­cep­ted. On such an er­rand dif­fi­culties and dangers will not re­quire any es­pe­cial search. Yet how many dragons slain will suf­fice to win ap­prov­al?”

				“Cro­codile-eyed one!” ex­claimed Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion, sur­prised in­to wrath­ful­ness. “How many—” Here she with­drew in ab­rupt vehe­mence.

				“Your pro­gress has been rap­id and pro­found,” re­marked Shen Yi, as, with flat­ter­ing at­ten­tion, he ac­com­pan­ied Chang Tao some part of the way to­wards the door. “Nev­er be­fore has that one been known to leave a re­mark un­said; I do not al­to­geth­er des­pair of see­ing her mar­ried yet. As re­gards the en­counter with the dragon—well, in the case of the one whis­per­ing in your ear there was the revered moth­er of the one whom he sought. After all, a dragon is soon done with—one way or the oth­er.”

				In such a man­ner Chang Tao set forth to en­counter dragons, as­sured that dif­fi­culties and dangers would ac­com­pany him on either side. In this lat­ter de­tail he was in­spired, but as the great light faded and the sky-lan­tern rose in in­ter­min­able suc­ces­sion, while the un­con­quer­able li ever stretched be­fore his ex­pect­ant feet, the es­sen­tial part of the un­der­tak­ing began to as­sume a du­bi­ous fa­cet. In the val­leys and fer­tile places he learned that creatures of this part now chiefly in­hab­ited the high­er fast­nesses, such re­gions be­ing more con­geni­al to their wild and in­tract­able natures. When, how­ever, after many la­bor­i­ous marches he reached the up­per peaks of path­less moun­tains the scanty crag-dwell­ers did not vary in their as­ser­tion that the dragons had for some time past for­saken those heights for the more settled pro­fu­sion of the plains. Formerly, in both places they had been plen­ti­ful, and all those whom Chang Tao ques­tioned spoke openly of many en­coun­ters between their im­me­di­ate fore­fath­ers and such Be­ings.

				It was in the down­cast frame of mind to which the delays in ac­com­plish­ing his mis­sion gave rise that Chang Tao found him­self walk­ing side by side with one who bore the ap­pear­ance of an af­flu­ent mer­chant. The north­ern­ward way was re­mote and sol­it­ary, but see­ing that the stranger car­ried no out­ward arms Chang Tao greeted him suit­ably and presently spoke of the dif­fi­culty of meet­ing dragons, or of dis­cov­er­ing their re­treats from dwell­ers in that re­gion.

				“In such del­ic­ate mat­ters those who know don’t talk, and those who talk don’t know,” replied the oth­er sym­path­et­ic­ally. “Yet for what pur­pose should one who would pass as a pa­cific stu­dent seek to en­counter dragons?”

				“For a suf­fi­cient private reas­on it is ne­ces­sary that I should kill a cer­tain num­ber,” replied Chang Tao freely. “Thus their ab­sence in­volves me in much ill-spared delay.”

				At this avow­al the stranger’s looks be­came more sombre, and he breathed in­wards sev­er­al times between his for­mid­able teeth be­fore he made reply.

				“This is doubt­less your angle, but there is an­oth­er; nor is it well to ig­nore the say­ing, ‘Should you miss the ti­ger be as­sured that he will not miss you,’ ” he re­marked at length. “Have you suf­fi­ciently con­sidered the even­tu­al­ity of a dragon killing you?”

				“It is no less aptly said: ‘To be born is in the course of nature, but to die is ac­cord­ing to the de­cree of des­tiny.’ ”

				“That is a two-edged weapon, and the dragon may be the first to ap­ply it.”

				“In that case this per­son will fall back upon the point of the ad­age: ‘It is bet­ter to die two years too soon than to live one year too long,’ ” replied Chang Tao. “Should he fail in the ad­ven­ture and thus lose all hope of Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion, of the house of Shen, there will be no fur­ther ob­ject in pro­long­ing a wear­i­some ca­reer.”

				“You speak of Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion, she be­ing of the house of Shen,” said the stranger, re­gard­ing his com­pan­ion with an ad­ded scru­tiny. “Is the un­men­tioned part of her fath­er’s hon­our­able name Yi, and is his agree­able house so po­si­tioned that it fronts upon a sum­mer-seat domed with red cop­per?”

				“The de­scrip­tion is ex­act,” ad­mit­ted Chang Tao. “Have you, then, in the course of your many-sided travels, passed that way?”

				“It is not un­known to me,” replied the oth­er briefly. “Learn now how in­cau­tious had been your speech, and how nar­rowly you have avoided the ex­act fate of which I warned you. The one speak­ing to you is in real­ity a power­ful dragon, his name be­ing Pe-lung, from the cir­cum­stance that the north­ern lim­its are with­in his sway. Had it not been for a chance ref­er­ence you would cer­tainly have been struck dead at the part­ing of our ways.”

				“If this is so it ad­mit­tedly puts a new face upon the mat­ter,” agreed Chang Tao. “Yet how can re­li­ance be spon­tan­eously placed upon so in­cred­ible a claim? You are a man of mod­er­ate cast, neither dif­fid­ent nor aus­tere, and with no un­nat­ur­al at­trib­utes. All the dragons with which his­tory is con­cerned pos­sess a long body and a scaly skin, and have, moreover, the power of breath­ing fire at will.”

				“That is eas­ily put to the test.” No soon­er had Pe-lung uttered these words than he faded, and in his place ap­peared a for­mid­able mon­ster pos­sess­ing all the ter­ror-in­spir­ing char­ac­ter­ist­ics of his kind. Yet in spite of his tree­like eye­brows, fiercely-mov­ing whiskers and fire-breath­ing jaws, his voice was mild and pa­cific as he con­tin­ued: “What fur­ther proof can be re­quired? As­suredly, the self-opin­ion­ated spir­it in which you con­duct your quest will bring you no near­er to a de­sired end.”

				“Yet this will!” ex­claimed Chang Tao, and sud­denly draw­ing his re­li­able sword he drove it through the middle part of the dragon’s body. So ex­pertly was the thrust weighted that the point of the weapon pro­truded on the oth­er side and scarred the earth. In­stead of fall­ing life­less to the ground, how­ever, the Be­ing con­tin­ued to re­gard its as­sail­ant with be­nig­nant com­pos­ure, whereupon the youth with­drew the blade and drove it through again, five or six times more. As this pro­duced no ef­fect bey­ond ren­der­ing the edge of the weapon un­fit for fur­ther use, and al­most para­lys­ing the sinews of his own right arm, Chang Tao threw away the sword and sat down on the road in or­der to re­call his breath. When he raised his head again the dragon had dis­ap­peared and Pe-lung stood there as be­fore.

				“For­tu­nately it is pos­sible to take a broad-minded view of your un­cour­teous ac­tion, ow­ing to your sense of the fit­nesses be­ing for the time in abey­ance through al­le­gi­ance to so en­ga­ging a maid­en as Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion,” said Pe-lung in a voice not devoid of re­proach. “Had you but con­fided in me more fully I should cer­tainly have cau­tioned you in time. As it is, you have ended by notch­ing your oth­er­wise cap­able weapon bey­ond re­pair and ser­i­ously dam­aging the scanty cloak I wear”—in­dic­at­ing the nu­mer­ous rents that marred his dress of costly fur. “No won­der de­jec­tion sits upon your down­cast brow.”

				“Your price­less robe is a mat­ter of pro­fuse re­gret and my self-es­teem can only be re­stored by your ac­cept­ing in its place this thread­bare one of mine. My rust-eaten sword is un­worthy of your second thought. But cer­tainly neither of these two de­tails is the real reas­on of my dark des­pair.”

				“Dis­close your­self more openly,” urged Pe-lung.

				“I now plainly re­cog­nize the fu­til­ity of my well-in­ten­tioned quest. Ob­vi­ously it is im­possible to kill a dragon, and I am thus the sport either of Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion’s de­lib­er­ate ri­dicule or of my own ill-ar­ranged pre­sump­tion.”

				“Set your mind at rest upon that score: each blow was com­pet­ently struck and con­vin­cingly fatal. You may quite fit­tingly claim to have slain half a dozen dragons at the least—none of the le­gendary cham­pi­ons of the past has done more.”

				“Yet how can so ar­rog­ant a claim be held, see­ing that you stand be­fore me in the un­im­paired state of an or­din­ary ex­ist­ence?”

				“The ex­plan­a­tion is simple and as­sur­ing. It is, in real­ity, very easy to kill a dragon, but it is im­possible to keep him dead. The reas­on for this is that the Five Es­sen­tial Con­stitu­ents of fire, wa­ter, earth, wood and met­al are blen­ded in our bod­ies in the Sub­lime or In­di­vis­ible pro­por­tion. Thus al­though it is not dif­fi­cult by ex­treme vi­ol­ence to dis­turb the har­mo­ni­ous bal­ance of the Con­stitu­ents, and so bring about the ef­fect of no-ex­ist­ence, they at once re-tran­quil­lize again, and all ef­fect of the ill us­age is spon­tan­eously re­paired.”

				“That is cer­tainly a lo­gic­al solu­tion, but it stands in doubt­ful stead when ap­plied to the fa­mil­i­ar re­quire­ments of life; nor is it prob­able that one so acute-wit­ted as Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion would greet the claim with an ac­qui­es­cent face,” replied Chang Tao. “Not un­nat­ur­ally is it said: ‘He who kills ti­gers does not wear rat-skin sleeves.’ It would be one thing to make a boast of hav­ing slain six dragons; it would be quite an­oth­er to be bid­den to bring in their tails.”

				“That is a dif­fi­culty which must be con­sidered,” ad­mit­ted Pe-lung, “but a path round it will in­ev­it­ably be found. In the mean­time night is be­gin­ning to en­circle us, and many dark Powers will be freed and re­sort to these in­ac­cess­ible slopes. Ac­com­pany me, there­fore, to my bank­rupt hov­el, where you will be safe un­til you care to re­sume your jour­ney.”

				To this agree­able pro­pos­al Chang Tao at once as­sen­ted. The way was long and la­bor­i­ous, “For,” re­marked Pe-lung, “in an or­din­ary course I should fly there in a single breath of time; but to seize an hon­oured guest by the body-cloth and thus trans­fer him over the side of a moun­tain is toil­some to the one and hu­mi­li­at­ing to the oth­er.”

				To be­guile the time he spoke freely of the hard­ships of his lot.

				“We dragons are fre­quently ob­jects of envy at the hands of the un­dis­crim­in­at­ing, but the few su­per­fi­cial priv­ileges we en­joy are heav­ily bal­anced by the ex­act­ing scope of our du­ties. Thus to­night it is my de­graded task to di­vert the course of the river flow­ing be­low us, so as to over­whelm the mis­guided town of Yang, wherein swells a sor­did out­cast who has re­viled the Sac­red Claw. In or­der to do this prop­erly it will be my dis­tress­ing part to lie across the bed of the stream, my head rest­ing upon one bank and my tail upon the oth­er, and so re­main through­out the rigour of the night.”

				As they ap­proached the cloudy pin­nacle where­on was situ­ated the dragon’s cave, one came forth at a dis­tance to meet them. As she drew near, al­tern­at­ing emo­tions from time to time swayed Chang Tao’s mind. From be­neath a well-ruled eye­brow Pe-lung con­tin­ued to ob­serve him closely.

				“Fuh-sang, the un­at­tract­ive daugh­ter of my dwind­ling line,” re­marked the former per­son, with re­fined in­dif­fer­ence. “I have rendered you in­vis­ible, and she, as her cus­tom is, would ad­vance to greet me.”

				“But this en­chant­ing ap­par­i­tion is Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion!” ex­claimed Chang Tao. “What new be­wil­der­ment is here?”

				“Since you have thus ex­pressed your­self, I will now throw off the mask and re­veal fully why I have hitherto spared your life, and for what pur­pose I have brought you to these bar­ren heights,” replied Pe-lung. “In the past Shen Yi pro­voked the Deit­ies, and to mark their dis­pleas­ure it was de­cided to take away his she-child and to sub­sti­tute for it one of de­moni­ac birth. Ac­cord­ingly Fuh-sang, be­ing of like age, was moul­ded to its coun­ter­part, and an at­tend­ant gnome was des­patched with her secretly to make the change. Be­com­ing over­whelmed with the fumes of rice-spir­it, un­til then un­known to his simple taste, this clay-brained earth-pig left the two she-chil­dren alone for a space while he slept. Dis­cov­er­ing each oth­er to be the creature of an­oth­er part, they battled to­geth­er and tore from one an­oth­er the signs of re­cog­ni­tion. When the un­trust­worthy gnome re­covered from his stupor he saw what he had done, but be­ing ter­ror-driv­en he took up one of the she-chil­dren at a ven­ture and re­turned with a pli­ant tale. It was not un­til a few moons ago that while in a close ex­tremity he con­fessed his crime. Mean­while Shen Yi had made his peace with those Above and the or­der be­ing re­voked the she-chil­dren had been ex­changed again. Thus the mat­ter rests.”

				“Which, then, of the twain is she in­her­ent of your house and which Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion?” de­man­ded Chang Tao in some con­cern. “The mat­ter can as­suredly not rest thus.”

				“That,” replied Pe-lung af­fably, “it will be your en­ga­ging task to un­ravel, and to this end will be your op­por­tun­ity of closely watch­ing Fuh-sang’s un­sus­pect­ing move­ments in my ab­sence through the night.”

				“Yet how should I, to whom the way of either maid­en is as yet no more than the title-page of a many-volumed book, suc­ceed where the fath­er nat­ive to one has failed?”

				“Be­cause in your case the in­cent­ive will be deep­er. Destined, as you doubt­less are, to es­pouse Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion, the Forces con­nec­ted with mar­riage and its Rites will cer­tainly en­deav­our to in­spire you. This per­son ad­mit­tedly has no de­sire to nur­ture one who should prove to be of merely hu­man seed, but your ob­jec­tion to propagat­ing a race of dragon­ets turns on a keen­er edge. Ad­ded to all, a not un­nat­ur­al dis­in­clin­a­tion to be dropped from so great a height as this in­to so deep and rocky a val­ley as that will con­ceiv­ably lend wings to your usu­ally nimble-footed mind.”

				While speak­ing to Chang Tao in this en­cour­aging strain, Pe-lung was also con­vers­ing suit­ably with Fuh-sang, who had by this time joined them, warn­ing her of his ab­sence un­til the dawn, and the like. When he had com­pleted his in­struc­tion he stroked her face af­fec­tion­ately, greet­ing Chang Tao with a short but ap­pro­pri­ate farewell, and chan­ging his form pro­jec­ted him­self down­wards in­to the dark­ness of the val­ley be­low. Re­cog­niz­ing that the situ­ation in­to which he had been drawn pos­sessed no oth­er out­let, Chang Tao fol­lowed Fuh-sang on her back­ward path, and with her passed un­sus­pec­ted in­to the dragon’s cave.

				Early as was Pe-lung’s re­turn on the en­su­ing morn­ing, Chang Tao stood on a rocky em­in­ence to greet him, and the out­line of his face, though not al­to­geth­er free of doubt, was by no means hope­less. Pe-lung still re­tained the im­press­ive form of a gi­gant­ic dragon as he cleft the Middle Air, shin­ing and iri­des­cent, each beat of his majest­ic wings be­ing as a roll of thun­der and the skit­ter­ing of sand and wa­ter from his crep­it­ant scales leav­ing blights and rain­storms in his wake. When he saw Chang Tao he drove an earth­ward angle and alight­ing near at hand con­sid­er­ately changed in­to the semb­lance of an af­flu­ent mer­chant as he ap­proached.

				“Greet­ing,” he re­marked cheer­fully. “Did you find your early rice?”

				“It has suf­ficed,” replied Chang Tao. “How is your own in­com­par­able stom­ach?”

				Pe-lung poin­ted to the empty bed of the de­flec­ted river and moved his head from side to side as one who draws an ana­logy to his own con­di­tion. “But of your more press­ing en­ter­prise,” he con­tin­ued, with sym­path­et­ic con­cern: “have you per­severed to a fruit­ful end, or will it be ne­ces­sary—?” And with tact­ful feel­ing he in­dic­ated the ges­ture of pro­pelling an ant­ag­on­ist over the side of a pre­cip­ice rather than al­lude to the dis­agree­able con­tin­gency in spoken words.

				“When the oil is ex­hausted the lamp goes out,” ad­mit­ted Chang Tao, “but my time is not yet come. Dur­ing the vis­ion­ary watches of the night my pois­ing mind was sus­tained by Forces as you so pres­ci­ently fore­told, and my grop­ing hand was led to an in­spired solu­tion of the truth.”

				“This points to a spe­cif­ic end. Pro­ceed,” urged Pe-lung, for Chang Tao had hes­it­ated among his words as though their im­port might not be sooth­ing to the oth­er’s mind.

				“Thus it is giv­en me to de­clare: she who is called Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion is rightly of the house of Shen, and Fuh-sang is no less in­nate of your ex­al­ted tribe. The erring gnome, in spite of his mis­deed, was but a fin­ger of the lar­ger hand of des­tiny, and as it is, it is.”

				“This as­sur­ance glad­dens my face, no less for your sake than for my own,” de­clared Pe-lung heart­ily. “For my part, I have found a way to en­large you in the eyes of those whom you so­li­cit. It is a cus­tom with me that every thou­sand years I should dis­card my out­er skin—not that it re­quires it, but there are cer­tain stand­ards to which we bet­ter-class dragons must con­form. These sloughs are hid­den be­neath a secret stone, bey­ond the reach of the merely vain or curi­ous. When you have dis­closed the signs by which I shall have se­cur­ance of Fuh-sang’s iden­tity I will pro­nounce the word and the stone be­ing thus re­leased you shall bear away six suits of scales in token of your prowess.”

				Then replied Chang Tao: “The signs, as­suredly. Yet, om­ni­po­tence, without your ex­press com­mand the spe­cif­ic de­tail would be elu­sive to my re­spect­ful tongue.”

				“You have the au­thor­ity of my ex­ten­ded hand,” con­ceded Pe-lung read­ily, rais­ing it as he spoke. “Speak freely.”

				“I claim the pro­tec­tion of its be­nig­nant shad­ow,” said Chang Tao, with con­tent. “You, O Pe-lung, are one who has mingled freely with creatures of every kind in all the Nine Spaces. Yet have you not, out of your vast ex­per­i­ence thus gained, per­ceived the es­sen­tial wherein men and dragons dif­fer? Briefly and devoid of grace­ful meta­phor, every dragon, es­teemed, would seem to pos­sess a tail; be­ings of my part have none.”

				For a con­cise mo­ment the nature of Pe-lung’s re­flec­tion was clouded in am­bi­gu­ity, though the fact that he be­came en­tirely en­vel­oped in a dense purple va­pour in­dic­ated feel­ings of more than usu­al vigour. When this cleared away it left his out­er form un­changed in­deed, but the af­fable con­des­cen­sion of his man­ner was merged in­to one of dig­ni­fied aloof­ness.

				“Cer­tainly all mem­bers of our en­lightened tribe have tails,” he replied, with dis­tant pre­ci­sion, “nor does this one see how any oth­er state is pos­sible. Chan­ging as we con­stantly do, both male and fe­male, in­to Be­ings, In­flu­ences, Shad­ows and un­clothed creatures of the lower parts, it is es­sen­tial for our mu­tu­al self-es­teem that in every mani­fest­a­tion we should be thus equipped. At this mo­ment, though in the guise of a sub­stan­tial trader, I pos­sess a tail—small but ad­equate. Is it pos­sible that you and those of your in­solv­ent race are des­ti­tute?”

				“In this par­tic­u­lar, mag­ni­fi­cence, I and those of my thread­bare spe­cies are most lam­ent­ably de­fi­cient. To the prov­ing of this end shall I dis­play my­self?”

				“It is not ne­ces­sary,” said Pe-lung coldly. “It is in­con­ceiv­able that, were it oth­er­wise, you would ad­mit the hu­mi­li­at­ing fact.”

				“Yet out of your mil­len­ar­ies of ex­per­i­ence you must already—”

				“It is well said that after passing a com­mon­place ob­ject a hun­dred times a day, at night­fall its size and col­our are un­known to one,” replied Pe-lung. “In this mat­ter, from motives which can­not have been oth­er­wise than del­ic­ate, I took too much for gran­ted it would seem. … Then you—all—Shen Yi, Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion, the mil­it­ary gov­ernor of this province, even the sub­lime Em­per­or—all—?”

				“All tail­less,” ad­mit­ted Chang Tao, with con­scious hu­mil­ity. “Nev­er­the­less there is a tra­di­tion that in dis­tant ae­ons—”

				“Doubt­less on some is­sue you roused the High Ones past for­give­ness and were thus de­prived as the most sig­nal mark of their dis­pleas­ure.”

				“Doubt­less,” as­sen­ted Chang Tao, with un­quench­able po­lite­ness.

				“Com­ing to the cor­rect at­ti­tude that you have main­tained through­out, it would ap­pear that dur­ing the si­lent gong-strokes of the night, by some ob­scure and in­dir­ect guid­ance it was re­vealed to you that Fuh—that any Be­ing of my su­per­i­or race was, on the con­trary—” The men­ace of Pe-lung’s chal­len­ging eye, though less dir­ect and as­sured than formerly, had the man­ner of be­ing un­cer­tainly re­strained by a single much-frayed thread, but Chang Tao con­tin­ued to meet it with re­spect­ful self-pos­ses­sion.

				“The in­fer­ence is un­flinch­ing,” he replied ac­qui­es­cently. “I pros­trate my­self ex­pect­antly.”

				“You have com­pet­ently per­formed your part,” ad­mit­ted Pe-lung, al­though an oc­ca­sion­al jet of purple va­pour clouded his up­per per­son and the pas­sage of his breath among his teeth would have been dis­taste­ful to one of sens­it­ive re­fine­ment. “Noth­ing re­mains but the ful­filling of my iron word.”

				Thereupon he pro­nounced a mys­tic sign and re­veal­ing the open­ing to a cave he presently brought forth six sets of ar­moured skin. Bind­ing these upon Chang Tao’s back, he dis­missed him, yet the man­ner of his part­ing was as of one who is doubt­ful even to the end.

				Thus equipped—

				But who hav­ing made a dis­tant jour­ney in­to Out­er Land speaks lengthily of the level path of his re­turn, or of the even­ing glow upon the gil­ded roof of his await­ing home? Thus, this lim­it be­ing reached in the es­sen­tial story of Chang Tao, Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion and the Dragon, he who relates their com­mon­place hap­pen­ings bows sub­missively.

				Nev­er­the­less it is true that once again in a later time Chang Tao en­countered in the throng one whom he re­cog­nized. En­cour­aged by the pres­ence of so many of his kind, he ap­proached the oth­er and sa­luted him.

				“Greet­ing, O Pe-lung,” he said, with out­ward con­fid­ence. “What bends your foot­steps to this busy place of men?”

				“I come to buy an im­it­a­tion pig­tail to pass for one,” replied Pe-lung, with quiet com­pos­ure. “Greet­ing, val­or­ous cham­pi­on! How fares Me­lodi­ous Vis­ion?”

				“Agree­ably so,” ad­mit­ted Chang Tao, and then, fear­ing that so far his reply had been in­ad­equate, he ad­ded: “Yet, des­pite the facts, there are mo­ments when this per­son al­most doubts if he did not make a wrong de­cision in the mat­ter after all.”

				“That is a very com­mon com­plaint,” said Pe-lung, be­com­ing most of­fens­ively amused.

			
		
	
		
			
				IX

				The Pro­pi­tious Dis­sen­sion Between Two Whose Gen­er­al At­trib­utes Have Already Been Suf­fi­ciently De­scribed

			
			When Kai Lung had re­lated the story of Chang Tao and had made an end of speak­ing, those who were seated there agreed with an un­di­vided voice that he had com­pet­ently ful­filled his task. Nor did Shan Tien omit an ap­prov­ing word, adding:

			“On one point the his­tor­ic­al bal­ance of a cer­tain de­tail seemed open to con­ten­tion. Ac­com­pany me, there­fore, to my own severe re­treat, where this ne­ces­sar­ily flat and un­en­ter­tain­ing top­ic can be looked at from all round.”

			When they were alone to­geth­er the Man­dar­in un­sealed a jar of wine, ap­por­tioned mel­on seeds, and in­dic­ated to Kai Lung that he should sit upon the floor at a suit­able dis­tance from him­self.

			“So long as we do not lose sight of the ne­ces­sity whereby my of­fi­cial po­s­i­tion will presently in­volve me in con­demning you to a pain­ful death, and your loy­al sub­jec­tion will ne­ces­sit­ate your whole­hearted co­oper­a­tion in the act, there is no reas­on why the flower of lit­er­ary ex­cel­lence should with­er for lack of mu­tu­al hus­bandry,” re­marked the broad-minded of­fi­cial tol­er­antly.

			“Your en­lightened pat­ron­age is a con­tinu­al nour­ish­ment to the soil of my ima­gin­a­tion,” replied the story tell­er.

			“As re­gards the do­ings of Chang Tao and of the vari­ous oth­er per­son­ages who unite with him to form the fab­ric of the nar­rat­ive, would not a strict ad­her­ence to the fable in its clas­sic­al sim­pli­city re­quire the filling in of cer­tain de­tails which un­der your elu­sive tongue seemed, as you pro­ceeded, to melt im­per­cept­ibly in­to a dis­creet back­ground?”

			“Your voice is just,” con­fessed Kai Lung, “and your har­mo­ni­ous ear cor­rects the de­fi­cien­cies of my af­flic­ted style. Ad­mit­tedly in the story of Chang Tao there are here and there ana­lo­gies which may be fit­tingly left to the ima­gin­a­tion as the oc­ca­sion should de­mand. Is it not rightly said: ‘Dis­cre­tion is the hand­maid­en of Truth’? and in that spa­cious and well-ap­poin­ted palace there is every kind of ves­sel, but the mean­er are not to be seen in the more ce­re­mo­ni­al halls. Thus he who tells a story prudently suits his fur­nish­ing to the con­di­tion of his hear­ers.”

			“Wis­dom dir­ects your course,” replied Shan Tien, “and pro­pri­ety sits be­neath your supple tongue. As the ne­ces­sity for this very seemly ex­pur­ga­tion is now over, I would my­self listen to your re­cit­al of the fullest and most de­tailed ver­sion—purely, let it be freely stated, in or­der to judge wheth­er its lit­er­ary qual­it­ies tran­scend those of the oth­er.”

			“I com­ply, be­ne­vol­ence,” replied Kai Lung. “This ren­der­ing shall be to the one that has gone be­fore as a spread­ing ban­yan-tree over­shad­ow­ing an im­ma­ture shrub.”

			“For­bear!” ex­claimed a dis­cord­ant voice, and the sour-eyed Ming-shu re­vealed his in­op­por­tune pres­ence from be­hind a hanging veil. “Is it meet, O em­in­ence, that in this per­son’s ab­sence you should thus con­sort on terms of fra­tern­ity with tomb-riflers and grain-thieves?”

			“The re­proach is eas­ily re­moved,” replied Shan Tien hos­pit­ably. “Join the circle of our re­fined fe­li­city and hear at full length by what means the in­geni­ous Chang Tao—”

			“There are mo­ments when one des­pairs be­fore the spec­tacle of au­thor­ity thus dis­played,” mur­mured Ming-shu, his throat thick­en­ing with ac­ri­mony. “Un­der­stand, pree­m­in­ence,” he con­tin­ued more aloud, “that not this one’s ab­sence but your own pres­ence is the dis­tress­ing fea­ture, as be­ing an obstacle in the path of that un­devi­at­ing justice in which our leg­al sys­tem is em­bed­ded. From the first mo­ment of our en­coun­ter­ing it had been my well-in­ten­tioned pur­pose that loy­al con­fid­ence should be strengthened and re­bel­lion cowed by sub­mit­ting this op­por­tune but oth­er­wise in­of­fens­ive stranger to a sor­did and de­grad­ing end. Yet how shall this be­ne­fi­cent ex­ample be at­tained if on every oc­ca­sion—”

			“Your design is a worthy and en­lightened one,” in­ter­posed the Man­dar­in, with dig­nity. “What you have some­what in­cap­ably over­looked, Ming-shu, is the fact that I nev­er greet this in­tel­li­gent and painstak­ing young man without re­mind­ing him of the im­min­ence of his fate and of his suit­ab­il­ity for it.”

			“Truth ad­orns your lips and ac­cur­acy anoints your pal­ate,” vo­lun­teered Kai Lung.

			“Be this as the des­tinies per­mit, there is much that is cir­cuit­ous in the bend­ing of events,” con­ten­ded Ming-shu stub­bornly. “Is it by chance or through some hid­den trick­lage that oc­ca­sion al­ways finds Kai Lung so ad­equately pre­pared?”

			“It is, as the story of Chang Tao has this day jus­ti­fied, and as this dis­crim­in­at­ing per­son has fre­quently main­tained, that the one in ques­tion has a story framed to meet the re­quire­ment of every cir­cum­stance,” de­clared Shan Tien.

			“Or that each re­quire­ment is subtly shaped to meet his pre­par­a­tion,” re­tor­ted Ming-shu darkly. “Be that as it shall per­chance ul­ti­mately ap­pear, it is un­deni­able that your ad­mit­ted weak­nesses—”

			“Weak­nesses!” ex­claimed the as­ton­ished Man­dar­in, look­ing around the room as though to dis­cov­er in what crevice the un­heard-of at­trib­utes were hid­den. “This per­son’s weak­nesses? Can the sound­ing prop­er­ties of this ill-con­struc­ted roof thus per­vert one word in­to the semb­lance of an­oth­er? If not, the bounds set to the ad­miss­ible from the taker-down of the spoken word, Ming-shu, do not in their most elast­ic moods ex­tend to calumny and dis­tor­tion. … The one be­fore you has no weak­nesses. … Doubt­less be­fore an­oth­er moon has changed you will im­pute to him ac­tu­al faults!”

			“Hu­mil­ity dir­ects my gaze,” replied Ming-shu, with down­cast eyes, and he plainly re­cog­nized that his pre­sump­tion had been too main­tained. “Yet,” he ad­ded, with pol­ished irony, “there is a well-timed ad­age that rises to the lips: ‘Do not des­pair; even Yuen Yan once cast a mis­sile at the Tab­lets!’ ”

			“Truly,” agreed Shan Tien, with smooth con­cur­rence, “the line is not un­known to me. Who, how­ever, was the one in ques­tion and un­der what pro­voca­tion did he so be­have?”

			“That is bey­ond the province of the say­ing,” replied Ming-shu. “Nor is it known to my re­mem­brance.”

			“Then out of your own mouth a fit­ting test is set, which if Kai Lung can agree­ably per­form will at once demon­strate a secret and a guilty con­fed­er­acy between you both. Pro­ceed, O storyteller, to in­crim­in­ate Ming-shu to­geth­er with your­self!”

			“I pro­ceed, High Ex­cel­lence, but chiefly to the glor­i­fic­a­tion of your all-dis­cern­ing mind,” replied Kai Lung.

			
				The Story of Yuen Yan, of the Barber Chou-Hu, and His Wife Tsae-Che

				“Do not des­pair; even Yuen Yan once cast a mis­sile at the Tab­lets,” is a pro­verb of en­cour­age­ment well worn through­out the Em­pire; but al­though it is daily on the lips of some it is doubt­ful if a single per­son could give an in­tel­li­gent ac­count of the Yuen Yan in ques­tion bey­ond re­peat­ing the out­side facts that he was of a hu­mane and con­sist­ent dis­pos­i­tion and dur­ing the great­er part of his life pos­sessed every de­sir­able at­trib­ute of wealth, fam­ily and vir­tu­ous es­teem. If more closely ques­tioned with ref­er­ence to the spe­cif­ic in­cid­ent al­luded to, these per­sons would not hes­it­ate to as­sert that the pro­verb was not to be un­der­stood in so su­per­fi­cial a sense, protest­ing, with much in­dig­na­tion, that Yuen Yan was of too cour­teous and lofty a nature to be guilty of so un­seemly an ac­tion, and con­temp­tu­ously in­quir­ing what pos­sible reas­on one who en­joyed every ad­vant­age in this world and every pro­spect of an un­ruffled fe­li­city in The Bey­ond could have for be­hav­ing in so out­rageous a man­ner. This ex­plan­a­tion by no means sat­is­fied the one who now nar­rates, and after much re­search he has brought to light the for­got­ten story of Yuen Yan’s early life, which may be thus re­lated.

				At the peri­od with which this part of the nar­rat­ive is con­cerned, Yuen Yan dwelt with his moth­er in one of the least at­tract­ive of the arches be­neath the city wall. As a youth it had been his in­ten­tion to take an ex­cep­tion­ally high place in the pub­lic ex­am­in­a­tions, and, rising at once to a po­s­i­tion of re­spons­ible au­thor­ity, to mark him­self out for con­tinu­al pro­mo­tion by the ex­er­cise of un­fail­ing dis­cre­tion and in­dom­it­able zeal. Hav­ing saved his coun­try in a mo­ment of acute na­tion­al danger, he con­tem­plated ac­cept­ing a title of unique dis­tinc­tion and re­tir­ing to his nat­ive province, where he would build an ad­equate palace which he had already planned out down to the most trivi­al de­tail. There he pur­posed spend­ing the re­mainder of his life, re­ceiv­ing fre­quent tokens of re­gard from the hand of the grat­i­fied Em­per­or, mar­ry­ing an ac­com­plished and re­fined wife who would doubt­less be one of the prin­cesses of the Im­per­i­al House, and con­scien­tiously re­gard­ing The Vir­tues through­out. The trans­ition from this sump­tu­ously con­trived res­id­ence to a damp arch in the city wall, and from the high des­tiny in­dic­ated to the oc­cu­pa­tion of lead­ing from place to place a com­pany of sight­less men­dic­ants, had been neither in­stant­an­eous nor pain­less, but Yuen Yan had nev­er for a mo­ment wavered from the en­lightened max­ims which he had ad­op­ted as his guid­ing prin­ciples, nor did he suf­fer un­end­ing tri­als to lessen his rev­er­ence for The Vir­tues. “Hav­ing set out with the full in­ten­tion of be­com­ing a wealthy man­dar­in, it would have been a small achieve­ment to have reached that po­s­i­tion with un­shattered ideals,” he fre­quently re­marked; “but hav­ing thus set out it is a mat­ter for more than or­din­ary con­grat­u­la­tion to have fallen to the po­s­i­tion of lead­ing a string of blind beg­gars about the city and still to re­tain un­im­paired the in­genu­ous be­liefs and as­pir­a­tions of youth.”

				“Doubt­less,” replied his aged moth­er, whenev­er she chanced to over­hear this hon­our­able re­flec­tion, “doubt­less the fool­ish calf who in­no­cently puts his foot in­to the jelly finds a like con­sol­a­tion. This per­son, how­ever, would gladly ex­change the most il­lim­it­able mor­al sat­is­fac­tion en­gendered by acute poverty for a few of the ma­ter­i­al com­forts of a sor­did com­pet­ence, nor would she hes­it­ate to throw in­to the bal­ance all the as­pir­a­tions and im­prov­ing say­ings to be found with­in the Clas­sics.”

				“Es­teemed moth­er,” pro­tested Yan, “more than three thou­sand years ago the roy­al philo­soph­er Nin-hyo made the ob­ser­va­tion: ‘Bet­ter an earth-lined cave from which the stars are vis­ible than a golden pa­goda roofed over with iniquity,’ and the say­ing has stood the test of time.”

				“The re­mark would have car­ried a weight­i­er con­vic­tion if the broad-minded sov­er­eign had him­self first stood the test of ly­ing for a few years with en­larged joints and af­flic­ted bones in the abode he so prudently re­com­men­ded for oth­ers,” replied his moth­er, and without giv­ing Yuen Yan any op­por­tun­ity of bring­ing for­ward fur­ther proof of their highly-fa­voured des­tiny she betook her­self to her own straw at the farthest end of the arch.

				Up to this peri­od of his life Yuen Yan’s in­nate rev­er­ence and cour­tesy of man­ner had en­abled him to main­tain an im­pass­ive out­look in the face of every dis­cour­age­ment, but now he was ex­posed to a fresh series of tri­als in ad­di­tion to the un­sym­path­et­ic at­ti­tude which his moth­er nev­er failed to un­roll be­fore him. It has already been ex­pressed that Yuen Yan’s oc­cu­pa­tion and the man­ner by which he gained his live­li­hood con­sisted in lead­ing a num­ber of blind men­dic­ants about the streets of the city and in­to the shops and dwell­ing-places of those who might reas­on­ably be will­ing to pay in or­der to be re­lieved of their pres­ence. In this pro­fes­sion Yan’s ven­er­at­ing and cus­tom-re­gard­ing nature com­pelled him to act as lead­ers of blind beg­gars had ac­ted through­out all his­tor­ic­al times and far back in­to the dim re­cesses of le­gendary epochs and this, in an era when the leis­urely habits of the past were fall­ing in­to dis­use, and when rivals and com­pet­it­ors were spring­ing up on all sides, ten­ded al­most daily to de­crease the pro­ceeds of his la­bour and to sow an in­si­di­ous doubt even in his un­ques­tion­ing mind.

				In par­tic­u­lar, among those whom Yan re­garded most ob­jec­tion­ably was one named Ho. Al­though only re­cently ar­rived in the city from a coun­try bey­ond the Bit­ter Wa­ter, Ho was already known in every quarter both to the mer­chants and stall­keep­ers, who trembled at his ap­proach­ing shad­ow, and to the com­pet­ing men­dic­ants who now coun­ted their cash with two fin­gers where they had be­fore needed both hands. This dis­tress­ingly act­ive per­son made no secret of his meth­ods and in­ten­tion; for, upon his ar­rival, he plainly an­nounced that his ob­ject was to make the found­a­tions of be­ne­vol­ence vi­brate like the strings of a many-toned lute, and he com­pared his gen­er­al pro­gress through the haunts of the char­it­ably dis­posed to the pas­sage of a highly-charged fire­work through an as­sembly of med­it­at­ive turtles. He was usu­ally known, he ad­ded, as “the rap­idly-mov­ing per­son,” or “the one devoid of out­line,” and it soon be­came ap­par­ent that he was also quite des­ti­tute of all dig­ni­fied re­straint. Se­lect­ing the place of com­merce of some wealthy mer­chant, Ho entered without hes­it­a­tion and thrust­ing aside the wait­ing cus­tom­ers he con­tin­ued to strike the boards im­pa­tiently un­til he gained the at­ten­tion of the chief mer­chant him­self. “Hon­our­able sa­luta­tions,” he would say, “but do not en­treat this il­lit­er­ate per­son to enter the in­ner room, for he can­not tarry to dis­cuss the move­ments of the plan­ets or the sub­lime Em­per­or’s health. Be­hold, for half-a-tael of sil­ver you may pur­chase im­munity from his dis­cred­it­able per­sist­ence for sev­en days; here is the ac­know­ledge­ment duly made out and at­tested. Let the pay­ment be made in pieces of met­al and not in pa­per ob­lig­a­tions.” Un­less im­me­di­ate com­pli­ance fol­lowed Ho at once began nois­ily to cast down the art­icles of com­merce, to roll bod­ily upon the more fra­gile ob­jects, to be­come de­moni­ac­ally pos­sessed on the floor, and to re­sort to a vari­ety of ex­pedi­ents un­til all the cus­tom­ers were driv­en forth in pan­ic.

				In the case of an ex­cess­ively stub­born mer­chant he had not hes­it­ated to draw a for­mid­able knife and to gash him­self in a su­per­fi­cial but very im­pos­ing man­ner; then he had rushed out ut­ter­ing cries of ter­ror, and sink­ing down by the door had re­mained there for the great­er part of the day, warn­ing those who would have entered to be upon their guard against be­ing en­ticed in and murdered, at the same time groan­ing aloud and dis­play­ing his own wounds. Even this seem­ing dis­reg­ard of time was well con­sidered, for when the tid­ings spread about the city oth­er mer­chants did not wait for Ho to enter and greet them, but stand­ing at their doors money in hand they pressed it upon him the mo­ment he ap­peared and be­sought him to re­move his dis­tin­guished pres­ence from their plague-in­fec­ted street. To the or­din­ary men­dic­ants of the city this stress of com­pet­i­tion was dis­astrous, but to Yuen Yan it was over­whelm­ing. Thor­oughly im­bued with the de­fer­en­tial sys­tems of an­tiquity, he led his band from place to place with a fit­ting re­gard for the re­quire­ments of ce­re­mo­ni­al etiquette and a due ob­serv­ance of leis­urely un­con­cern. Those to whom he ad­dressed him­self he ap­proached with ob­sequious tact, and in the face of re­fus­al to con­trib­ute to his store his most vi­ol­ent ex­pedi­ent did not go bey­ond mar­shalling his com­pany of sup­pli­ants in an or­derly group upon the shop floor, where they sang in uni­son a com­posed chant ex­tolling the fruits of mu­ni­fi­cence and set­ting forth the evil plight which would cer­tainly at­tend the flinty-stom­ached in the Up­per Air. In this way Yuen Yan had been con­tent to de­vote sev­er­al hours to a single shop in the hope of re­ceiv­ing fi­nally a few pieces of brass money; but now his per­se­cu­tions were so mild that the mer­chants and vendors rather wel­comed him by com­par­is­on with the in­tol­er­able Ho, and would on no ac­count pay to be re­lieved of the in­flic­tion of his pres­ence. “Have we not dis­bursed in one day to the pir­at­ic­al Ho thrice the sum which we had set by to serve its pur­pose for a hand-count of moons; and do we pos­sess the Great Secret?” they cried. “Nev­er­the­less, dis­pose your en­ga­ging band of men­dic­ants about the place freely un­til it suits your re­fined con­veni­ence to pro­ceed else­where, O mer­it­ori­ous Yuen Yan, for your un­as­sum­ing qual­it­ies have won our con­sist­ent re­gard; but an in­sa­ti­able sponge has already been laid upon the well­spring of our be­ne­vol­ence and the tenacity of our closed hand is in­flex­ible.”

				Even the pass­ive men­dic­ants began to mur­mur against his lead­er­ship, ur­ging him that he should ad­opt some of the sim­pler meth­ods of the gif­ted Ho and thereby save them all from an oth­er­wise in­ev­it­able star­va­tion. The Em­per­or Kai-tsing, said the one who led their voices (re­fer­ring in his ma­lig­nant bit­ter­ness to a sov­er­eign of the pre­vi­ous dyn­asty), was dead, al­though the fact had doubt­less es­caped Yuen Yan’s de­lib­er­ate per­cep­tion. The meth­ods of four thou­sand years ago were be­com­ing ob­sol­ete in the face of a strenu­ous com­pet­i­tion, and un­less Yuen Yan was dis­posed to as­sume a more highly-coiled ap­pear­ance they must cer­tainly ad­dress them­selves to an­oth­er lead­er.

				It was on this oc­ca­sion that the in­cid­ent took place which has passed down in the form of an in­spir­it­ing pro­verb. Yuen Yan had con­scien­tiously de­livered at the door of his abode the last of his com­pany and was turn­ing his foot­steps to­wards his own arch when he en­countered the con­tumeli­ous Ho, who was like­wise re­turn­ing at the close of a day’s men­dic­ancy—but with this dis­tinc­tion: that, where­as Ho was fol­lowed by two stal­wart at­tend­ants car­ry­ing between them a sack full of money, Yan’s share of his band’s en­ter­prise con­sisted solely of one base coin of a kind which the char­it­able set aside for be­stow­ing upon the blind and quite use­less for all or­din­ary pur­poses of ex­change. A few paces farther on Yan reached the Temple of the Un­seen Forces and paused for a mo­ment, as his cus­tom was, to cast his eyes up to the tab­lets en­graved with The Vir­tues, be­fore which some de­vout per­son nightly hung a lan­tern. Goaded by a sud­den im­pulse, Yan looked each way about the deser­ted street, and per­ceiv­ing that he was alone he de­lib­er­ately ex­ten­ded his out-thrust tongue to­wards the in­spired pre­cepts. Then tak­ing from an in­ner sleeve the base coin he flung it at the in­scribed char­ac­ters and ob­served with sat­is­fac­tion that it struck the verse be­gin­ning, “The Re­wards of a Qui­es­cent and Men­tally-in­tro­spect­ive Life are Un­boun­ded—”

				When Yan entered his arch some hours later his moth­er could not fail to per­ceive that a subtle change had come over his man­ner of be­hav­ing. Much of the leis­urely dig­nity had melted out of his foot­steps, and he wore his hat and out­er gar­ments at an angle which plainly test­i­fied that he was a per­son who might be sup­posed to have a marked ob­jec­tion to re­turn­ing home be­fore the early hours of the morn­ing. Fur­ther­more, as he entered he was chant­ing cer­tain me­lodi­ous words by which he en­deav­oured to con­vey the mis­lead­ing im­pres­sion that his chief amuse­ment con­sisted in de­fy­ing the of­fi­cial watch­ers of the town, and he con­tinu­ally re­it­er­ated a claim to be re­garded as “one of the beard­less goats.” Thus ex­press­ing him­self, Yan sank down in his ap­poin­ted corner and would doubt­lessly soon have been float­ing peace­fully in the Middle Dis­tance had not the door been again thrown open and a stranger named Chou-hu entered.

				“Prosper­ity!” said Chou-hu cour­teously, ad­dress­ing him­self to Yan’s moth­er. “Have you eaten your rice? Be­hold, I come to lay be­fore you a very at­tract­ive pro­pos­al re­gard­ing your son.”

				“The flower at­tracts the bee, but when he de­parts it is to his lips that the honey clings,” replied the wo­man cau­tiously; for after Yan’s boast­ful words on en­ter­ing she had a fear lest haply this per­son might be one on be­half of some guard­i­an of the night whom her son had flung across the street (as he had spe­cific­ally de­clared his ha­bitu­al treat­ment of them to be) come to take him by stratagem.

				“Does the pa­cific lamb be­come a wolf by night?” said Chou-hu, dis­play­ing him­self re­as­sur­ingly. “Wrap your ears well round my words, for they may prove very re­mu­ner­at­ive. It can­not be a mat­ter out­side your know­ledge that the pro­fes­sion of con­duct­ing an as­sembly of blind men­dic­ants from place to place no longer yields the wage of even a frugal ex­ist­ence in this city. In the fu­ture, for all the sym­pathy that he will arouse, Yan might as well go beg­ging with a sil­ver bowl. In con­sequence of his speech­less con­di­tion he will be un­able to sup­port either you or him­self by any oth­er form of la­bour, and your line will thereupon be­come ex­tinct and your stand­ing in the Up­per Air be rendered in­tol­er­able.”

				“It is a re­mote con­tin­gency, but, as the pro­verb says, ‘The wise hen is nev­er too old to dread the Spring,’ ” replied Yan’s moth­er, with com­mend­able prudence. “By what means, then, may this calam­ity be aver­ted?”

				“The per­son be­fore you,” con­tin­ued Chou-hu, “is a barber and em­bel­lish­er of pig­tails from the street lead­ing to the Three-tiered Pa­goda of Eggs. He has long ob­served the re­straint and mod­er­a­tion of Yan’s de­mean­our and now be­ing in need of one to as­sist him his earli­est thought turns to him. The af­flic­tion which would be an in­su­per­able bar­ri­er in all or­din­ary cases may here be used to ad­vant­age, for be­ing un­able to con­verse with those seated be­fore him, or to hear their sa­luta­tions, Yan will be ab­solved from the ne­ces­sity of en­ga­ging in dif­fuse and re­fined con­ver­sa­tion, and in con­sequence he will sub­mit at least twice the num­ber of per­sons to his dex­ter­ous en­er­gies. In that way he will se­cure a high­er re­ward than this per­son could oth­er­wise af­ford and many ad­di­tion­al com­forts will doubt­less fall in­to the sleeve of his en­ga­ging moth­er.”

				At this point the wo­man began to un­der­stand that the sense in which Chou-hu had re­ferred to Yan’s speech­less con­di­tion was not that which she had at the time deemed it to be. It may here be made clear that it was Yuen Yan’s cus­tom to wear sus­pen­ded about his neck an in­scribed board bear­ing the words, “Speech­less, and devoid of the fac­ulty of hear­ing,” but this ori­gin­ated out of his cour­teous and de­fer­en­tial nature (for to his self-ob­lit­er­at­ive mind it did not seem re­spect­ful that he should ap­pear to be bet­ter en­dowed than those whom he led), nor could it be as­ser­ted that he wil­fully de­ceived even the passing stranger, for he would freely enter in­to con­ver­sa­tion with any­one whom he en­countered. Nev­er­the­less an im­pres­sion had thus been formed in Chou-hu’s mind and the wo­man for­bore to cor­rect it, think­ing that it would be scarcely po­lite to as­sert her­self bet­ter in­formed on any sub­ject than he was, es­pe­cially as he had spoken of Yan thereby re­ceiv­ing a high­er wage. Yan him­self would cer­tainly have re­vealed some­thing had he not been oth­er­wise em­ployed. Hear­ing the con­ver­sa­tion turn to­wards his af­flic­tions, he at once began to search very in­dus­tri­ously among the straw upon which he lay for the in­scribed board in ques­tion; for to his some­what con­fused ima­gin­a­tion it seemed at the time that only by dis­play­ing it openly could he prove to Chou-hu that he was in no way de­fi­cient. As the board was found on the fol­low­ing morn­ing nailed to the great out­er door of the Hall of Pub­lic Justice (where it re­mained for many days ow­ing to the of­fi­cial im­pres­sion that so bold and un­deni­able a pro­nounce­ment must have re­ceived the dir­ect au­thor­ity of the sub­lime Em­per­or), Yan was not un­nat­ur­ally en­gaged for a con­sid­er­able time, and in the mean­while his moth­er con­trived to im­press upon him by an un­mis­tak­able sign that he should re­veal noth­ing, but leave the mat­ter in her hands.

				Then said Yan’s moth­er: “Truly the pro­pos­al is not al­to­geth­er want­ing in al­lur­ing col­ours, but in what man­ner will Yan in­ter­pret the com­mands of those who place them­selves be­fore him, when he has at­tained suf­fi­cient pro­fi­ciency to be en­trus­ted with the knife and the shear­ing irons?”

				“The ob­jec­tion is a su­per­fi­cial one,” replied Chou-hu. “When a per­son seats him­self upon the op­er­at­ing stool he either throws back his head, fix­ing his eyes upon the up­per room with a set and res­ol­ute air, or in­clines it slightly for­ward as in a rev­er­ent tran­quil­lity. In the former case he re­quires his un­even sur­faces to be made smooth; in the lat­ter he is de­sirous that his pig­tail should be drawn out and trimmed. Do not doubt Yan’s cap­ab­il­ity to con­duct him­self in a dis­creet and be­com­ing man­ner, but com­mu­nic­ate to him, by the usu­al means which you ad­opt, the of­fer thus laid out, and un­less he should be in­cred­ibly ob­tuse or un­fili­al to a crim­in­al de­gree he will present him­self at the Sign of the Gilt Thun­der­bolt at an early hour to­mor­row.”

				There is a prudent cau­tion ex­pressed in the pro­verb, “The hand that feeds the ox grasps the knife when it is fattened: crawl back­wards from the pres­ence of a mu­ni­fi­cent of­fi­cial.” Chou-hu, in spite of his plaus­ible pre­text, would have ex­per­i­enced no dif­fi­culty in ob­tain­ing the ser­vices of one bet­ter equipped to as­sist him than was Yuen Yan, so that in or­der to dis­cov­er his real ob­ject it be­comes ne­ces­sary to look un­der­neath his words. He was in­deed, as he had stated, a barber and an em­bel­lish­er of pig­tails, and for many years he had grown rich and round-bod­ied on the repu­ta­tion of be­ing one of the most skil­ful with­in his quarter of the city. In an evil mo­ment, how­ever, he had aban­doned the mod­er­a­tion of his past life and sur­roun­ded him­self with an at­mo­sphere of opi­um smoke and ex­is­ted con­tinu­ally in the mind-dim­ming ef­fects of rice-spir­it. From this cause his cus­tom began to lan­guish; his hand no longer swept in the grace­ful and un­hes­it­at­ing curves which had once been the ad­mir­a­tion of all be­hold­ers, but dis­played on the con­trary a very dis­con­cert­ing ir­reg­u­lar­ity of move­ment, and on the day of his vis­it he had shorn away the ven­er­able mous­taches of the baker Heng-cho un­der a mis­taken im­pres­sion as to the real­ity of things and a waver­ing vis­ion of their ex­act po­s­i­tion. Now the baker had been in­or­din­ately proud of his long white mous­taches and val­ued them above all his pos­ses­sions, so that, in­vok­ing the spir­its of his an­cest­ors to be­hold his de­grad­a­tion and to sup­port him in his re­solve, and call­ing in all the pass­ersby to bear wit­ness to his oath, he had sol­emnly bound him­self either to cut down Chou-hu fatally, or, should that prove too dif­fi­cult an ac­com­plish­ment, to com­mit sui­cide with­in his shop. This two­fold danger thor­oughly stu­pefied Chou-hu and made him in­cap­able of tak­ing any ac­tion bey­ond con­sum­ing fur­ther and more un­stin­ted por­tions of rice-spir­it and rend­ing art­icle after art­icle of his ap­par­el un­til his wife Tsae-che mod­estly dis­missed such per­sons as loitered, and barred the out­er door.

				“Open your eyes upon the facts by which you are sur­roun­ded, O con­tempt­ible Chou-hu,” she said, re­turn­ing to his side and stand­ing over him. “Already your de­graded in­stincts have brought us with­in meas­ur­able dis­tance of poverty, and if you neg­lect your busi­ness to avoid Heng-cho, ac­tu­al want will soon be­set us. If you re­main openly with­in his sight you will cer­tainly be re­moved for­cibly to the Up­per Air, leav­ing this in­of­fens­ive per­son des­ti­tute and aban­doned, and if by the ex­er­cise of un­fail­ing vi­gil­ance you es­cape both these dangers, you will be re­served to an even worse plight, for Heng-cho in des­per­a­tion will in­ev­it­ably carry out the lat­ter part of his threat, ded­ic­at­ing his spir­it to the duty of con­tinu­ally haunt­ing you and frus­trat­ing your am­bi­tions here on earth and call­ing to his as­sist­ance myri­ads of an­cest­ors and re­la­tions to tor­ment you in the Up­per Air.”

				“How at­tract­ively and in what bril­liantly-col­oured out­lines do you present the vari­ous facts of ex­ist­ence!” ex­claimed Chou-hu, with in­el­eg­ant re­sent­ment. “Do not neg­lect to add that, to­mor­row be­ing the oc­ca­sion of the Moon Fest­iv­al, the in­ex­or­able per­son who owns this res­id­ence will present him­self to col­lect his dues, that, in con­sequence of the re­bel­lion in the south, the saga­cious vice­roy has doubled the price of opi­um, that some ir­re­deem­able out­cast has car­ried away this per­son’s blue silk um­brella, and then doubt­less the al­lur­ing pic­ture of in­tern­al fe­li­city around the An­ces­tral Al­tar of the Gilt Thun­der­bolt will be com­plete.”

				“Light words are eas­ily spoken be­hind barred doors,” said his wife scorn­fully. “Let my lord, then, re­cline in­dol­ently upon the floor of his in­ner cham­ber while this per­son sump­tu­ously lulls him in­to ob­li­vi­on with the mu­sic of her voice, re­gard­less of the mor­row and of the fate in which his apathy in­volves us both.”

				“By no means!” ex­claimed Chou-hu, rising hast­ily and tear­ing away much of his elab­or­ately ar­ranged pig­tail in his un­con­trol­lable rage; “there is yet a more pleas­ur­able al­tern­at­ive than that and one which will en­sure to this per­son a peri­od of oth­er­wise un­at­tain­able do­mest­ic calm and at the same time in­volve a de­test­able en­emy in con­fu­sion. An­ti­cip­at­ing the dull-wit­ted Heng-cho this one will now pro­ceed across the street and, com­mit­ting sui­cide with­in his door, will hence­forth en­joy the hon­our­able sat­is­fac­tion of haunt­ing his foot­steps and rend­ing his bake­houses and ovens un­ten­able.” With this as­sur­ance Chou-hu seized one of his most for­mid­able busi­ness weapons and caused it to re­volve around his head with great rapid­ity, but at the same time with ex­treme care­ful­ness.

				“There is a ready say­ing: ‘The new­born lamb does not fear a ti­ger, but be­fore he be­comes a sheep he will flee from a wolf,’ ” said Tsae-che without in any way deem­ing it ne­ces­sary to ar­rest Chou-hu’s hand. “Full con­fid­ently will you set out, O Chou-hu, but to reach the shop of Heng-cho it is ne­ces­sary to pass the stall of the deal­er in aban­doned art­icles, and next to it are en­ti­cingly spread out the wares of Kong, the mer­chant in dis­tilled spir­its. Put aside your re­li­able scrap­ing iron while you still have it, and this not ill-dis­posed per­son will lay be­fore you a plan by which you may even yet avoid all in­con­veni­ences and at the same time re­gain your fail­ing com­merce.”

				“It is also said: ‘The ad­vice of a wise wo­man will ru­in a walled city,’ ” replied Chou-hu, some­what an­noyed at his wife so op­por­tunely com­par­ing him to a sheep, but still more con­cerned to hear by what pos­sible ex­pedi­ent she could suc­cess­fully avert all the con­tend­ing dangers of his po­s­i­tion. “Nev­er­the­less, pro­ceed.”

				“In one of the least reput­able quar­ters of the city there dwells a per­son called Yuen Yan,” said the wo­man. “He is the lead­er of a band of sight­less men­dic­ants and in this po­s­i­tion he has fre­quently passed your open door, though—prob­ably be­ing warned by the be­ne­vol­ent—he has nev­er yet entered. Now this Yuen Yan, save for one or two un­im­port­ant de­tails, is the re­flec­ted per­son­i­fic­a­tion of your own ex­al­ted im­age, nor would those most in­tim­ate with your form and out­line be able to pro­nounce def­in­itely un­less you stood side by side be­fore them. Fur­ther­more, he is by nature un­able to hear any re­mark ad­dressed to him, and is in­cap­able of ex­press­ing him­self in spoken words. Doubt­less by these in­dic­a­tions my lord’s lo­cust-like in­tel­li­gence will already have leapt to an in­spired un­der­stand­ing of the full pro­ject?”

				“As­suredly,” replied Chou-hu, caress­ing him­self ap­prov­ingly. “The es­sen­tial de­tails of the scheme are built about the ease with which this per­son could present him­self at the abode of Yuen Yan in his ab­sence and, gath­er­ing to­geth­er that one’s store of wealth un­ques­tioned, re­tire with it to a dis­tant and un­known spot and thereby elude the im­plac­able Heng-cho’s ven­geance.”

				“Leav­ing your meni­al one in the ‘walled city’ re­ferred to, to share its fate, and, in par­tic­u­lar, to un­der­take the dis­tress­ing ob­lig­a­tion of gath­er­ing up the at­ro­cious Heng-cho after he has car­ried his fi­nal threat in­to ef­fect? Truly must the crys­tal stream of your usu­ally un­dimmed in­tel­li­gence have be­come va­por­ized. Listen well. Dis­guising your ex­tern­al fea­tures slightly so that the re­semb­lance may pass without re­mark, present your­self openly at the res­id­ence of the Yuen Yan in ques­tion—”

				“First learn­ing where it is situ­ated?” in­ter­posed Chou-hu, with a de­sire to grasp the de­tails com­pet­ently.

				“Un­less a per­son of your ret­ro­spect­ive taste would prefer to leave so trivi­al a point un­til af­ter­wards,” replied his wife in a tone of con­cen­trated no-sin­cer­ity. “In either case, how­ever, hav­ing ar­rived there, bar­gain with the one who has au­thor­ity over Yuen Yan’s move­ments, prais­ing his de­mean­our and of­fer­ing to ac­cept him in­to the hon­ours and profits of your craft. The words of ac­qui­es­cence should spring to meet your own, for the vari­ous branches of men­dic­ancy are lan­guish­ing, and Yuen Yan can have no secret store of wealth. Do not hes­it­ate to of­fer a high­er wage than you would as an af­fair of or­din­ary com­merce, for your safety de­pends upon it. Hav­ing se­cured Yan, teach him quickly the un­pol­ished out­lines of your busi­ness and then cloth­ing him in robes sim­il­ar to your own let him take his stand with­in the shop and with­draw your­self to the in­ner cham­ber. None will sus­pect the ar­ti­fice, and Yuen Yan is mani­festly in­cap­able of be­tray­ing it. Heng-cho, see­ing him dis­play him­self openly, will not deem it ne­ces­sary to com­mit sui­cide yet, and, should he cut down Yan fatally, the of­fi­cials of the street will seize him and your own safety will be as­sured. Fi­nally, if noth­ing par­tic­u­lar hap­pens, at least your prosper­ity will be in­creased, for Yuen Yan will prove in­dus­tri­ous, frugal, not ad­dicted to ex­cesses and in every way re­li­able, and to­wards the shop of so ex­cep­tion­al a barber cus­tom­ers will turn in an un­end­ing stream.”

				“Alas!” ex­claimed Chou-hu, “when you boas­ted of an in­spired scheme this per­son for a mo­ment fool­ishly al­lowed his mind to con­tem­plate the pos­sib­il­ity of your hav­ing ac­ci­dent­ally stumbled upon such an ex­pedi­ent haply, but your sug­ges­tion is only com­par­able with a com­pany of ducks at­tempt­ing to cross an ice­bound stream—an ex­cess­ive out­lay of ac­tion but no be­ne­fi­cial pro­gress. Should Yuen Yan freely present him­self here on the mor­row, plead­ing des­ti­tu­tion and crav­ing to be em­ployed, this per­son will con­sider the pe­ti­tion with an open head, but it is be­neath his dig­nity to wait upon so low-class an ob­ject.” Af­fect­ing to re­col­lect an ar­ranged meet­ing of some im­port­ance, Chou-hu then clad him­self in oth­er robes, altered the ap­pear­ance of his face, and set out to act in the man­ner already de­scribed, con­fid­ent that the ex­act hap­pen­ing would nev­er reach his less­er one’s ears.

				On the fol­low­ing day Yuen Yan presen­ted him­self at the door of the Gilt Thun­der­bolt, and quickly per­fect­ing him­self in the sim­pler meth­ods of smooth­ing sur­faces and ad­orn­ing pig­tails he took his stand with­in the shop and op­er­ated upon all who came to sub­mit them­selves to his em­bel­lish­ment. To those who ad­dressed him with sa­luta­tions he replied by a ges­ture, tact­fully be­stow­ing an agree­able wel­come yet at the same time con­vey­ing the im­pres­sion that he was de­sirous of re­main­ing un­dis­turbed in the philo­soph­ic­al re­flec­tion upon which he was en­gaged. In spite of this it was im­possible to lead his mind astray from any weighty de­tail, and those who, pre­sum­ing upon his ab­sorbed at­ti­tude, en­deav­oured to evade a just pay­ment on any pre­text whatever in­vari­ably found them­selves firmly but cour­teously pressed to the wall by the neck, while a highly pol­ished smooth­ing blade was flashed to and fro be­fore their eyes with an ac­tion of un­mis­tak­able sig­ni­fic­ance. The num­ber of cus­tom­ers in­creased al­most daily, for Yan quickly proved him­self to be ex­pert above all com­par­is­on, while oth­ers came from every quarter of the city to test with their own eyes and ears the re­port that had reached them, to the ef­fect that in the street lead­ing to the Three-tiered Pa­goda of Eggs there dwelt a barber who made no pre­tence of el­eg­ant and re­fined con­ver­sa­tion and who did not even press upon those ly­ing help­less in his power mi­ra­cu­lous oint­ments and in­fal­lible charm-wa­ters. Thus Chou-hu prospered greatly, but Yan still obeyed his moth­er’s warn­ing and raised a mask be­fore his face so that Chou-hu and his wife nev­er doubted the real­ity of his in­firm­it­ies. From this cause they did not re­frain from con­vers­ing to­geth­er freely be­fore him on sub­jects of the most poignant de­tail, whereby Yan learned much of their past lives and con­duct while main­tain­ing an at­ti­tude of im­pass­ive un­con­cern.

				Upon a cer­tain even­ing in the month when the grass-blades are trans­formed in­to silk­worms Yan was alone in the shop, im­prov­ing the edge and re­flect­ing bril­liance of some of his im­ple­ments, when he heard the wo­man ex­claim from the in­ner room: “Truly the air from the desert is as hot and devoid of re­lief as the breath of the Great Dragon. Let us re­pose for the time in the out­er cham­ber.” Whereupon they entered the shop and seat­ing them­selves upon a couch re­sumed their oc­cu­pa­tions, the barber fan­ning him­self while he smoked, his wife gum­ming her hair and coil­ing it in­to the semb­lance of a bird with out­stretched wings.

				“The ne­ces­sity for the elab­or­ate cau­tion of the past no longer ex­ists,” re­marked Chou-hu presently. “The baker Heng-cho is de­sirous of be­com­ing one of those who se­lect the pav­ing-stones and reg­u­late the num­ber of hanging lan­terns for the dis­trict ly­ing around the Three-tiered Pa­goda. In this am­bi­tion he is op­posed by Kong, the dis­tilled-spir­it vendor, who claims to be a more com­pet­ent judge of pav­ing-stones and hanging lan­terns and one who will ex­er­cise a lynx-eyed vi­gil­ance upon the pub­lic out­lay and es­pe­cially de­vote him­self to curb­ing the av­arice of those bread-makers who ha­bitu­ally mix powdered white earth with their flour. Heng-cho is there­fore very con­cerned that many should bear hon­our­able testi­mony of his en­ga­ging qual­it­ies when the day of tri­al ar­rives, and thus po­si­tioned he has in­scribed and sent to this per­son a writ­ten mes­sage of­fer­ing a dig­ni­fied re­con­cili­ation and adding that he is con­vinced of the ne­ces­sity of an en­act­ment com­pel­ling all per­sons to wear a smooth face and a neatly braided pig­tail.”

				“It is a cred­it­able solu­tion of the mat­ter,” said Tsae-che, speak­ing between the ivory pins which she held in her mouth. “Hence­forth, then, you will take up your ac­cus­tomed stand as in the past?”

				“Un­doubtedly,” replied Chou-hu. “Yuen Yan is painstak­ing, and has per­haps done as well as could be ex­pec­ted of one of his shal­low in­tel­lect, but the ab­sence of suave and high-minded con­ver­sa­tion can­not fail to be ali­en­at­ing the cus­tom of the more pol­ished. Plainly it is a short­sighted policy for a per­son to try and evade his des­tiny. Yan seems to have been born for the ex­press pur­pose of lead­ing blind beg­gars about the streets of the city and to that pro­fes­sion he must re­turn.”

				“O dis­tress­ingly su­per­fi­cial Chou-hu!” ex­claimed his wife, “do men turn will­ingly from wine to par­take of vin­eg­ar, or hav­ing been clothed in silk do they ac­cept sack­cloth without a struggle? In­deed, your eyes, which are large to re­gard your own deeds and com­forts, grow small when they are turned to­wards the at­tain­ments of an­oth­er. In no case will Yan re­turn to his men­dic­ants, for his band is by this time scattered and dis­persed. His sleeve be­ing now well lined and his hand pro­fi­cient in every de­tail of his craft, he will erect a stall, per­chance even dir­ectly op­pos­ite or next to ourselves, and by sub­tlety, low charges and di­li­gence he will draw away the great­er part of your cus­tom.”

				“Alas!” cried Chou-hu, turn­ing an ex­ceed­ingly in­feri­or yel­low, “there is a deep­er wis­dom in the pro­verb, ‘Do not seek to es­cape from a flood by cling­ing to a ti­ger’s tail,’ than ap­pears at a cas­u­al glance. Now that this per­son is con­tem­plat­ing gath­er­ing again in­to his own hands the ex­e­cu­tion of his busi­ness, he can­not reas­on­ably af­ford to em­ploy an­oth­er, yet it is an in­tol­er­able thought that Yan should make use of his ex­per­i­ence to set up a sign op­posed to the Gilt Thun­der­bolt. Ob­vi­ously the only really safe course out of an un­pleas­ant di­lemma will be to slay Yan with as little delay as pos­sible. After re­ceiv­ing con­tinu­ous marks of our ap­prov­al for so long it is cer­tainly very thought­less of him to put us to so un­par­don­able an in­con­veni­ence.”

				“It is not an al­lur­ing al­tern­at­ive,” con­fessed Tsae-che, cross­ing the room to where Yan was seated in or­der to sur­vey her hair to great­er ad­vant­age in a hanging mir­ror of three sides com­posed of burn­ished cop­per; “but there seems noth­ing else to be done in the dif­fi­cult cir­cum­stances.”

				“The street is op­por­tunely empty and there is little like­li­hood of any­one ap­proach­ing at this hour,” sug­ges­ted Chou-hu. “What bet­ter scheme could be de­vised than that I should in­dic­ate to Yan by signs that I would hon­our him, and at the same time in­struct him fur­ther in the cor­rect pose of some of the re­cog­nized at­ti­tudes, by mak­ing smooth the sur­face of his face? Then dur­ing the op­er­a­tion I might per­chance slip upon an over­ripe whampee ly­ing un­per­ceived upon the floor; my hand—”

				“Ah-ah!” cried Tsae-che aloud, press­ing her sym­met­ric­al fin­gers against her grace­fully-pro­por­tioned ears; “do not, thou dragon-headed one, lead the con­ver­sa­tion to such an ex­tremity of de­tail, still less carry the res­ol­u­tion in­to ef­fect be­fore the very eyes of this del­ic­ately-sus­cept­ible per­son. Now to­mor­row, after the mid­day meal, she will be jour­ney­ing as far as the street of the venders of woven fab­rics in or­der to pro­cure a piece of silk sim­il­ar to the pearl-grey robe which she is wear­ing. The op­por­tun­ity will be a fa­vour­able one, for to­mor­row is the weekly oc­ca­sion on which you raise the shut­ters and deny cus­tom­ers at an earli­er hour; and it is really more mod­est that one of my im­pres­sion­able re­fine­ment should be away from the house al­to­geth­er and not merely in the in­ner cham­ber when that which is now here passes out.”

				“The sug­ges­tion is well timed,” replied Chou-hu. “No in­ter­rup­tion will then be pos­sible.”

				“Fur­ther­more,” con­tin­ued his wife, sprink­ling upon her hair a per­fumed powder of gold which made it sparkle as it en­gaged the light at every point with a most en­tran­cing lustre, “would it not be de­sir­able to use a weapon less iden­ti­fied with your own hand? In the corner nearest to Yan there stands a massive and heav­ily knot­ted club which could af­ter­wards be burned. It would be an easy mat­ter to call the simple Yan’s at­ten­tion to some ob­ject upon the floor and then as he bent down suf­fer him to Pass Bey­ond.”

				“As­suredly,” agreed Chou-hu, at once per­ceiv­ing the wis­dom of the change; “also, in that case, there would be less—”

				“Ah!” again cried the wo­man, shak­ing her up­raised fin­ger re­prov­ingly at Chou-hu (for so dain­tily en­dowed was her mind that she shrank from any of the gross­er real­it­ies of the act un­less they were clothed in the very gil­ded flowers of speech). “De­sist, O crim­son-minded bar­bar­i­an! Let us now walk side by side along the river bank and drink in the soul-stir­ring melody of the mu­si­cians who at this hour will be mak­ing the spot doubly at­tract­ive with the con­cord of stringed woods and in­stru­ments of brass struck with har­mo­ni­ous uni­son.”

				The scheme for free­ing Chou-hu from the em­bar­rass­ment of Yan’s po­s­i­tion was not really badly ar­ranged, nor would it have failed in most cases, but the barber was not suf­fi­ciently broad-wit­ted to see that many of the in­spired say­ings which he used as ar­gu­ments could be taken in an­oth­er light and con­veyed a de­cis­ive warn­ing to him­self. A pleas­antly de­vised pro­verb has been aptly com­pared to a pre­cious jew­el, and as the one has a hun­dred light-re­flect­ing sur­faces, so has the oth­er a di­versity of ap­plic­a­tions, un­til it is not in­fre­quently bey­ond the com­pre­hen­sion of an or­din­ary per­son to know upon which side wis­dom and prudence lie. On the fol­low­ing af­ter­noon Yan was seated in his ac­cus­tomed corner when Chou-hu entered the shop with un­even feet. The bar­ri­ers against the street had been raised and the out­er door was barred so that none might in­trude, while Chou-hu had already care­fully ex­amined the walls to en­sure that no crevices re­mained un­sealed. As he entered he was seek­ing, some­what in­co­her­ently, to jus­ti­fy him­self by as­sur­ing the deit­ies that he had al­most changed his mind un­til he re­membered the many im­pi­ous acts on Yan’s part in the past, to avenge which he felt him­self to be their duly ap­poin­ted in­stru­ment. Fur­ther­more, to con­vince them of the ex­cel­lence of his motive (and also to pro­tect him­self against the in­flu­ence of evil spir­its) he ad­vanced re­peat­ing the words of an in­voc­a­tion which in his youth he had been ac­cus­tomed to say daily in the temple, and thereupon Yan knew that the mo­ment was at hand.

				“Be­hold, mas­ter!” he ex­claimed sud­denly, in clearly ex­pressed words, “some­thing lies at your feet.”

				Chou-hu looked down to the floor and ly­ing be­fore him was a piece of sil­ver. To his dull and con­fused fac­ulties it soun­ded an in­ac­cur­ate de­tail of his pre­arranged plan that Yan should have ad­dressed him, and the re­mark it­self seemed dimly to re­mind him of some­thing that he had in­ten­ded to say, but he was too in­volved with him­self to be able to at­tach any lo­gic­al sig­ni­fic­ance to the facts and he at once stooped greed­ily to pos­sess the coin. Then Yan, who had an un­fal­ter­ing grasp upon the ne­ces­sit­ies of each passing second, sprang agilely for­ward, swung the staff, and brought it so pro­fi­ciently down upon Chou-hu’s lowered head that the barber dropped life­less to the ground and the weapon it­self was shattered by the blow. Without a pause Yan clothed him­self with his mas­ter’s robes and or­na­ments, wrapped his own gar­ment about Chou-hu in­stead, and open­ing a stone door let in­to the ground rolled the body through so that it dropped down in­to the cave be­neath. He next altered the bind­ing of his hair a little, cut his lips deeply for a set pur­pose, and then re­pos­ing upon the couch of the in­ner cham­ber he took up one of Chou-hu’s pipes and awaited Tsae-che’s re­turn.

				“It is un­en­dur­able that they of the silk mar­ket should be so ill-equipped,” re­marked Tsae-che dis­con­ten­tedly as she entered. “This pi­ti­able one has worn away the heels of her san­dals in a vain en­deav­our to pro­cure a suit­able em­broid­ery, and has turned over the con­tents of every stall to no ma­ter­i­al end. How have the events of the day pro­gressed with you, my lord?”

				“To the ful­filling of a writ­ten des­tiny. Yet in a meas­ure darkly, for a light has gone out,” replied Yuen Yan.

				“There was no unanti­cip­ated di­ver­gence?” in­quired the wo­man with in­terest and a marked ap­prov­al of this del­ic­ate way of ex­press­ing the op­er­a­tion of an un­pleas­ant ne­ces­sity.

				“From de­tail to de­tail it was as this per­son de­sired and con­trived,” said Yan.

				“And, of a surety, this one also?” claimed Tsae-che, with an in­tern­al emo­tion that some­thing was in­si­di­ously changed in which she had no ad­equate part.

				“The lan­guage may be fully ex­pressed in six styles of writ­ing, but who shall read the mind of a wo­man?” replied Yan evas­ively. “Nev­er­the­less, in ex­pli­cit words, the over­hanging shad­ow has de­par­ted and the fu­ture is as­sured.”

				“It is well,” said Tsae-che. “Yet how altered is your voice, and for what reas­on do you hold a cloth be­fore your mouth?”

				“The staff broke and a splinter fly­ing up­wards pierced my lips,” said Yan, lower­ing the cloth. “You speak truly, for the pain at­tend­ing each word is by no means slight, and scarcely can this per­son re­cog­nize his own voice.”

				“Oh, in­com­par­able Chou-hu, how vali­antly do you bear your suf­fer­ings!” ex­claimed Tsae-che re­morse­fully. “And while this heed­less one has been passing the time pleas­antly in hand­ling rich bro­cades you have been ly­ing here in an­guish. Be­hold now, without delay she will pre­pare food to di­vert your mind, and to mark the oc­ca­sion she had already pur­chased a little jar of gold­fish gills, two eggs branded with the as­sur­ance that they have been earth-bur­ied for el­ev­en years, and a small ser­pent pre­served in oil.”

				When they had eaten for some time in si­lence Yuen Yan again spoke. “At­tend closely to my words,” he said, “and if you per­ceive any dis­con­cert­ing over­sight in the scheme which I am about to lay be­fore you do not hes­it­ate to de­clare it. The threat which Heng-cho the baker swore he swore openly, and many reput­able wit­nesses could be gathered to­geth­er who would con­firm his words, while the writ­ten mes­sage of re­con­cili­ation which he sent will be known to none. Let us there­fore take that which lies in the cave be­neath and cloth­ing it in my robes bear it un­per­ceived as soon as the night has des­cen­ded and leave it in the court­yard of Heng-cho’s house. Now Heng-cho has a fig plant­a­tion out­side the city, so that when he rises early, as his cus­tom is, and finds the body, he will carry it away to bury it secretly there, re­mem­ber­ing his im­petu­ous words and well know­ing the net of en­tangling cir­cum­stances which must oth­er­wise close around him. At that mo­ment you will ap­pear be­fore him, search­ing for your hus­band, and sus­pect­ing his bur­den raise an out­cry that may draw the neigh­bours to your side if ne­ces­sary. On this point, how­ever, be dis­creetly ob­ser­v­ant, for if the tu­mult calls down the of­fi­cial watch it will go evilly with Heng-cho, but we shall profit little. The great­er like­li­hood is that as soon as you lift up your voice the baker will im­plore you to ac­com­pany him back to his house so that he may make a full and hon­our­able com­pens­a­tion. This you will do, and hasten­ing the ne­go­ti­ation as much as is con­sist­ent with a seemly re­gard for your over­whelm­ing grief, you will ac­cept not less than five hun­dred taels and an un­der­tak­ing that a suit­able fu­ner­al will be provided.”

				“O thrice-ver­sat­ile Chou-hu!” ex­claimed Tsae-che, whose eyes had re­flec­ted an ever-in­creas­ing sparkle of ad­mir­a­tion as Yan un­fol­ded the de­tails of his scheme, “how in­sig­ni­fic­ant are the minds of oth­ers com­pared with yours! As­suredly you have been drink­ing at some ma­gic well in this one’s ab­sence, for nev­er be­fore was your in­tel­lect so keen and lustreful. Let us at once carry your noble stratagem in­to ef­fect, for this per­son’s toes vi­brate to bear her on a pro­ject of such re­mu­ner­at­ive in­genu­ity.”

				Ac­cord­ingly they des­cen­ded in­to the cave be­neath and tak­ing up Chou-hu they again dressed him in his own robes. In his in­ner sleeve Yan placed some parch­ments of slight im­port­ance; he re­turned the jade brace­let to his wrist and by oth­er signs he made his iden­tity un­mis­tak­able; then lift­ing him between them, when the night was well ad­vanced, they car­ried him through un­fre­quen­ted ways and left him un­per­ceived with­in Heng-cho’s gate.

				“There is yet an­oth­er pre­cau­tion which will en­sure to you the sym­path­et­ic voices of all if it should be­come ne­ces­sary to ap­peal openly,” said Yuen Yan when they had re­turned. “I will make out a deed of fi­nal in­ten­tion con­fer­ring all I pos­sess upon Yuen Yan as a mark of es­teem for his con­scien­tious ser­vices, and this you can pro­duce if ne­ces­sary in or­der to crush the nig­gard baker in the winepress of your ne­ces­sit­ous des­ti­tu­tion.” Thereupon Yan drew up such a doc­u­ment as he had de­scribed, sign­ing it with Chou-hu’s name and seal­ing it with his ring, while Tsae-che also ad­ded her sign and at­test­a­tion. He then sent her to lurk upon the roof, strictly com­mand­ing her to keep an un­devi­at­ing watch upon Heng-cho’s move­ments.

				It was about the hour be­fore dawn when Heng-cho ap­peared, bear­ing across his back a well-filled sack and car­ry­ing in his right hand a spade. His steps were turned to­wards the fig orch­ard of which Yan had spoken, so that he must pass Chou-hu’s house, but be­fore he reached it Tsae-che had glided out and with loosened hair and trail­ing robes she sped along the street. Presently there came to Yuen Yan’s wait­ing ear a long-drawn cry and the sounds of many shut­ters be­ing flung open and the tread of hur­ry­ing feet. The mo­ments hung about him like the wings of a dragon-dream, but a prudent re­straint chained him to the in­ner cham­ber.

				It was fully light when Tsae-che re­turned, ac­com­pan­ied by one whom she dis­missed be­fore she entered. “Fe­li­city,” she ex­plained, pla­cing be­fore Yan a heavy bag of sil­ver. “Your word has been ac­com­plished.”

				“It is suf­fi­cient,” replied Yan in a tone from which every tender mod­u­la­tion was ab­sent, as he laid the sil­ver by the side of the parch­ment which he had drawn up. “For what reas­on is the out­er door now barred and they who drink tea with us pre­ven­ted from en­ter­ing to wish Yuen Yan prosper­ity?”

				“Strange are my lord’s words, and the touch of his breath is cold to his meni­al one,” said the wo­man in doubt­ing re­proach.

				“It will scarcely warm even the roots of Heng-cho’s fig-trees,” replied Yuen Yan with un­veiled con­tempt. “Stretch across your hand.”

				In trem­bling won­der Tsae-che laid her hand upon the ebony table which stood between them and slowly ad­vanced it un­til Yan seized it and held it firmly in his own. For a mo­ment he held it, com­pel­ling the wo­man to gaze with a soul-crush­ing dread in­to his face, then his fea­tures re­laxed some­what from the ef­fort by which he had con­trolled them, and at the sight Tsae-che tore away her hand and with a scream which caused those out­side to for­get the memory of every oth­er cry they had ever heard, she cast her­self from the house and was seen in the city no more.

				These are the pages of the for­got­ten in­cid­ent in the life of Yuen Yan which this nar­rat­or has sought out and dis­covered. Else­where, in the less­er Clas­sics, it may be read that the per­son in ques­tion af­ter­wards lived to a ven­er­able age and fi­nally Passed Above sur­roun­ded by every lux­ury, after lead­ing an ex­ist­ence con­sist­ently be­ne­vol­ent and marked by an even ex­cep­tion­al ad­her­ence to the prin­ciples and re­quire­ments of The Vir­tues.
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				The In­cred­ible Ob­tuse­ness of Those Who Had Op­posed the Vir­tu­ous Kai Lung

			
			It was later than the ap­poin­ted hour that same day when Kai Lung and Hwa-mei met about the shut­ter, for the Man­dar­in’s im­por­tun­ity had dis­turbed the har­mo­ni­ous bal­ance of their fixed ar­range­ment. As the storyteller left the in­ner cham­ber a mes­sage of un­der­stand­ing, veiled from those who stood around, had passed between their eyes, and so com­plete was the sym­pathy that now dir­ec­ted them that without a spoken word their plans were un­der­stood. Li-loe’s ac­qui­es­cence had been se­cured by the be­stow­al of a flask of wine (provided already by Hwa-mei against such an emer­gency), and though the door­keep­er had in­dic­ated re­proach by a vari­ety of sounds, he for­bore from speak­ing openly of any vaster store.

			“Let the bit­ter­ness of this one’s mes­sage be that which is first spoken, so that the later and more en­dur­ing words of our re­mem­brance may be devoid of sting. A star has shone across my me­diocre path which now an en­vi­ous cloud has con­spired to ob­scure. This meet­ing will doubt­less be our last.”

			Then replied Kai Lung from the dark­ness of the space above, his voice un­hur­ried as its wont:

			“If this is in­deed the end, then to the spir­its of the des­tinies I pros­trate my­self in thanks for those golden hours that have gone be­fore, and had there been no oth­ers to re­call then would I equally ac­count my­self re­paid in life and death by this.”

			“My words as­cend with yours in a pale spir­al to the bos­om of the uni­ver­sal moth­er,” Hwa-mei made re­sponse. “I like­wise am con­tent, hav­ing tasted this fe­li­city.”

			“There is yet one oth­er thing, es­teemed, if such a pre­sump­tion is to be en­dured,” Kai Lung ven­tured to re­quest. “Each day a stone has been dis­placed from off the wall and these now lie about your gentle feet. If you should in­con­veni­ence your­self to the ex­tent of stand­ing upon the mound thus raised, and would stretch up your hand, I, lean­ing forth, could touch it with my fin­ger­tips.”

			“This also will I dare to do and feel it no re­proach,” replied Hwa-mei; thus for the first time their fin­gers met.

			“Let me now con­tin­ue the ig­noble mes­sage that my un­worthy lips must bear,” re­sumed the maid­en, with a ges­ture of re­fined des­pair. “Ming-shu and Shan Tien, re­cog­niz­ing a mu­tu­al need in each, have agreed to fore­go their wordy strife and have entered upon a com­mon cause. To mark this re­con­cili­ation the Man­dar­in to­mor­row night will make a feast of wine and song in hon­our of Ming-shu and in­to this as­sembly you will be led, bound and wear­ing the wooden cang, to con­trib­ute to their of­fens­ive mirth. To this end you will not be ar­raigned to­mor­row, but on the fol­low­ing morn­ing at a spe­cial court swift sen­tence will be passed and car­ried out, neither will Shan Tien suf­fer any in­ter­rup­tion nor raise an ar­rest­ing hand.”

			The dark­ness by this time en­com­passed them so that neither could see the oth­er’s face, but across the scent-laden air Hwa-mei was con­scious of a subtle change, as of a poise or the tight­en­ing of a re­spons­ive cord.

			“This is the end?” she whispered up, un­able to sus­tain. “Ah, is it not the end?”

			“In the high wall of des­tiny that bounds our lives there is ever a hid­den gap to which the Pure Ones may guide our un­con­scious steps per­chance, if they see fit to in­ter­vene. … So that to­mor­row, be­ing the el­ev­enth of the Moon of Gath­er­ing-in, is to be cel­eb­rated by the noble Man­dar­in with song and wine? Truly the nimble-wit­ted Ming-shu must have slumbered by the way!”

			“As­suredly he has but now re­turned from a long jour­ney.”

			“Haply he may start upon a longer. Have the mu­si­cians been com­manded yet?”

			“Even now one goes to in­form the lead­er of their voices and to bid him hold his band in read­i­ness.”

			“Let it be your con­tinu­al aim that noth­ing bars their pro­gress. Where does that just of­fi­cial dwell of whom you lately spoke?”

			“The Cen­sor K’o-yih, he who re­buked Shan Tien’s am­bi­tions and made him mend his ques­tion­able life? His ya­men is about the Three-eyed Gate of Tai, a half-day’s jour­ney to the south.”

			“The lines con­verge and the is­sues of Shan Tien, Ming-shu and we who linger here will presently be brought to a very de­cis­ive point where each must play a clear-cut part. To that end is your pur­pose firm?”

			“Lay your com­mands,” replied Hwa-mei stead­fastly, “and meas­ure not the bur­den of their weight.”

			“It is well,” agreed Kai Lung. “Let Shan Tien give the feast and the time of ac­qui­es­cence will have passed. … The foothold of to­mor­row looms in­sec­ure, yet a very press­ing mes­sage must mean­while reach your hands.”

			“At the feast?”

			“Thus: about the door of the in­ner hall are two great jars of shin­ing brass, one on either side, and at their ap­proach a step. Be­ing led, at that step I shall stumble … the mes­sage you will there­after find in the jar from which I seek sup­port.”

			“It shall be to me as your spoken word. Alas! the mo­ment of re­call is already here.”

			“Doubt not; we stand on the edge of an era that is im­meas­ur­able. For that emer­gency I now go to con­sult the spir­its who have so far guided us.”

			On the fol­low­ing day at an even­ing hour Kai Lung re­ceived an im­per­i­ous sum­mons to ac­com­pany one who led him to the in­ner courts. Yet neither the cords about his arms nor the pil­lory around his neck could con­tain the glad­ness of his heart. From with­in came the sounds of in­stru­ments of wood and string with the meas­ured beat­ing of a drum; noth­ing had fallen short, for on that for­bid­den day, in­cred­ibly blind to the depths of his im­pi­ety, the ill-starred Man­dar­in Shan Tien was hav­ing mu­sic!

			“Gall of a mis­pro­cured she-mule!” ex­claimed the un­sym­path­et­ic voice of the one who had charge of him, and the rope was jerked to quick­en his loiter­ing feet. In an ef­fort to com­ply Kai Lung missed the step that crossed his path and stum­bling blindly for­ward would have fallen had he not struck heav­ily against a massive jar of lacquered brass, one of two that flanked the door.

			“Thy province is to tell a tale rather than to dance a grot­esque, as I un­der­stand the mat­ter,” said the at­tend­ant, mol­li­fied by the amuse­ment. “In any case, re­strain thy ad­mit­ted ar­dour for a while; the call is not yet for us.”

			From a group that stood apart some dis­tance from the door one moved forth and leis­urely crossed the hall. Kai Lung’s wounded head ceased to pain him.

			“What slave is this,” she de­man­ded of the oth­er in a slow and level tone, “and where­fore do the two of you in­trude on this oc­ca­sion?”

			“The ex­al­ted lord com­mands that this one of the pris­on­ers should at­tend here thus, to di­vert them with his fan­cies, he hav­ing a cer­tain wit of the more fool­ish kind. Kai Lung, the dog’s name is.”

			“Ap­proach yet near­er to the in­ner door,” en­joined the maid­en, in­dic­at­ing the dir­ec­tion; “so that when the mes­sage comes there shall be no in­ept delay.” As they moved off to obey she stood in lan­guid un­con­cern, lean­ing across the open­ing of a tall brass vase, one hand swinging idly in its depths, un­til they reached their sta­tion. Kai Lung did not need his eyes to know.

			Presently the mu­sic ceased, and summoned to ap­pear in turn, Kai Lung stood forth among the guests. On the right hand of the Man­dar­in re­clined the base Ming-shu, his mind already va­poury with the fumes of wine, the secret malice of his en­vi­ous mind now boldly leap­ing from his eyes.

			“The over­rated per­son now about to try your re­fined pa­tience to its lim­it is one who calls him­self Kai Lung,” de­clared Ming-shu of­fens­ively. “From an early age he has com­bined min­strelsy with oth­er and more luc­rat­ive forms of crime. It is the boast of this con­tu­ma­cious men­dic­ant that he can re­cite a story to fit any set of cir­cum­stances, this, in­deed, be­ing the only mer­it claimed for his feeble en­ter­tain­ment. The test se­lec­ted for your tol­er­ant amuse­ment on this very second-rate oc­ca­sion is that he relates the story of a pre­sum­ing youth who fixes his cov­et­ous hopes upon one so far above his de­graded state that she and all who be­hold his un­couth ef­forts are con­sumed by help­less laughter. Ul­ti­mately he is to be de­livered to a severe but well-earned death by a con­scien­tious of­fi­cial whose leis­urely pur­pose is to pos­sess the maid­en for him­self. Al­though oc­ca­sion­ally bor­der­ing on the fu­ner­eal, the de­tails of the nar­rat­ive are to be of a light and grav­ity-re­mov­ing nature on the whole. Pro­ceed.”

			The storyteller made obeis­ance to­wards the Man­dar­in, whose face mean­while re­vealed a com­plete ab­sence of every vari­ety of emo­tion.

			“Have I your gen­i­al per­mis­sion to com­ply, no­bil­ity?” he asked.

			“The word is spoken,” replied Shan Tien un­will­ingly. “Let the vaunt be jus­ti­fied.”

			“I obey, High Ex­cel­lence. This in­volves the story of Hien and the Chief Ex­am­iner.”

			
				The Story of Hien and the Chief Examiner

				In the reign of the Em­per­or Kong there lived at Ho Chow an of­fi­cial named Thang-li, whose de­gree was that of Chief Ex­am­iner of Lit­er­ary Com­pet­i­tions for the dis­trict. He had an only daugh­ter, Fa Fei, whose mind was so lib­er­ally stored with grace­ful ac­com­plish­ments as to give rise to the say­ing that to be in her pres­ence was more re­fresh­ing than to sit in a garden of per­fumes listen­ing to the wis­dom of sev­en eld­erly philo­soph­ers, while her glossy float­ing hair, skin of crys­tal lustre, cres­cent nails and feet smal­ler and more sym­met­ric­al than an open­ing lo­tus made her the most beau­ti­ful creature in all Ho Chow. Pos­sess­ing no son, and main­tain­ing an open con­tempt to­wards all his near­er re­la­tions, it had be­come a habit for Thang-li to con­verse with his daugh­ter al­most on terms of equal­ity, so that she was not sur­prised on one oc­ca­sion, when, call­ing her in­to his pres­ence, he gra­ciously com­manded her to ex­press her­self freely on whatever sub­ject seemed most im­port­ant in her mind.

				“The Great Middle King­dom in which we live is not only in­hab­ited by the most en­lightened, hu­mane and cour­teous-minded race, but is it­self fit­tingly the cent­ral and most de­sir­able point of the Uni­verse, sur­roun­ded by oth­er less fa­voured coun­tries peopled by races of pig­tail­less men and large-footed wo­men, all des­ti­tute of re­fined in­tel­li­gence,” replied Fa Fei mod­estly. “The sub­lime Em­per­or is of all per­sons the wisest, purest and—”

				“Un­doubtedly,” in­ter­rup­ted Thang-li. “These truths are of gem-like bril­liance, and the ears of a pat­ri­ot­ic sub­ject can nev­er be closed to the beauty and mu­sic of their cease­less re­pe­ti­tion. Yet between fath­er and daugh­ter in the se­cur­ity of an in­ner cham­ber there not un­nat­ur­ally arise top­ics of more en­gross­ing in­terest. For ex­ample, now that you are of a mar­riage­able age, have your eyes turned in the dir­ec­tion of any par­tic­u­lar suit­or?”

				“Oh, thrice-ven­er­ated sire!” ex­claimed Fa Fei, look­ing vainly round for some at­tain­able ob­ject be­hind which to con­ceal her hon­our­able con­fu­sion, “should the thoughts of a maid­en dwell def­in­itely on a mat­ter of such del­ic­ate con­sequence?”

				“They should not,” replied her fath­er; “but as they in­vari­ably do, the spec­u­la­tion is one out­side our im­me­di­ate con­cern. Nor, as it is your wonted cus­tom to as­cend upon the out­side roof at a cer­tain hour of the morn­ing, is it reas­on­able to as­sume that you are ig­nor­ant of the move­ments of the two young men who daily con­trive to linger be­fore this in no way at­tract­ive res­id­ence without any jus­ti­fi­able pre­text.”

				“My fath­er is all-see­ing,” replied Fa Fei in a com­mend­able spir­it of du­ti­ful ac­qui­es­cence, and also be­cause it seemed use­less to deny the cir­cum­stance.

				“It is un­ne­ces­sary,” said Thang-li. “Sur­roun­ded, as he is, by a ret­in­ue of el­ev­en fe­male at­tend­ants, it is enough to be all-hear­ing. But which of the two has im­pressed you in the more fa­vour­able light?”

				“How can the in­clin­a­tions of an obed­i­ent daugh­ter af­fect the mat­ter?” said Fa Fei evas­ively. “Un­less, O most in­dul­gent, it is your ami­able in­ten­tion to per­mit me to fol­low the in­spir­a­tion of my own un­fettered choice?”

				“As­suredly,” replied the be­ne­vol­ent Thang-li. “Provided, of course, that the choice re­ferred to should by no evil mis­chance run in a con­trary dir­ec­tion to my own ma­turer judg­ment.”

				“Yet if such an even­tu­al­ity did haply arise?” per­sisted Fa Fei.

				“None but the ir­re­deem­ably fool­ish spend their time in dis­cuss­ing the prob­able sen­sa­tion of be­ing struck by a thun­der­bolt,” said Thang-li more coldly. “From this day forth, also, be doubly guarded in the un­devi­at­ing bal­ance of your at­ti­tude. Re­strain the swal­low-like flights of your ad­mit­tedly bril­liant eyes, and con­trol the move­ments of your ex­press­ive fan with­in the nar­row­est bounds of ne­ces­sity. This per­son’s po­s­i­tion between the two is one of ex­cep­tion­al del­ic­acy and he has by no means yet de­cided which to fa­vour.”

				“In such a case,” in­quired Fa Fei, caress­ing his pig­tail per­suas­ively, “how does a wise man act, and by what man­ner of omens is he in­flu­enced in his de­cision?”

				“In such a case,” replied Thang-li, “a very wise man does not act; but main­tain­ing an im­pass­ive coun­ten­ance, he awaits the un­rolling of events un­til he sees what must in­ev­it­ably take place. It is thus that his repu­ta­tion for wis­dom is built up.”

				“Fur­ther­more,” said Fa Fei hope­fully, “the ul­ti­mate pro­nounce­ment rests with the guard­ing deit­ies?”

				“Un­ques­tion­ably,” agreed Thang-li. “Yet, by a ven­er­able cus­tom, the es­teem of the maid­en’s par­ents is the de­tail to which the suit­ors usu­ally ap­ply them­selves with the greatest di­li­gence.”

				

				Of the two per­sons thus re­ferred to by Thang-li, one, Tsin Lung, lived be­neath the sign of the Right­eous Ink Brush. By hered­it­ary right Tsin Lung fol­lowed the pro­fes­sion of copy­ing out the more dif­fi­cult Clas­sics in minute char­ac­ters upon parch­ments so small that an en­tire lib­rary could be con­cealed among the folds of a gar­ment, in this painstak­ing way en­abling many per­sons who might oth­er­wise have failed at the pub­lic ex­am­in­a­tion, and been driv­en to spend an idle and per­haps even dis­sol­ute life, to pass with hon­our­able dis­tinc­tion to them­selves and wide­spread cred­it to his re­source­ful sys­tem. One grat­i­fied can­did­ate, in­deed, had com­pared his tri­umph­al pas­sage through the many grades of the com­pet­i­tion to the lux­uri­ous ease of be­ing car­ried in a sedan-chair, and from that time Tsin Lung was jest­ingly re­ferred to as a “sedan-chair.”

				It might reas­on­ably be thought that a per­son en­joy­ing this en­vi­able po­s­i­tion would main­tain a loy­al pride in the ven­er­able tra­di­tions of his house and suf­fer the re­quire­ments of his craft to be­come the four walls of his am­bi­tion. Alas! Tsin Lung must cer­tainly have been born un­der the in­flu­ence of a very evil plan­et, for the lit­er­ary qual­ity of his pro­fes­sion did not en­tice his ima­gin­a­tion at all, and his sole and fre­quently-ex­pressed de­sire was to be­come a pir­ate. Noth­ing but the ne­ces­sity of ob­tain­ing a large sum of money with which to pur­chase a for­mid­able junk and to pro­cure the ser­vices of a band of cap­able and bloodthirsty out­laws bound him to Ho Chow, un­less, per­chance, it might be the pres­ence there of Fa Fei after he had once cast his pir­at­ic­al eye upon her over­whelm­ing beauty.

				The oth­er of the two per­sons was Hien, a youth of stu­di­ous de­sires and un­as­sum­ing man­ner. His fath­er had been the chief tax-col­lect­or of the Chun-ling moun­tains, bey­ond the town, and al­though the ex­act nature of the tax and the reas­on for its ex­tor­tion had be­come for­got­ten in the pro­cess of in­ter­min­able ages, he him­self nev­er ad­mit­ted any doubt of his duty to col­lect it from all who passed over the moun­tains, even though the dis­turbed state of the coun­try made it im­possible for him to trans­mit the pro­ceeds to the cap­it­al. To those who un­char­it­ably ex­ten­ded the en­ven­omed tongue of sus­pi­cion to­wards the very ex­ist­ence of any Im­per­i­al tax, the fath­er of Hien replied with un­shaken loy­alty that in such a case the sub­lime Em­per­or had been very treach­er­ously served by his ad­visers, as the dif­fi­culty of the paths and the in­tric­ate nature of the passes rendered the spot pe­cu­li­arly suit­able for the pur­pose, and as he was ac­com­pan­ied by a well-armed and some­what im­petu­ous band of fol­low­ers, his ar­gu­ments were in­ev­it­ably suc­cess­ful. When he Passed Bey­ond, Hien ac­cep­ted the lead­er­ship, but solely out of a con­scien­tious re­spect for his fath­er’s memory, for his heart was nev­er really in the oc­cu­pa­tion. His time was al­most wholly taken up in read­ing the high­er Clas­sics, and even be­fore he had seen Fa Fei his de­term­in­a­tion had been taken that when once he had suc­ceeded in passing the ex­am­in­a­tion for the second de­gree and thereby be­come en­titled to an in­feri­or man­dar­in­ship he would aban­don his former life forever. From this res­ol­u­tion the en­treat­ies of his de­voted fol­low­ers could not shake him, and presently they ceased to ar­gue, be­ing re­as­sured by the fact that al­though Hien presen­ted him­self un­fail­ingly for every ex­am­in­a­tion his name ap­peared at the foot of each suc­cess­ive list with un­vary­ing fre­quency. It was at this peri­od that he first came un­der the en­nobling spell of Fa Fei’s in­flu­ence and from that time forth he re­doubled his vir­tu­ous ef­forts.

				After con­vers­ing with her fath­er, as already re­lated, Fa Fei spent the day in an un­usu­ally thought­ful spir­it. As soon as it was dark she stepped out from the house and veil­ing her pur­pose un­der the pre­text of gath­er­ing some herbs to com­plete a charm she presently entered a grove of over­hanging ce­dars where Hien had long been await­ing her foot­steps.

				“Rain­bow of my pro­sa­ic ex­ist­ence!” he ex­claimed, shak­ing hands with him­self cour­teously, “have you yet car­ried out your bold sug­ges­tion?” and so acute was his anxi­ety for her reply that he con­tin­ued to hold his hand un­con­sciously un­til Fa Fei turned away her face in very be­com­ing con­fu­sion.

				“Alas, O my dragon-hearted one,” she replied at length, “I have in­deed dared to read the scroll, but how shall this per­son’s in­el­eg­ant lips ut­ter so de­test­able a truth?”

				“It is already re­vealed,” said Hien, striv­ing to con­ceal from her his bit­ter­ness. “When the list of com­pet­it­ors at the late ex­am­in­a­tion is pub­licly pro­claimed to­mor­row at the four gates of the city, the last name to be an­nounced will again, and for the el­ev­enth time, be that of the de­graded Hien.”

				“Be­loved,” ex­claimed Fa Fei, re­solved that as she could not hon­our­ably deny that her Hien’s name was again in­deed the last one to ap­pear she would en­deav­our to lead his mind subtly away to the con­tem­pla­tion of more pleas­ur­able thoughts, “it is as you have said, but al­though your name is the last, it is by far the most dig­ni­fied and ro­mantic-sound­ing of all, nor is there an­oth­er through­out the list which can be com­pared to it for the or­na­ment­al grace of its flow­ing curves.”

				“Nev­er­the­less,” replied Hien, in a vi­ol­ent ex­cess of self-con­tempt, “it is a name of aban­doned omen and is destined only to reach the ears of pos­ter­ity to em­bel­lish the pro­verb of scorn, ‘The lame duck should avoid the ploughed field.’ Can there—can there by no chance have been some hope-in­spir­ing er­ror?”

				“Thus were the names in­scribed on the parch­ment which after the pub­lic an­nounce­ment will be af­fixed to the Hall of Ten Thou­sand Lustres,” replied Fa Fei. “With her own un­worthy eyes this in­cap­able per­son be­held it.”

				“The name ‘Hien’ is in no way strik­ing or pro­found,” con­tin­ued the one in ques­tion, en­deav­our­ing to speak as though the sub­ject re­ferred to some per­son stand­ing at a con­sid­er­able dis­tance away. “Fur­ther­more, so com­mon­place and devoid of char­ac­ter are its writ­ten out­lines that it has very much the same ap­pear­ance whichever way up it is looked at. … The pos­sib­il­ity that in your grace­ful con­fu­sion you held the list in such a po­s­i­tion that what ap­peared to be the end was in real­ity the be­gin­ning is re­mote in the ex­treme, yet—”

				In spite of an ab­sorb­ing af­fec­tion Fa Fei could not dis­guise from her­self that her feel­ings would have been more pleas­antly ar­ranged if her lov­er had been in­spired to ac­cept his po­s­i­tion un­ques­tion­ingly. “There is a de­tail, hitherto un­re­vealed, which dis­poses of all such ami­able sug­ges­tions,” she replied. “After the name re­ferred to, someone in au­thor­ity had in­scribed the un­deni­able com­ment ‘As usu­al.’ ”

				“The omen is a most en­cour­aging one,” ex­claimed Hien, throw­ing aside all his de­jec­tion. “Hitherto this per­son’s un­tir­ing ef­forts had met with no of­fi­cial re­cog­ni­tion whatever. It is now ob­vi­ous that far from be­ing lost in the crowd he is be­com­ing an ob­ject of hon­our­able in­terest to the ex­am­iners.”

				“One fre­quently hears it said, ‘After be­ing struck on the head with an axe it is a pos­it­ive pleas­ure to be beaten about the body with a wooden club,’ ” said Fa Fei, “and the mean­ing of the formerly elu­sive pro­verb is now ex­plained. Would it not be prudent to avail your­self at length of the ad­mit­tedly out­rageous Tsin Lung’s ser­vices, so that this peri­od of un­worthy tri­al may be brought to a dis­tin­guished close?”

				“It is said, ‘Do not eat the fruit of the stricken branch,’ ” replied Hien, “and this per­son will nev­er owe his suc­cess to one who is so de­test­able in his life and mor­als that with every fa­cil­ity for a schol­arly and con­tem­plat­ive ex­ist­ence he freely an­nounces his bar­bar­ous in­ten­tion of be­com­ing a pir­ate. Truly the Dragon of Justice does but sleep for a little time, and when he awakens all that will be left of the mer­cen­ary Tsin Lung and those who as­so­ci­ate with him will scarcely be enough to fill an or­ange skin.”

				“Doubt­less it will be so,” agreed Fa Fei, re­gret­ting, how­ever, that Hien had not been con­tent to proph­esy a more lim­ited act of ven­geance, un­til, at least, her fath­er had come to a def­in­ite de­cision re­gard­ing her own fu­ture. “Alas, though, the Book of Dyn­asties ex­pressly says, ‘The one-legged nev­er stumble,’ and Tsin Lung is so mor­ally ill-bal­anced that the pro­verb may even ap­ply to him.”

				“Do not fear,” said Hien. “It is else­where writ­ten, ‘Love and lep­rosy few es­cape,’ and the spir­it of Tsin Lung’s des­tiny is per­haps even at this mo­ment lurk­ing un­sus­pec­ted be­hind some secret place.”

				“If,” ex­claimed a fa­mil­i­ar voice, “the secret place al­luded to should chance to be a hol­low ce­dar-tree of in­ad­equate girth, the un­for­tu­nate spir­it in ques­tion will have my con­cen­trated sym­pathy.”

				“Just and mag­nan­im­ous fath­er!” ex­claimed Fa Fei, think­ing it more prudent not to re­cog­nize that he had learned of their meet­ing-place and con­ceal­ing him­self there had awaited their com­ing, “when your ab­sence was dis­covered a heav­en-sent in­spir­a­tion led me to this spot. Have I in­deed been per­mit­ted here to find you?”

				“As­suredly you have,” replied Thang-li, who was equally de­sirous of con­ceal­ing the real cir­cum­stances, al­though the dif­fi­culty of the po­s­i­tion in­to which he had hast­ily and in­cau­tiously thrust his body on their ap­proach com­pelled him to re­veal him­self. “The same in­spir­a­tion led me to lose my­self in this se­cluded spot, as be­ing the one which you would in­ev­it­ably search.”

				“Yet by what in­cred­ible per­versity does it arise, ven­er­able Thang-li, that a leis­urely and philo­soph­ic­al stroll should res­ult in a per­son of your dig­ni­fied pro­por­tions oc­cupy­ing so un­at­tract­ive a po­s­i­tion?” said Hien, who ap­peared to be too in­genu­ous to sus­pect Thang-li’s craft, in spite of a warn­ing glance from Fa Fei’s ex­press­ive eyes.

				“The re­mark is a nat­ur­al one, O es­tim­able youth,” replied Thang-li, doubt­less smil­ing be­ne­vol­ently, al­though noth­ing of his per­son could be ac­tu­ally seen by Hien or Fa Fei, “but the re­cit­al is not devoid of hu­mi­li­ation. While peace­fully study­ing the po­s­i­tion of the heav­ens this per­son happened to glance in­to the up­per branches of a tree and among them he be­held a bird’s nest of un­usu­al size and rich­ness—one that would prom­ise to yield a dish of the rarest fla­vour. Lured on by the an­ti­cip­a­tion of so sump­tu­ous a course, he rashly trus­ted his body to an un­worthy branch, and the next mo­ment, not­with­stand­ing his un­ceas­ing protests to the pro­tect­ing Powers, he was im­petu­ously de­pos­ited with­in this hol­low trunk.”

				“Not un­reas­on­ably is it said, ‘A bird in the soup is bet­ter than an eagle’s nest in the desert,’ ” ex­claimed Hien. “The pur­suit of a fair and lofty ob­ject is set about with hid­den pit­falls to oth­ers bey­ond you, O noble Chief Ex­am­iner! By what nimble-wit­ted act of adroit­ness is it now your en­lightened pur­pose to ex­tric­ate your­self?”

				At this ad­mit­tedly po­lite but in no way in­spir­ing ques­tion a si­lence of a very acute in­tens­ity seemed to fall on that part of the forest. The mild and in­scrut­able ex­pres­sion of Hien’s face did not vary, but in­to Fa Fei’s eyes there came an un­ex­pec­ted but not al­to­geth­er dis­ap­prov­ing ra­di­ance, while, without ac­tu­ally al­ter­ing, the ap­pear­ance of the tree en­circ­ling Thang-li’s form un­doubtedly con­veyed the im­pres­sion that the be­ne­vol­ent smile which might hitherto have been reas­on­ably as­sumed to ex­ist with­in had been ab­ruptly with­drawn.

				“Your mean­ing is per­haps well-in­ten­tioned, gra­cious Hien,” said Thang-li at length, “but as an of­fer of dis­in­ter­ested as­sist­ance your words lack the gong-like clash of spon­tan­eous en­thu­si­asm. Nev­er­the­less, if you will in­con­veni­ence your­self to the ex­tent of climb­ing this not really dif­fi­cult tree for a short dis­tance you will be able to grasp some outly­ing por­tion of this one’s body without any ex­cess­ive fa­tigue.”

				“Man­dar­in,” replied Hien, “to touch even the ex­tremity of your in­com­par­able pig­tail would be an hon­our re­pay­ing all earthly fa­tigue—”

				“Do not hes­it­ate to seize it, then,” said Thang-li, as Hien paused. “Yet, if this per­son may without os­ten­ta­tion con­tin­ue the ana­logy, to grasp him firmly by the shoulders must con­fer a high­er dis­tinc­tion and would be even more agree­able to his own feel­ings.”

				“The pro­pos­al is a flat­ter­ing one,” con­tin­ued Hien, “but my hands are bound down by the de­cree of the High Powers, for among the most in­vi­ol­able of the edicts is it not writ­ten: ‘Do the lame of­fer to carry the foot­sore; the blind to pro­tect the one-eyed? Dis­trust the thread­bare per­son who from an up­per back room in­vites you to join him in an in­fal­lible pro­cess of en­rich­ment; turn aside from the one devoid of pig­tail who says, “Be­hold, a few drops daily at the hour of the morn­ing sac­ri­fice and your vir­tu­ous head shall be again like a well-sown rice-field at the time of har­vest”; and to­wards the passing stranger who of­fers you that mark of con­fid­ence which your friends with­hold close and yet again open a dif­fer­ent eye. So shall you grow obese in wis­dom’?”

				“Alas!” ex­claimed Thang-li, “the in­con­veni­ences of liv­ing in an Em­pire where a per­son has to reg­u­late the af­fairs of his every­day life by the sac­red but an­ti­quated pro­ver­bi­al wis­dom of his re­mote an­cest­ors are by no means trivi­al. Can­not this pos­sibly myth­ic­al obstacle be flattened-out by the ami­able ac­cept­ance of a jar of sea snails or some oth­er sea­son­able del­ic­acy, hon­our­able Hien?”

				“Noth­ing but a really well-groun­ded en­cour­age­ment as re­gards Fa Fei can per­suade this per­son to re­gard him­self as any­thing but a sol­it­ary out­cast,” replied Hien, “and one para­lysed in every use­ful im­pulse. Rather than aban­don the op­por­tun­ity of com­ing to such an ar­range­ment he would al­most be pre­pared to give up all idea of ever passing the ex­am­in­a­tion for the second de­gree.”

				“By no means,” ex­claimed Thang-li hast­ily. “The sac­ri­fice would be too ex­cess­ive. Do not re­lin­quish your sleuth­hound-like per­sist­ence, and suc­cess will in­ev­it­ably re­ward your ul­ti­mate end.”

				“Can it really be,” said Hien in­cred­u­lously, “that my con­tempt­ible ef­forts are a mat­ter of sym­path­et­ic in­terest to one so high up in every way as the renowned Chief Ex­am­iner?”

				“They are in­deed,” replied Thang-li, with that in­gra­ti­at­ing cand­our that marked his whole ex­ist­ence. “Doubt­less so pro­sa­ic a de­tail as the sys­tem of re­mu­ner­a­tion has nev­er oc­cu­pied your re­fined thoughts, but when it is un­der­stood that those in the po­s­i­tion of this per­son are re­war­ded ac­cord­ing to the suc­cess of the can­did­ates you will be­gin to grasp the at­ti­tude.”

				“In that case,” re­marked Hien, with con­scious hu­mi­li­ation, “noth­ing but a really sub­lime tol­er­ance can have re­strained you from up­braid­ing this ob­scure com­pet­it­or as a thor­oughly cor­rupt egg.”

				“On the con­trary,” replied Thang-li re­as­sur­ingly, “I have long re­garded you as the auri­fer­ous fowl it­self. It is ne­ces­sary to ex­plain, per­haps, that the pay­ment by res­ult al­luded to is not based on the num­ber of suc­cess­ful can­did­ates, but—much more reas­on­ably as all those have to be provided with luc­rat­ive ap­point­ments by the au­thor­it­ies—on the eco­nomy ef­fected to the State by those whom I can con­scien­tiously re­ject. Ow­ing to the ma­lig­nant Tsin Lung’s sin­is­ter dex­ter­ity these form an ever-de­creas­ing band, so that you may now be fit­tingly deemed the chief prop of a vir­tu­ous but poverty-af­flic­ted line. When you re­flect that for the past el­ev­en years you have thus really had the hon­our of provid­ing the en­ga­ging Fa Fei with all the ne­ces­sit­ies of her very or­na­ment­al ex­ist­ence you will see that you already pos­sess prac­tic­ally all the ad­vant­ages of mat­ri­mony. Nev­er­the­less, if you will now bring our agree­able con­ver­sa­tion to an end by re­leas­ing this in­aus­pi­cious per­son he will con­sider the mat­ter with the most in­dul­gent sym­path­ies.”

				“With­hold!” ex­claimed a harsh voice be­fore Hien could reply, and from be­hind a tree where he had heard Thang-li’s im­pol­ite ref­er­ence to him­self Tsin Lung stood forth. “How does it chance, O two-com­plex­ioned Chief Ex­am­iner, that after weigh­ing this one’s def­in­ite pro­pos­als—even to the ex­tent of de­mand­ing a cer­tain pro­por­tion in ad­vance—you are now en­gaged in hold­ing out the same al­lur­ing hope to an­oth­er? As­suredly, if your ex­ist­ence is so crit­ic­ally im­per­illed this per­son and none oth­er will re­lease you and claim the re­ward.”

				“Turn your face back­wards, im­per­i­ous Tsin Lung,” cried Hien. “These in­cap­able hands alone shall have the over­whelm­ing dis­tinc­tion of draw­ing forth the il­lus­tri­ous Thang-li.”

				“Do not get en­tangled among my ad­van­cing foot­steps, im­ma­ture one,” con­temp­tu­ously replied Tsin Lung, shak­ing the massive ar­mour in which he was en­cased from head to foot. “It is in­ept for pyg­mies to stand be­fore one who has every in­ten­tion of be­com­ing a ra­pa­cious pir­ate shortly.”

				“The sedan-chair is cer­tainly in need of new shafts,” re­tor­ted Hien, and draw­ing his sword with an ex­pres­sion of fe­ro­city he caused it to whistle around his head so loudly that a flock of mi­grat­ory doves began to ar­rive, un­der the im­pres­sion that oth­ers of their tribe were call­ing them to as­semble.

				“Alas!” ex­claimed Thang-li, in an ac­cent of des­pair, “doubt­less the wise Nung-yu was sur­roun­ded by dis­ciples all eager that no oth­er should suc­cour him when he re­marked: ‘A humble friend in the same vil­lage is bet­ter than six­teen in­flu­en­tial broth­ers in the Roy­al Palace.’ In all this il­lim­it­able Em­pire is there not room for one whose as­pir­a­tions are bounded by the sub­merged walls of a pred­at­ory junk and an­oth­er whose oc­cu­pa­tion is lim­ited to the up­per passes of the Chun-ling moun­tains? Con­sider the poignant nature of this per­son’s vain re­grets if by a couple of evilly dir­ec­ted blows you suc­ceeded at this in­op­por­tune mo­ment in ex­term­in­at­ing one an­oth­er!”

				“Do not fear, ex­al­ted Thang-li,” cried Hien, who, be­ing ne­ces­sar­ily some­what oc­cu­pied in pre­par­ing him­self against Tsin Lung’s at­tack, failed to in­ter­pret these words as any­thing but a dir­ect en­cour­age­ment to his own cause. “Be­fore the pol­lut­ing hands of one who dis­dains the Clas­sics shall be laid upon your sac­red ex­tremit­ies this ten­a­cious per­son will fix upon his ant­ag­on­ist with a ser­pent-like em­brace and, if ne­ces­sary, suf­fer the spir­its of both to Pass Up­ward in one breath.” And to im­press Tsin Lung with his res­ol­u­tion he threw away his scab­bard and picked it up again sev­er­al times.

				“Grow large in hope, worthy Chief Ex­am­iner,” cried Tsin Lung, who from a like cause was in­volved in a sim­il­ar mis­ap­pre­hen­sion. “Rather shall your im­per­ish­able bones ad­orn the in­teri­or of a hol­low ce­dar-tree through­out all fu­tur­ity than you shall suf­fer the in­dig­nity of be­ing ex­tric­ated by an earth-nur­tured sleeve-snatch­er.” And to in­tim­id­ate Hien by the dis­play he con­tin­ued to clash his open hand against his leg ar­mour un­til the pain be­came in­tol­er­able.

				“Hon­our­able war­ri­ors!” im­plored Thang-li in so ag­on­ized a voice—and also be­cause they were weary of the ex­er­cise—that Hien and Tsin Lung paused, “curb your bloodthirsty am­bi­tions for a breath­ing-space and listen to what will prob­ably be a Last Ex­pres­sion. Be­lieve the pas­sion­ate sin­cer­ity of this one’s throat when he pro­claims that there would be noth­ing re­pug­nant to his very keen­est sus­cept­ib­il­it­ies if an es­cap­ing par­ri­cide, who was also guilty of re­bel­lion, temple-rob­bing, book-burn­ing, murder and in­dis­crim­in­ate vi­ol­ence, and the pol­lu­tion of tombs, took him fa­mil­iarly by the hand at this mo­ment. What, there­fore, would be his grat­i­fied feel­ings if two such nobly-born sub­jects joined forces and drew him up dex­ter­ously by the body-cloth? Ac­cept his def­in­ite as­sur­ance that without delay a spe­cif­ic pro­nounce­ment would be made re­spect­ing the be­stow­al of the one around whose jade-like per­son­al­ity this en­counter has aris­en.”

				“The pro­pos­al casts a reas­on­able shad­ow, gra­cious Hien,” re­marked Tsin Lung, turn­ing to­wards the oth­er with cour­teous de­fer­ence. “Shall we bring a scene of ir­ra­tion­al carnage to an end and agree to re­gard the in­com­par­able Thang-li’s be­ne­vol­ent tongue as an out­stretched olive branch?”

				“It is ad­mit­tedly said, ‘Every road leads in two dir­ec­tions,’ and the al­tern­at­ive you sug­gest, O vir­tue-lov­ing Tsin Lung, is both reput­able and just,” replied Hien pleas­antly. In this ami­able spir­it they ex­tric­ated Thang-li and bore him to the ground. At an ap­poin­ted hour he re­ceived them with be­com­ing ce­re­mony and after a many-coursed re­past rose to ful­fil the spe­cif­ic terms of his pledge.

				“The Line of Thang,” he re­marked with in­of­fens­ive pride, “has for sev­en gen­er­a­tions been iden­ti­fied with a high stand­ard of lit­er­ary achieve­ment. Un­deni­ably it is a very cred­it­able thing to con­trol the move­ments of an of­t­time er­rat­ic ves­sel and to emerge tri­umphantly from a com­bat with every junk you en­counter, and it is no less worthy of es­teem to gath­er round about one, on the sterile slopes of the Chun-lings, a de­voted band of fol­low­ers. Des­pite these vir­tues, how­ever, neither oc­cu­pa­tion is marked by any ap­pre­ciable lit­er­ary fla­vour, and my word is, there­fore, that both per­sons shall present them­selves for the next ex­am­in­a­tion, and when in due course the res­ult is de­clared the more suc­cess­ful shall be hailed as the chosen suit­or. Lo, I have spoken in­to a sealed bottle, and my voice can­not vary.”

				Then replied Tsin Lung: “Truly, it is as it is said, as­tute Thang-li, though the en­circ­ling wall of a hol­low ce­dar-tree, for ex­ample, might im­part to the voice in ques­tion a less un­com­prom­ising ring of fi­nal­ity than it pos­sesses when raised in a silk-lined cham­ber and sur­roun­ded by a band of armed re­tain­ers. Nev­er­the­less the pro­nounce­ment is one which ap­peals to this per­son’s sense of justice, and the only im­prove­ment he can sug­gest is that the su­per­flu­ous Hien should hasten that ce­re­mony at which he will be an hon­oured guest by now sig­ni­fy­ing his in­ten­tion of re­tir­ing from so cer­tain a de­feat. For by what ex­pedi­ent,” he con­tin­ued, with ar­rog­ant per­sist­ence, “can you avert that end, O ill-destined Hien? Have you not burned joss-sticks to the deit­ies, both good and bad, for el­ev­en years un­ceas­ingly? Can you, as this per­son ad­mit­tedly can, in­scribe the Clas­sics with such in­im­it­able del­ic­acy that an en­tire volume of the Book of De­cor­um, copied in his most painstak­ing style, may be safely car­ried about with­in a hol­low tooth, a lengthy ode, traced on a shred of silk, wrapped un­detect­ably around a single eye­lash?”

				“It is true that the one be­fore you can­not bend his brush to such de­cept­ive ends,” replied Hien mod­estly. “A de­tail, how­ever, has es­caped your reck­on­ing. Hitherto Hien has been op­posed by a thou­sand, and against so many it is true that the spir­its of his an­cest­ors have been able to af­ford him very little help. On this oc­ca­sion he need re­gard one ad­versary alone. Giv­ing those Forces which he in­vokes clearly to un­der­stand that they need not con­cern them­selves with any oth­er, he will plainly in­tim­ate that after so many sac­ri­fices on his part some­thing of a really tan­gible af­flic­tion is re­quired to over­whelm Tsin Lung. Wheth­er this shall take the form of men­tal stag­na­tion, bod­ily para­lys­is, de­moni­ac­al pos­ses­sion, de­range­ment of the in­tern­al fac­ulties, or be­ing changed in­to one of the lower an­im­als, it might be pre­sump­tu­ous on this per­son’s part to stip­u­late, but by in­vok­ing every ac­cess­ible power and con­fin­ing him­self to this sole pe­ti­tion a very def­in­ite tragedy may be ex­pec­ted. Be­ware, O con­tu­ma­cious Lung, ‘How­ever high the tree the shortest axe can reach its trunk.’ ”

				

				As the time for the ex­am­in­a­tion drew near the streets of Ho Chow began to wear a fuller and more an­im­ated ap­pear­ance both by day and night. Tsin Lung’s out­er hall was nev­er clear of anxious sup­pli­ants all en­treat­ing him to sup­ply them with minute and re­li­able cop­ies of the pas­sages which they found most dif­fi­cult in the se­lec­ted works, but al­though his low and av­ar­i­cious nature was in­cap­able of re­ject­ing this means of gain he de­voted his closest en­er­gies and his most in­spired mo­ments to his own per­son­al cop­ies, a set of books so eth­er­e­al that they floated in the air without sup­port and so cun­ningly de­vised in the blend­ing of their col­our as to be, in fact, quite in­vis­ible to any but his mi­cro­scop­ic eyes. Hien, on the oth­er hand, de­voted him­self solely to in­ter­est­ing the Powers against his rival’s suc­cess by every vari­ety of in­cent­ive, omen, sac­ri­fice, im­prec­a­tion, fire­work, in­scribed curse, prom­ise, threat or com­bin­a­tion of in­duce­ments. Through the crowded streets and by­ways of Ho Chow moved the im­per­turb­able Thang-li, smil­ing be­ne­vol­ently on those whom he en­countered and en­cour­aging each com­pet­it­or, and es­pe­cially Hien and Tsin Lung, with a cheer­ful pro­verb suited to the mo­ment.

				An out­side cause had fur­ther con­trib­uted to make this peri­od one of the most an­im­ated in the an­nals of Ho Chow, for not only was the city, to­geth­er with the rest of the im­per­ish­able Em­pire, cel­eb­rat­ing a great and pop­u­lar vic­tory, but, as a dir­ect con­sequence of that event, the sub­lime Em­per­or him­self was hold­ing his court at no great dis­tance away. An armed and tur­bu­lent rabble of il­lit­er­ate bar­bar­i­ans had sud­denly ap­peared in the north and, not giv­ing a really suf­fi­cient in­dic­a­tion of their pur­pose, had trait­or­ously as­saul­ted the cap­it­al. Had he fol­lowed the prompt­ing of his own ex­cess­ive mag­nan­im­ity, the char­it­able Mon­arch would have re­fused to take any no­tice whatever of so puny and con­tempt­ible a foe, but so un­mis­tak­able be­came the wishes of the Ever-vic­tori­ous Army that, yield­ing to their im­por­tun­ity, he placed him­self at their head and res­ol­utely led them back­ward. Had the op­pos­ing army been more in­tel­li­gent, this crafty move would cer­tainly have en­ticed them on in­to the plains, where they would have fallen an easy vic­tim to the Im­per­i­al troops and all per­ished miser­ably. Ow­ing to their low stand­ard of reas­on­ing, how­ever, the mule-like in­vaders ut­terly failed to grasp the ad­vant­age which, as far as the ap­pear­ance ten­ded, they might reas­on­ably be sup­posed to reap by an im­me­di­ate pur­suit. They re­mained in­cap­ably with­in the cap­it­al slav­ishly in­creas­ing its de­fences, while the Ever-vic­tori­ous lurked re­source­fully in the neigh­bour­hood of Ho Chow, sat­is­fied that with so dull-wit­ted an ad­versary they could, if the ne­ces­sity arose, go still fur­ther.

				Upon a cer­tain day of the peri­od thus in­dic­ated there ar­rived at the gate of the roy­al pa­vil­ion one hav­ing the ap­pear­ance of an aged seer, who craved to be led in­to the Im­per­i­al Pres­ence.

				“Lo, Migh­ti­est,” said a slave, bear­ing in this mes­sage, “there stands at the out­er gate one re­sem­bling an an­cient philo­soph­er, de­sir­ing to glad­den his fail­ing eye­sight be­fore he Passes Up with a brief vis­ion of your il­lu­min­ated coun­ten­ance.”

				“The pe­ti­tion is nat­ur­al but in­op­por­tune,” replied the agree­able Mon­arch. “Let the worthy sooth­say­er be in­formed that after an ex­cep­tion­ally fa­tiguing day we are now snatch­ing a few short hours of ne­ces­sary re­pose, from which it would be un­seemly to re­call us.”

				“He re­ceived your gra­cious words with dis­ten­ded ears and then ob­served that it was for your All-wis­dom to de­cide wheth­er an in­spired mes­sage which he had read among the stars was not of more con­sequence than even a re­fresh­ing sleep,” re­por­ted the slave, re­turn­ing.

				“In that case,” replied the Sub­limest, “tell the per­sever­ing wiz­ard that we have changed our minds and are re­li­giously en­gaged in wor­ship­ping our an­cest­ors, so that it would be really sac­ri­le­gious to in­ter­rupt us.”

				“He kow­towed pro­foundly at the mere men­tion of your char­it­able oc­cu­pa­tion and pro­ceeded to de­part, re­mark­ing that it would in­deed be cor­rupt to dis­turb so mer­it­ori­ous an ex­er­cise with a scheme simply for your earthly en­rich­ment,” again re­por­ted the mes­sage-bear­er.

				“Re­strain him!” hast­ily ex­claimed the broad­minded Sov­er­eign. “Give the ven­er­able nec­ro­man­cer clearly to un­der­stand that we have wor­shipped them enough for one day. Doubt­less the ac­com­mod­at­ing sooth­say­er has dis­covered some rare jew­el which he is loy­ally bring­ing to em­bel­lish our crown.”

				“There are rarer jew­els than those which can be pas­ted in a crown, Su­preme Head,” said the stranger, en­ter­ing un­per­ceived be­hind the at­tend­ing slave. He bore the ex­tern­al signs of an in­firm ma­gi­cian, while his face was hid­den in a cloth to mark the im­pos­i­tion of a sol­emn vow. “With what apter simile,” he con­tin­ued, “can this per­son de­scribe an im­per­ish­able set of verses which he heard this morn­ing fall­ing from the lips of a wan­der­ing mu­si­cian like a sev­en-roped cable of pearls pour­ing in­to a sil­ver buck­et? The strik­ing and ori­gin­al title was ‘Con­cern­ing Spring,’ and al­though the snow lay deep at the time sev­er­al bystand­ers agreed that an aza­lea bush with­in hear­ing came in­to blos­som at the eighty-sev­enth verse.”

				“We have heard of the poem to which you refer with so just a sense of bal­ance,” said the im­par­tial Mon­arch en­cour­agingly. (Though not to cre­ate a two-sided im­pres­sion it may be freely stated that he him­self was the au­thor of the in­spired com­pos­i­tion.) “Which part, in your ma­ture judg­ment, re­flec­ted the highest geni­us and main­tained the most per­fectly-matched ana­logy?”

				“It is aptly said: ‘When it is dark the sun no longer shines, but who shall for­get the col­ours of the rain­bow?’ ” replied the as­tro­lo­ger evas­ively. “How is it pos­sible to sus­pend to­paz in one cup of the bal­ance and weigh it against amethyst in the oth­er; or who in a single lan­guage can com­pare the tran­quil­liz­ing grace of a maid­en with the in­vig­or­at­ing pleas­ure of wit­ness­ing a well-con­tested rat-fight?”

				“Your in­sight is clear and un­biased,” said the gra­cious Sov­er­eign. “But how­ever en­tran­cing it is to wander un­checked through a garden of bright im­ages, are we not en­ti­cing your mind from an­oth­er sub­ject of al­most equal im­port­ance?”

				“There is yet an­oth­er de­tail, it is true,” ad­mit­ted the sage, “but re­gard­ing its com­par­at­ive im­port­ance a thor­oughly loy­al sub­ject may be per­mit­ted to amend the re­mark of a cer­tain wise Em­per­or of a former dyn­asty: ‘Any per­son in the City can dis­cov­er a score of gold mines if ne­ces­sary, but One only could pos­sibly have writ­ten “Con­cern­ing Spring.” ’ ”

				“The arts may in­deed be re­garded as lost,” ac­qui­esced the mag­nan­im­ous Head, “with the ex­cep­tion of a sol­it­ary met­eor here and there. Yet in the trivi­al mat­ter of mere earthly en­rich­ment—”

				“Truly,” agreed the oth­er. “There is, then, a whis­per in the province that the floor of the Im­per­i­al treas­ury is al­most vis­ible.”

				“The ru­mour, as usu­al, ex­ag­ger­ates the facts grossly,” replied the Greatest. “The floor of the Im­per­i­al treas­ury is quite vis­ible.”

				“Yet on the first day of the next moon the not in­con­sid­er­able rev­en­ue con­trib­uted by those who present them­selves for the ex­am­in­a­tion will flow in.”

				“And by an ef­fete and un­worthy cus­tom al­most im­me­di­ately flow out again to re­ward the ef­forts of the suc­cess­ful,” replied the Wear­er of the Yel­low in an ac­cent of re­fined bit­ter­ness. “On oth­er oc­ca­sions it is pos­sible to as­sist the over­worked treas­urer with a large and glu­tin­ous hand, but from time im­me­mori­al the claims of the com­pet­it­ors have been in­vi­ol­able.”

				“Yet if by a heav­en-sent chance none, or very few, reached the ne­ces­sary stand­ard of ex­cel­lence—?”

				“Such a chance, wheth­er pro­ceed­ing from the Up­per Air or the Oth­er Parts would be equally wel­come to a very hard-lined Ruler,” replied the one who thus de­scribed him­self.

				“Then listen, O Kong-hi, of the im­per­ish­able dyn­asty of Sung,” said the stranger. “Thus was it laid upon me in the form of a spon­tan­eous dream. For sev­en cen­tur­ies the Book of the Ob­serv­ances has been the un­vary­ing Clas­sic of the ex­am­in­a­tions be­cause dur­ing that peri­od it has nev­er been sur­passed. Yet as the Em­pire has ad­mit­tedly ex­is­ted from all time, and as it would be im­pi­ous not to agree that the im­mor­tal Sys­tem is equally an­tique, it is reas­on­able to sup­pose that the Book of the Ob­serv­ances dis­placed an earli­er and in­feri­or work, and is destined in the cycle of time to be it­self laid aside for a still great­er.”

				“The in­fer­ence is self-evid­ent,” ac­know­ledged the Em­per­or un­eas­ily, “but the lo­gic­al de­vel­op­ment is one which this dif­fid­ent Mon­arch hes­it­ates to com­mit to spoken words.”

				“It is not a mat­ter for words but for a stroke of the Ver­mil­ion Pen­cil,” replied the oth­er in a tone of in­spired au­thor­ity. “Across the faint and puny ef­fu­sions of the past this per­son sees writ­ten in very large and ob­lit­er­at­ing strokes the words ‘Con­cern­ing Spring.’ Where else can be found so nov­el a con­cep­tion com­bined with so unique a way of car­ry­ing it out? What oth­er poem con­tains so many thoughts that one in­stinct­ively re­mem­bers as hav­ing heard be­fore, so many in­volved al­lu­sions that baffle the ima­gin­a­tion of the keen­est, and so much sound in so many words? With the pos­sible ex­cep­tion of Ming-hu’s mas­ter­piece, ‘The Empty Coffin,’ what oth­er work so skil­fully con­veys the im­pres­sion of be­ing taken down farther than one can ever again come up and then sud­denly up­raised bey­ond the pos­sible des­cent? Where else can be found so com­plete a de­fi­ance of all that has hitherto been deemed es­sen­tial, and, to in­sert a fi­nal wedge, what oth­er poem is half so long?”

				“Your cri­ti­cism is severe but just,” replied the Sov­er­eign, “ex­cept that part hav­ing ref­er­ence to Ming-hu. Nev­er­the­less, the at­mo­sphere of the pro­pos­al, though reas­on­able, looms a de­gree stormily in­to a troubled fu­ture. Can it be per­miss­ible even for—”

				“Om­ni­po­tence!” ex­claimed the seer.

				“The title is well re­called,” con­fessed the Em­per­or. “Yet al­though un­ques­tion­ably om­ni­po­tent there must surely be some lim­its to our powers in deal­ing with so old es­tab­lished a sys­tem as that of the ex­am­in­a­tions.”

				“Who can doubt a uni­ver­sal ad­mis­sion that the com­poser of ‘Con­cern­ing Spring’ is cap­able of do­ing any­thing?” was the pro­found reply. “Let the man­date be sent out—but, to an ob­vi­ous end, let it be with­held un­til the eve of the com­pet­i­tions.”

				“The mo­ment of hes­it­ancy has faded; go forth in the cer­tainty, es­teemed,” said the Em­per­or re­as­sur­ingly. “You have car­ried your mes­sage with a dis­creet hand. Yet be­fore you go, if there is any par­tic­u­lar mark of Im­per­i­al fa­vour that we can show—some­thing of a spe­cial but ne­ces­sar­ily hon­or­ary nature—do not set an iron screen between your am­bi­tion and the light of our fa­vour­able coun­ten­ance.”

				“There is in­deed such a sig­nal re­ward,” as­sen­ted the aged per­son, with an air of pre­pos­sess­ing dif­fid­ence. “A price­less copy of the im­mor­tal work—”

				“By all means,” ex­claimed the lib­er­al-minded Sov­er­eign, with an ex­pres­sion of great re­lief. “Take three or four in case any of your fas­cin­at­ing re­la­tions have large lit­er­ary ap­pet­ites. Or, still more con­veni­ently ar­ranged, here is an un­opened pack­age from the stall of those who send forth the prin­ted leaves—‘thir­teen in the semb­lance of twelve,’ as the quaint and har­mo­ni­ous phrase of their craft has it. Walk slowly, revered, and a thou­sand rain­bows guide your re­tir­ing foot­steps.”

				Con­cern­ing the epis­ode of this dis­creetly-veiled per­son­age the his­tor­i­ans who have handed down the story of the im­per­ish­able af­fec­tion of Hien and Fa Fei have main­tained an il­lo­gic­al si­lence. Yet it is re­lated that about the same time, as Hien was walk­ing by the side of a bam­boo forest of stun­ted growth, he was as­ton­ished by the maid­en sud­denly ap­pear­ing be­fore him from the dir­ec­tion of the roy­al camp. She was in­com­par­ably ra­di­ant and had the ap­pear­ance of be­ing ex­cep­tion­ally well sat­is­fied with her­self. Com­mand­ing him that he should stand mo­tion­less with closed eyes, in or­der to as­cer­tain what the presid­ing deit­ies would al­lot him, she bound a some­what weighty ob­ject to the end of his pig­tail, at the same time ask­ing him in how short a peri­od he could com­mit about nine­teen thou­sand lines of at­ro­ciously ill-ar­ranged verse to the tab­lets of his mind.

				“Then do not suf­fer the rice to grow above your ankles,” she con­tin­ued, when Hien had mod­estly replied that six days with good omens should be suf­fi­cient, “but re­tir­ing to your in­ner­most cham­ber bar the door and di­gest this scroll as though it con­tained the last ex­pres­sion of an ec­cent­ric and vastly rich re­la­tion,” and with a laugh more mu­sic­al than the vi­brat­ing of a lute of the purest Yun-nan jade in the Grotto of Ten Thou­sand Echoes she van­ished.

				It has been sym­path­et­ic­ally re­marked that no mat­ter how painstak­ingly a per­son may strive to lead Des­tiny along a care­fully-pre­pared path and to­wards a fit and thor­oughly vir­tu­ous end there is nev­er lack­ing some in­op­por­tune creature to thrust his su­per­flu­ous in­flu­ence in­to an op­pos­ing bal­ance. This nat­ur­ally sug­gests the in­tol­er­able Tsin Lung, whose ghoul­ish tastes led him to seek the depths of that same glade on the fol­low­ing day. Walk­ing with down­cast eyes, after his de­graded cus­tom, he presently be­came aware of an ob­ject ly­ing some dis­tance from his way. To those who have already fathomed the real char­ac­ter of this re­puls­ive per­son it will oc­ca­sion no sur­prise to know that, urged on by the in­sa­ti­able curi­os­ity that was deeply graf­ted on to his av­ar­i­cious nature, he turned aside to probe in­to a mat­ter with which he had no pos­sible con­cern, and at length suc­ceeded in draw­ing a pack­age from the thick bush in which it had been hast­ily con­cealed. Find­ing that it con­tained twelve lengthy poems en­titled “Con­cern­ing Spring,” he greed­ily thrust one in his sleeve, and upon his re­turn, with no oth­er ob­ject than the prompt­ing of an ill-reg­u­lated mind, he spent all the time that re­mained be­fore the con­test in learn­ing it from end to end.

				There have been many re­mark­able scenes en­acted in the great Ex­am­in­a­tion Halls and in the nar­row cells around, but it can at once be def­in­itely stated that noth­ing either be­fore or since has ap­proached the un­an­im­ous burst of frenzy that shook the dyn­asty of Sung when in the third year of his reign the well-mean­ing but too-eas­ily-led-aside Em­per­or Kong in­op­por­tunely sought to re­place the sub­lime Clas­sic then in use with a work that has since been re­cog­nized to be not only shal­low but in­ept. At Ho Chow nine hun­dred and ninety-eight voices blen­ded in­to one soul-be­numb­ing cry of rage, hav­ing all the force and pre­ci­sion of a care­fully drilled chor­us, when the pa­pers were opened, and had not the can­did­ates been se­curely barred with­in their sol­it­ary pens a pop­u­lar rising must cer­tainly have taken place. There they re­mained for three days and nights, un­til the clam­our had sub­sided in­to a low but con­tinu­ous hum, and they were too weak to carry out a com­bined ef­fort.

				Through­out this tur­moil Hien and Tsin Lung each plied an un­fal­ter­ing brush. It may here be ad­vant­age­ously stated that the former per­son was not really slow or ob­tuse and his pre­vi­ous fail­ures were oc­ca­sioned solely by the in­equal­ity he strove un­der in re­ly­ing upon his memory alone when every oth­er com­pet­it­or without ex­cep­tion had provided him­self with a con­cealed scrip. Tsin Lung also had a very re­tent­ive mind. The in­ev­it­able con­sequence was, there­fore, that when the pa­pers were col­lec­ted Hien and Tsin Lung had ac­com­plished an identic­al num­ber of cor­rect lines and no oth­er per­son had made even an at­tempt.

				In ex­plain­ing Thang-li’s sub­sequent be­ha­viour it has been claimed by many that the strain of be­ing com­pelled, in the ex­er­cise of his duty, to re­main for three days and three nights in the middle of the Hall sur­roun­ded by that fe­ro­cious horde, all clam­our­ing to reach him, and the con­tem­pla­tion of the im­mense sum which he would gain by so un­par­alleled a batch of re­jec­tions, con­tor­ted his fac­ulties of dis­crim­in­a­tion and sapped the re­sources of his usu­ally act­ive mind. Whatever cause is ac­cep­ted, it is agreed that as soon as he re­turned to his house he summoned Hien and Tsin Lung to­geth­er and leav­ing them for a mo­ment presently re­turned, lead­ing Fa Fei by the hand. It is fur­ther agreed by all that these three per­sons no­ticed upon his face a some­what pre­oc­cu­pied ex­pres­sion, and on the one side much has been made of the ad­mit­ted fact that as he spoke he wandered round the room catch­ing flies, an oc­cu­pa­tion em­in­ently suited to his age and leis­urely tastes but, it may be con­fessed, not al­to­geth­er well chosen at so ce­re­mo­ni­ous a mo­ment.

				“It has been said,” he began at length, with­draw­ing his eyes re­luct­antly from an un­usu­ally large in­sect upon the ceil­ing and ad­dress­ing him­self to the maid­en, “that there are few situ­ations in life that can­not be hon­our­ably settled, and without loss of time, either by sui­cide, a bag of gold, or by thrust­ing a des­pised ant­ag­on­ist over the edge of a pre­cip­ice upon a dark night. This in­of­fens­ive per­son, how­ever, has striv­en to ar­rive at the con­clu­sion of a slight do­mest­ic ar­range­ment both by pass­ively wait­ing for the event to un­roll it­self and, at a later peri­od, by the of­fer of a def­in­ite omen. Both of the male per­sons con­cerned have ap­plied them­selves so ten­a­ciously to the or­deal that the res­ult, to this simple one’s an­tique mind, sa­vours over­much of the ques­tion­able arts. The gen­i­al and light-wit­ted Em­per­or ap­pears to have put his foot in­to the em­bar­rass­ment in­ef­fec­tu­ally; and Des­tiny her­self has every in­dic­a­tion of be­ing dis­in­clined to settle so doubt­ful a point. As a last re­sort it now re­mains for you your­self to de­cide which of these strenu­ous and evenly-bal­anced suit­ors I may ac­claim with ten thou­sand fe­li­cit­a­tions.”

				“In that case, ven­er­ated and com­mand­ing sire,” replied Fa Fei simply, yet con­ceal­ing her real re­gard be­hind the re­tir­ing mask of a mod­est in­dif­fer­ence, “it shall be Hien, be­cause his com­plex­ion goes the more pret­tily with my fa­vour­ite he­lio­trope silk.”

				When the res­ults of the ex­am­in­a­tion were an­nounced it was at once as­sumed by those with whom he had traf­ficked that Tsin Lung had been guilty of the most de­graded treach­ery. Un­der­stand­ing the dangers of his po­s­i­tion, that per­son de­cided upon an im­me­di­ate flight. Dis­guised as a wild-beast tamer, and lead­ing sev­er­al ap­par­ently fe­ro­cious creatures by a cord, he suc­ceeded in mak­ing his way un­detec­ted through the crowds of com­pet­it­ors watch­ing his house, and hast­ily col­lect­ing his wealth to­geth­er he set out to­wards the coast. But the evil spir­its which had hitherto pro­tec­ted him now with­drew their aid. In the wild­est passes of the Chun-lings Hien’s band was cel­eb­rat­ing his un­ex­pec­ted suc­cess by a costly dis­play of fire­works, var­ied with mu­sic and dan­cing. … So heav­ily did they tax him that when he reached his des­tin­a­tion he was only able to pur­chase a small and dilap­id­ated junk and to en­list the ser­vices of three thor­oughly in­com­pet­ent mer­cen­ar­ies. The ves­sels which he en­deav­oured to pur­sue stealth­ily in the hope of restor­ing his for­tunes fre­quently sailed to­wards him un­der the im­pres­sion that he was sink­ing and try­ing to at­tract their be­ne­vol­ent as­sist­ance. When his real in­ten­tion was at length un­der­stood both he and his crew were in­vari­ably beaten about the head with clubs, so that al­though he per­severed un­til the three hired as­sas­sins re­belled, he nev­er suc­ceeded in com­mit­ting a single act of pir­acy. Af­ter­wards he gained a pre­cari­ous live­li­hood by en­ter­ing in­to con­ver­sa­tion with strangers, and still later he stood upon a board and dived for small coins which the char­it­able threw in­to the wa­ter. In this pur­suit he was one day over­taken by a vo­ra­cious sea-mon­ster and per­ished miser­ably.

				The large-mean­ing but nev­er fully-ac­com­plish­ing Em­per­or Kong reigned for yet an­oth­er year, when he was de­posed by the power­ful League of the Three Broth­ers. To the end of his life he stead­fastly per­sisted that the re­bel­lion was in­si­di­ously fanned, if not ac­tu­ally car­ried out, by a secret con­fed­er­acy of all the verse-makers of the Em­pire, who were dis­trust­ful of his su­per­i­or powers. He spent the years of his ex­ile in com­pos­ing a po­et­ic­al epi­taph to be carved upon his tomb, but his suc­cessor, the prac­tic­al-minded Liu-yen, de­clined to sanc­tion the ex­pense of pro­cur­ing so fab­ulous a sup­ply of marble.

			
			

			When Kai Lung had re­peated the story of the well-in­ten­tioned youth Hien and of the Chief Ex­am­iner Thang-li and had ceased to speak, a pause of ques­tion­able im­port filled the room, broken only by the un­dig­ni­fied sleep-noises of the gross Ming-shu. Glances of im­plied per­plex­ity were freely passed among the guests, but it re­mained for Shan Tien to voice their doubt.

			“Yet wherein is the es­sence of the test main­tained,” he asked, “see­ing that the one whom you call Hien ob­tained all that which he de­sired and he who chiefly op­posed his aims was him­self in­volved in ri­dicule and de­livered to a sud­den end?”

			“Be­ne­fi­cence,” replied Kai Lung, with cour­teous ease, des­pite the pin­ions that re­strained him, “herein it is one thing to de­mand and an­oth­er to com­ply, for among the Plat­it­udes is the ad­mis­sion made: ‘No needle has two sharp points.’ The con­di­tions which the sub­tlety of Ming-shu im­posed ceased to bind, for their co­rol­lary was in­ex­act. In no ro­mance com­posed by poet or sage are the un­as­sum­ing hopes of vir­tu­ous love brought to a bar­ren end or the one who holds them de­livered to an ig­no­mini­ous doom. That which was called for does not there­fore ex­ist, but the story of Hien may be taken as in­dic­at­ing the ac­tu­al course of events should the case arise in an or­din­ary state of life.”

			This reply was not deemed in­ept by most of those who heard, and they even pressed upon the one who spoke slight gifts of snuff and wine. The Man­dar­in Shan Tien, how­ever, held him­self apart.

			“It is doubt­ful if your lips will be able thus to frame so con­fid­ent a boast when to­mor­row fades,” was his dark fore­cast.

			“Doubt­less their ten­or will be changed, revered, in ac­cord­ance with your farsee­ing word,” replied Kai Lung sub­missively as he was led away.

		
	
		
			
				XI

				Of Which It Is Writ­ten: “In Shal­low Wa­ter Dragons Be­come the Laugh­ing­stock of Shrimps”

			
			At an early gong-stroke of the fol­low­ing day Kai Lung was fi­nally brought up for judg­ment in ac­cord­ance with the venom­ous scheme of the rep­tili­an Ming-shu. In or­der to ob­scure their guilty plans all justice-lov­ing per­sons were ex­cluded from the court, so that when the storyteller was led in by a single guard he saw be­fore him only the two whose enmity he faced, and one who stood at a dis­tance pre­pared to serve their pur­pose.

			“Com­mit­ter of every in­famy and in­cept­or of name­less crimes,” began Ming-shu, moisten­ing his brush, “in the past, by the vari­ety of dis­cred­it­able sub­ter­fuges, you have par­ried the stroke of a just re­tri­bu­tion. On this oc­ca­sion, how­ever, your ad­mit­ted powers of eva­sion will avail you noth­ing. By a spe­cial form of ad­min­is­tra­tion, de­signed to meet such cases, your guilt will be taken as proved. The tech­nic­al­it­ies of passing sen­tence and see­ing it car­ried out will fol­low auto­mat­ic­ally.”

			“In spite of the ur­gency of the case,” re­marked the Man­dar­in, with an as­sump­tion of the evenly-bal­anced ex­pres­sion that at one time threatened to ob­tain for him the title of “The Just,” “there is one de­tail which must not be ig­nored—es­pe­cially as our rul­ing will doubt­less be­come a lan­tern to the feet of later ones. You ap­pear, mal­efact­or, to have com­mit­ted crimes—and of all these you have been proved guilty by the in­geni­ous ar­range­ment in­voked by the learned re­cord­er of my spoken word—which render you li­able to hanging, sli­cing, press­ing, boil­ing, roast­ing, grilling, freez­ing, vat­ting, rack­ing, twist­ing, draw­ing, com­press­ing, in­flat­ing, rend­ing, spik­ing, gou­ging, limb-ty­ing, piece­meal-prun­ing and a vari­ety of less tersely de­scrib­able dis­com­forts with which the time of this court need not be taken up. The im­port­ant con­sid­er­a­tion is, in what or­der are we to pro­ceed and when, if ever, are we to stop?”

			“Un­der your be­numb­ing eye, Ex­cel­lence,” sug­ges­ted Ming-shu re­source­fully, “the pre­ced­ent of tak­ing first that for which the writ­ten sign is the longest might be es­tab­lished. Fail­ing that, the names of all the vari­ous pun­ish­ments might be in­scribed on sep­ar­ate shreds of parch­ment and these de­pos­ited with­in your state um­brella. The first with­drawn by an un­biased—”

			“High Ex­cel­lence,” Kai Lung ven­tured to in­ter­rupt, “a fur­ther plan sug­gests it­self which—”

			“If,” ex­claimed Ming-shu in ir­ra­tion­al haste, “if the crim­in­al pro­poses to nar­rate a story of one who in like cir­cum­stances—”

			“Peace!” in­ter­posed Shan Tien tact­fully. “The felon will only be al­lowed the usu­al ten short meas­ures of time for his sug­ges­tion, nor must he, un­der that guise, en­deav­our to in­sert an ima­gined tale.”

			“Your rul­ing shall keep straight my bend­ing feet, mu­ni­fi­cence,” replied Kai Lung. “Hear now my sim­pli­fy­ing way. In place of cited wrongs—which, after all, are com­par­at­ively trivi­al mat­ters, as be­ing merely of­fences against an­oth­er or in de­fi­ance of a loc­al us­age—sub­sti­tute one really over­whelm­ing crime for which the pen­alty is sharp and ex­pli­cit.”

			“To that end you would sug­gest—?” Un­cer­tainty sat upon the brow of both Shan Tien and Ming-shu.

			“To straight­en out the en­tangled thread this per­son would plead guilty to the act—in a less­er ca­pa­city and against his un­tram­melled will—of re­joicing mu­sic­ally on a day set apart for uni­ver­sal woe: a crime aimed dir­ectly at the sac­red per­son of the Sub­lime Head and all those of his Line.”

			At this sig­ni­fic­ant ad­mis­sion the Man­dar­in’s ex­pres­sion faded; he stroked the lower part of his face sev­er­al times and un­os­ten­ta­tiously in­dic­ated to the two at­tend­ants that they should re­tire to a more dis­tant ob­scur­ity. Then he spoke.

			“When did this—this al­leged in­dis­cre­tion oc­cur, Kai Lung?” he asked in a con­sid­er­ate voice.

			“It is use­less to raise a cloud of eva­sion be­fore the sun of your pen­et­rat­ing in­tel­lect,” replied the storyteller. “The el­ev­enth day of the ex­ist­ing moon was its in­aus­pi­cious date.”

			“That be­ing yes­ter­day? Ming-shu, you upon whom the duty of reg­u­lat­ing my ad­mit­tedly vagari­ous mind de­volves, what happened of­fi­cially on the el­ev­enth day of the Month of Gath­er­ing-in?” de­man­ded the Man­dar­in in an omin­ous tone.

			“On such and such a day, be­ne­vol­ence, threescore and fif­teen years ago, the im­per­ish­able founder of the ex­ist­ing dyn­asty as­cen­ded on a fiery dragon to be a guest on high,” con­fessed the con­science-stricken scribe, after con­sult­ing his prin­ted tab­lets. “Ow­ing to the stress of a sud­den jour­ney sig­ni­fic­ance of the date had pre­vi­ously es­caped my weed-grown memory, tol­er­ance.”

			“Alas!” ex­claimed Shan Tien bit­terly, “among the in­nu­mer­able draw­backs of an ex­act­ing po­s­i­tion the en­forced re­li­ance upon an un­usu­ally in­ept and more than or­din­ar­ily self-opin­ion­ated in­scriber of the spoken word is per­haps the most il­lim­it­able. Ow­ing to your pro­fuse in­com­pet­ence that which began as an agree­able pre­lude to a busy day has turned in­to a really ser­i­ous mat­ter.”

			“Yet, le­ni­ence,” pleaded the hap­less Ming-shu, lower­ing his voice for the Man­dar­in’s private ear, “so far the danger resides in this one throat alone. That dis­posed of—”

			“Per­chance,” replied Shan Tien; then turn­ing to Kai Lung: “Doubt­less, O storyteller, you were so over­come by the bur­den of your guilt that un­til this mo­ment you have hid­den the know­ledge of it deep with­in your heart?”

			“Mag­ni­fi­cence, the com­mand­ing qual­ity of your en­dur­ing voice would draw the in­ner mat­ter from a mar­rowbone,” frankly replied Kai Lung. “Fear­ful lest this crime might go un­con­fessed and my weak and trem­bling ghost there­from be held to bear its weight un­to the end of time, I set out the full hap­pen­ing in a writ­ten scroll and sent it at day­break by a sure and secret hand to a scru­pu­lous of­fi­cial to deal with as he sees fit.”

			“Your worthy con­fid­ant would as­suredly be a per­son of in­cor­rupt­ible in­teg­rity?”

			“The re­pute of the up­right Cen­sor K’o-yih had reached even these stun­ted ears.”

			“In­ev­it­ably: the Cen­sor K’o-yih!” Shan Tien’s hasty glance took in the angle of the sun and for a mo­ment res­ted on the door lead­ing to the part where his swift­est horses lay. “By this time the mes­sage will have reached him?”

			“Om­ni­po­tence,” replied Kai Lung, spread­ing out his hands to in­dic­ate the full ex­tent of his sub­mis­sion, “not even a piece of the finest Ping-hi silk could be in­ser­ted between the deep­est secret of this per­son’s heart and your all-ex­tract­ing gaze. Should you, in your mer­it­ori­ous sense of justice, im­pose upon me a pun­ish­ment that would seem to be ad­equate, it would be su­per­flu­ous to trouble the ob­li­ging Cen­sor in the mat­ter. To this end the one who bears the mes­sage lurks in a hid­den corner of Tai un­til a cer­tain hour. If I am in a po­s­i­tion to in­ter­cept him there he will re­turn the mes­sage to my hand; if not, he will straight­way bear it to the in­teg­rit­ous K’o-yih.”

			“May the Pres­id­ent of Hades re­ward you—I am no longer in a po­s­i­tion to do so!” mur­mured Shan Tien with con­cen­trated feel­ing. “Draw near, Kai Lung,” he con­tin­ued sym­path­et­ic­ally, “and in­dic­ate—with as little delay as pos­sible—what in your opin­ion would con­sti­tute a suf­fi­cient pun­ish­ment.”

			Thus in­vited and with his cords un­bound, Kai Lung ad­vanced and took his sta­tion near the table, Ming-shu no­tice­ably mak­ing room for him.

			“To be driv­en from your lofty pres­ence and nev­er again per­mit­ted to listen to the wis­dom of your in­spired lips would un­doubtedly be the first es­sen­tial of my pen­ance, High Ex­cel­lence.”

			“It is gran—in­flic­ted,” agreed Shan Tien, with swift de­cision.

			“The ne­ces­sary edict may con­veni­ently be draf­ted in the form of a safe-con­duct for this per­son and all oth­ers of his band to a point bey­ond the con­fines of your jur­is­dic­tion—when the usu­ally agile-wit­ted Ming-shu can suf­fi­ciently shake off the be­numb­ing tor­por now as­sail­ing him so as to use his brush.”

			“It is already be­gun, O vir­tu­ous har­binger of joy,” pro­tested the dazed Ming-shu, over­turn­ing all the four pre­cious im­ple­ments in his pas­sion to com­ply. “A mere breath of time—”

			“Let it be signed, sealed and thumb-pressed at every avail­able point of am­bi­gu­ity,” en­joined Shan Tien.

			“Hav­ing thus op­pressed the vain­glory of my self-willed mind, the pre­sump­tion of this un­worthy body must be sub­dued like­wise. The bur­den of five hun­dred taels of sil­ver should suf­fice. If not—”

			“In the form of pa­per ob­lig­a­tions, es­tim­able Kai Lung, the same amount would go more con­veni­ently with­in your scrip,” sug­ges­ted the Man­dar­in hope­fully.

			“Not con­veni­ence, O Man­dar­in, but bod­ily ex­haus­tion is the es­sence of my task,” re­proved the storyteller.

			“Yet con­sider the an­guish of my in­tern­al pang, if thus en­cumbered, you sank spent by the way­side, and be­ing thereby un­able to with­hold the mes­sage, you were called upon to en­dure a fur­ther ill.”

			“That, in­deed, is worthy of our thought,” con­fessed Kai Lung. “To this end I will fur­ther mor­ti­fy my­self by ad­ven­tur­ing upon the un­cer­tain apex of a trust­worthy steed (a mode of pro­gress new to my ex­per­i­ence) un­til I enter Tai.”

			“The swift­est and most reput­able awaits your guid­ing hand,” replied Shan Tien.

			“Let it be en­ticed forth in­to a quiet and dis­creet spot. In the in­ter­val, while the ob­li­ging Ming-shu plies an un­fal­ter­ing brush, the task of weigh­ing out my hu­mi­li­at­ing bur­den shall be ours.”

			In an in­cred­ibly short space of time, be­ing con­tinu­ally urged on by the flat­ter­ing anxi­ety of Shan Tien (whose pre­cip­it­ancy at one point be­came so acute that he mis­took fourscore taels for five), all things were pre­pared. With the in­scribed parch­ment well with­in his sleeve and the bags of sil­ver ranged about his body, Kai Lung ap­proached the plat­form that had been raised to en­able him to sub­due the ex­pect­ant an­im­al.

			“Once in the de­sired po­s­i­tion, weighted down as you are, there is little danger of your be­com­ing dis­placed,” re­marked the Man­dar­in aus­pi­ciously.

			“Your words are, as usu­al, many-sided in their wise ap­plic­a­tion, be­nig­nity,” replied Kai Lung. “One thing only yet re­mains. It is apart from the ex­pres­sion of this one’s will, but as an act of justice to your­self and in or­der to com­plete the ana­logy—” And he in­dic­ated the dir­ec­tion of Ming-shu.

			“Nev­er­the­less you are agree­ably un­der­stood,” de­clared Shan Tien, mov­ing apart. “Farewell.”

			As those who con­trolled the front part of the horse at this mo­ment re­laxed their tenacity, Kai Lung did not deem it prudent to reply, nor was he spe­cific­ally ob­ser­v­ant of the things about. But a little later, while in the act of per­mit­ting the creature whose power he ruled to turn round for a last look at its former home, he saw that the un­worthy no longer flour­ished. Ming-shu, with his own dis­carded cang around his vin­dict­ive neck, was be­ing led off in the dir­ec­tion of the pris­on-house.

		
	
		
			
				XII

				The Out-Passing In­to a State of As­sured Fe­li­city of the Much-En­dur­ing Two with Whom These Prin­ted Leaves Have Chiefly Been Con­cerned

			
			Al­though it was to­wards sun­set, the heat of the day still hung above the dusty earth-road, and two who tar­ried with­in the shad­ow of an an­cient arch were loath to re­sume their way. They had walked far, for the un­cer­tain steed, hav­ing re­vealed a too con­ten­tious nature, had been dis­posed of in dis­tant Tai to an hon­est stranger who freely ex­plained the im­per­fec­tion of its ig­noble out­line.

			“Let us re­main an­oth­er space of time,” pleaded Hwa-mei re­pose­fully, “and as without your all-em­bra­cing art the course of events would un­doubtedly have ter­min­ated very dif­fer­ently from what it has, will you not, out of an emo­tion of grat­it­ude, re­late a story for my ear alone, weav­ing in­to it the sub­stance of this an­cient arch whose shade proves our rest?”

			“Your wish is the crown of my at­tain­ment, un­earthly one,” replied Kai Lung, pre­par­ing to obey. “This con­cerns the story of Ten-teh, whose name ad­orns the key­stone of the fab­ric.”

			
				
					The Story of the Loyalty of Ten-Teh, the Fisherman

					
						“De­vo­tion to the Em­per­or—”

						The Five Great Prin­ciples
					

				
				The reign of the en­lightened Em­per­or Tung Kwei had closed amid scenes of treach­ery and lust, and in his per­fi­di­ously-spilled blood was ex­tin­guished the last pale hope of those faith­ful to his line. His only son was a name­less fu­git­ive—by cease­less re­port already Passed Bey­ond—his party scattered and crushed out like the sparks from his blackened Cap­it­al, while noth­ing that men thought dare pass their lips. The usurp­er Fuh-chi sat upon the dragon throne and spake with the voice of brass cym­bals and echo­ing drums, his right hand shed­ding blood and his left hand spread­ing fire. To raise an eye be­fore him was to ape with death, and a whis­per in the out­er ways foreran swift tor­ture. With har­rows he up­rooted the land un­til no house­hold could gath­er round its an­ces­tral tab­lets, and with marble rollers he flattened it un­til none dare lift his head. For the body of each one who had op­posed his am­bi­tion there was offered an equal weight of fine sil­ver, and upon the head of the child-prince was set the re­ward of ten times his weight in pure gold. Yet in noi­some swamps and forests, hid­den in caves, ly­ing on des­ol­ate is­lands, and con­ceal­ing them­selves in every kind of sol­it­ary place were those who daily pros­trated them­selves to the memory of Tung Kwei and by a sign ac­know­ledged the au­thor­ity of his in­fant son Kwo Kam. In the Crys­tal City there was a great roar of vi­ol­ence and drunk­en song, and men and wo­men lapped from deep lakes filled up with wine; but the rice-sacks of the poor had long been turned out and shaken for a little dust; their eyes were clos­ing and in their hearts they were as powder between the mill­stones. On the north and the west the bar­bar­i­ans had be­gun to press for­ward in res­ist­less waves, and from The Is­land to The Beak pir­ates laid waste the coast.

				
					
						I

						Un­der the Dragon’s Wing

					
					Among the la­goons of the Up­per Seng river a cor­mor­ant fish­er, Ten-teh by name, daily fol­lowed his oc­cu­pa­tion. In sea­sons of good har­vest, when they of the vil­lages had grain in abund­ance and money with which to pro­cure a more var­ied diet, Ten-teh was able to re­gard the ever-change­ful suc­cess of his ven­ture without anxi­ety, and even to add per­chance some­what to his store; but when af­flic­tion lay upon the land the care­fully gathered hoard melted away and he did not cease to up­braid him­self for ad­opt­ing so un­cer­tain a means of live­li­hood. At these times the earth-tillers, hav­ing neither money to spend nor crops to har­vest, caught such fish as they could for them­selves. Oth­ers in their ex­tremity did not scruple to drown them­selves and their de­pend­ents in Ten-teh’s wa­ters, so that while none con­trib­uted to his prosper­ity the lat­ter ones even greatly ad­ded to the em­bar­rass­ment of his craft. When, there­fore, his own har­vest failed him in ad­di­tion, or tem­pests drove him back to a dwell­ing which was des­ti­tute of food either for him­self, his house­hold, or his cor­mor­ants, his self-re­proach did not ap­pear to be ill-reasoned. Yet in spite of all Ten-teh was of a gen­i­al dis­pos­i­tion, be­ne­vol­ent, re­spect­ful and in­cap­able of guile. He sac­ri­ficed ad­equately at all fest­ivals, and his only re­gret was that he had no son of his own and very scanty chances of ever be­com­ing rich enough to pro­cure one by ad­op­tion.

					The sun was set­ting one day when Ten-teh re­luct­antly took up his pro­pelling staff and began to urge his raft to­wards the shore. It was a sea­son of parched crops and des­ti­tu­tion in the vil­lages, when dis­ease could fondle the bones of even the most ro­tund and lep­rosy was the in­si­di­ous con­di­ment in every dish; yet nev­er had the Im­per­i­al dues been high­er, and each suc­ceed­ing of­fi­cial had lar­ger hands and a more in­ex­or­able face than the one be­fore him. Ten-teh’s hoarded re­sources had already fol­lowed the snows of the pre­vi­ous winter, his shelf was like the heart of a des­pot to whom the op­pressed cry for pity, and the con­tents of the creel at his feet were too in­sig­ni­fic­ant to tempt the curi­os­ity even of his hungry cor­mor­ants. But the mists of the even­ing were by this time lap­ping the sur­face of the wa­ters and he had no al­tern­at­ive but to aban­don his fish­ing for the day.

					“Truly they who go forth to fish, even in shal­low wa­ters, ex­per­i­ence strange things when none are by to cred­it them,” sud­denly ex­claimed his as­sist­ant—a men­tally de­fi­cient youth of the vil­lages whom Ten-teh char­it­ably em­ployed be­cause all oth­ers re­jec­ted him. “Be­hold, mas­ter, a spectre bird ap­proaches.”

					“Peace, wit­less,” replied Ten-teh, not turn­ing from his oc­cu­pa­tion, for it was no un­com­mon in­cid­ent for the de­fi­cient youth to mis­take widely-dif­fer­ing ob­jects for one an­oth­er or to claim a de­moni­ac­al in­sight in­to the most trivi­al hap­pen­ings. “Vis­ions do not ma­ter­i­al­ize for such as thou and I.”

					“Nev­er­the­less,” con­tin­ued the weak­ling, “if you will but slack­en your agile pro­fi­ciency with the pole, chief­tain, our sup­per to­night may yet con­sist of some­thing more sub­stan­tial than the fish which it is our in­ten­tion to catch to­mor­row.”

					When the de­fect­ive youth had con­tin­ued for some time in this mean­ing­less strain Ten-teh turned to re­buke him, when to his as­ton­ish­ment he per­ceived that a strange cor­mor­ant was en­deav­our­ing to reach them, its pro­gress be­ing im­peded by an ob­ject which it car­ried in its mouth. Sat­is­fy­ing him­self that his own birds were still on the raft, Ten-teh looked round in ex­pect­a­tion for the boat of an­oth­er fish­er­man, al­though none but he had ever with­in his memory sought those wa­ters, but as far as he could see the wide-stretch­ing la­goon was deser­ted by all but them­selves. He ac­cord­ingly waited, draw­ing in his pole, and in­cit­ing the bird on by cries of en­cour­age­ment.

					“A nobly-born cor­mor­ant without doubt,” ex­claimed the youth ap­prov­ingly. “He is lack­ing the throat-strap, yet he holds his prey dex­ter­ously and makes no move­ment to con­sume it. But the fish it­self is out­lined strangely.”

					As the bird drew near Ten-teh also saw that it was devoid of the usu­al strap which in the ex­er­cise of his craft was ne­ces­sary as a bar­ri­er against the glut­ton­ous in­stincts of the race. It was un­nat­ur­ally large, and even at a dis­tance Ten-teh could see that its plumage was smoothed to a pol­ished lustre, its eye alert, and the move­ment of its flight un­tamed. But, as the youth had said, the fish it car­ried loomed mys­ter­i­ously.

					“The Wise One and the Crafty Im­age—be­hold they pros­trate them­selves!” cried the youth in a tone of awe-in­spired sur­prise, and without a pause he stepped off the raft and sub­merged him­self be­neath the wa­ters.

					It was even as he as­ser­ted; Ten-teh turned his eyes and lo, his two cor­mor­ants, in­stead of rising in an­ger, as their con­ten­tious nature promp­ted, had sunk to the ground and were do­ing obeis­ance. Much per­turbed as to his own most prudent ac­tion, for the bird was near­ing the craft, Ten-teh judged it safest to ac­cept this token and fall­ing down he thrice knocked his fore­head sub­missively. When he looked up again the majest­ic bird had van­ished as ut­terly as the flame that is quenched, and ly­ing at his feet was a na­ked man-child.

					“O mas­ter,” said the voice of the as­sist­ant, as he cau­tiously pro­truded his head above the sur­face of the raft, “has the vis­ion faded, or do creatures of the air be­fore whom even their own kind kow­tow still haunt the spot?”

					“The mani­fest­a­tion has with­drawn,” replied Ten-teh re­as­sur­ingly, “but like the touch of the om­ni­po­tent Buddha it has left be­hind it that which proves its real­ity,” and he poin­ted to the man-child.

					“Be­ware, alas!” ex­claimed the youth, pre­par­ing to im­merse him­self a second time if the least cause arose; “and on no ac­count per­mit your­self to be drawn in­to the snare. In­ev­it­ably the af­fair tends to evil from the be­gin­ning and presently that which now ap­pears as a man-child will as­sume the form of a de­vour­ing vam­pire and con­sume us all. Such oc­cur­rences are by no means un­com­mon when the great sky-lan­tern is at its full dis­ten­sion.”

					“To main­tain oth­er­wise would be im­pi­ous,” ad­mit­ted his mas­ter, “but at the same time there is noth­ing to in­dic­ate that the be­ne­fi­cial deit­ies are not the ones re­spons­ible for this ap­par­i­tion.” With these hu­mane words the kindly-dis­posed Ten-teh wrapped his out­er robe about the man-child and turned to lay him in the empty creel, when to his pro­found as­ton­ish­ment he saw that it was now filled with fish of the rarest and most un­ap­proach­able kinds.

					“Foot­steps of the dragon!” ex­claimed the youth, scram­bling back on to the raft hast­ily; “un­doubtedly your acuter angle of look­ing at the vis­it­a­tion was the in­spired one. Let us aban­don the man-child in an un­fre­quen­ted spot and then pro­ceed to di­vide the res­ult of the ad­ven­ture equally among us.”

					“An agreed por­tion shall be al­lot­ted,” replied Ten-teh, “but to aban­don so mi­ra­cu­lously-en­dowed a be­ing would cov­er even an out­cast with shame.”

					“ ‘Shame fades in the morn­ing; debts re­main from day to day,’ ” replied the youth, the al­lu­sion of the pro­verb be­ing to the dif­fi­culty of sus­tain­ing life in times so ex­act­ing, when men pledged their house­hold goods, their wives, even their an­ces­tral re­cords for a little flour or a jar of oil. “To the starving the taste of a grain of corn is more sat­is­fy­ing than the thought of a roas­ted ox, but as many years must pass as this creel now holds fish be­fore the little one can dis­en­gage a catch or handle the pole.”

					“It is as the Many-Eyed One sees,” replied Ten-teh, with un­moved de­term­in­a­tion. “This per­son has long de­sired a son, and those who walk in­to an earth­quake while im­plor­ing heav­en for a sign are un­worthy of con­sid­er­a­tion. Take this fish and de­part un­til the mor­row. Also, un­less you would have the vil­la­gers re­gard you as not only de­fi­cient but pro­fane, re­veal noth­ing of this hap­pen­ing to those whom you en­counter.” With these words Ten-teh dis­missed him, not greatly dis­turbed at the thought of whatever he might do; for in no case would any be­lieve a word he spoke, while the great­er like­li­hood ten­ded to­wards his for­get­ting everything be­fore he had reached his home.

					As Ten-teh ap­proached his own door his wife came forth to meet him. “Much glad­ness!” she cried aloud be­fore she saw his bur­den; “tempered only by a re­gret that you did not aban­don your chase at an earli­er hour. Fear not for the present that the wolf-tusk of fam­ine shall gnaw our re­pose or that the dreaded wings of the white and scaly one shall hov­er about our house­top. Your wealthy cous­in, jour­ney­ing back to the Cap­it­al from the land of the spice forests, has been here in your ab­sence, leav­ing you gifts of fur, silk, carved ivory, oil, wine, nuts and rice and rich foods of many kinds. He would have stayed to em­brace you were it not that his com­pany of bear­ers awaited him at an ar­ranged spot and he had already been long delayed.”

					Then said Ten-teh, well know­ing that he had no such de­sir­able re­l­at­ive, but drawn to secrecy by the un­nat­ur­al course of events: “The years pass un­per­ceived and all changes but the heart of man; how ap­peared my cous­in, and has he greatly altered un­der the en­er­vat­ing sun of a bar­bar­i­an land?”

					“He is now a little man, with a loose skin the col­our of a finely-lacquered apricot,” replied the wo­man. “His teeth are large and jagged, his ex­pres­sion open and sin­cere, and the sound of his breath­ing is like the con­tinu­ous beat­ing of waves upon a stony beach. Fur­ther­more, he has ten fin­gers upon his left hand and a girdle of ru­bies about his waist.”

					“The de­scrip­tion is un­mis­tak­able,” said Ten-teh evas­ively. “Did he chance to leave a part­ing mes­sage of any mo­ment?”

					“He twice re­marked: ‘When the sun sets the moon rises, but to­mor­row the drawn will break again,’ ” replied his wife. “Also, upon leav­ing he asked for ink, brushes and a fan, and upon it he in­scribed cer­tain words.” She thereupon handed the fan to Ten-teh, who read, writ­ten in char­ac­ters of sur­pass­ing beauty and ex­act­ness, the pro­verb: “Well-guarded lips, pa­tient alert­ness and a heart con­scien­tiously dis­char­ging its ac­cep­ted duty: these three things have a sure re­ward.”

					At that mo­ment Ten-teh’s wife saw that he car­ried some­thing bey­ond his creel and dis­cov­er­ing the man-child she cried out with de­light, pour­ing forth a tor­rent of in­quir­ies and striv­ing to pos­sess it. “A tale half told is the fath­er of many lies,” ex­claimed Ten-teh at length, “and of the great­er part of what you ask this per­son knows neither the be­gin­ning nor the end. Let what is writ­ten on the fan suf­fice.” With this he ex­plained to her the mean­ing of the char­ac­ters and made their sig­ni­fic­ance clear. Then without an­oth­er word he placed the man-child in her arms and led her back in­to the house.

					From that time Ho­ang, as he was thence­for­ward called, was re­ceived in­to the house­hold of Ten-teh, and from that time Ten-teh prospered. Without ever ap­proach­ing a con­di­tion of af­flu­ence or dig­ni­fied ease, he was nev­er ex­posed to the pen­ury and vi­cis­situdes which he had been wont to ex­per­i­ence; so that none had need to go hungry or ill-clad. If fam­ine rav­aged the vil­lages Ten-teh’s store of grain was mi­ra­cu­lously main­tained; his suc­cess on the la­goons was un­var­ied, fish even leap­ing on to the struc­ture of the raft. Fre­quently in dark and un­dis­turbed parts of the house he found sums of money and oth­er valu­able art­icles of which he had no re­mem­brance, while it was no un­com­mon thing for passing mer­chants to leave bales of goods at his door in mis­take and to meet with some ac­ci­dent which pre­ven­ted them from ever again vis­it­ing that part of the coun­try. In the mean­while Ho­ang grew from in­fancy in­to child­hood, tak­ing part with Ten-teh in all his pur­suits, yet even in the most meni­al oc­cu­pa­tion nev­er wholly shak­ing off the air of com­mand and no­bil­ity of bear­ing which lay upon him. In strength and en­dur­ance he out­paced all the youths around, while in the ma­nip­u­la­tion of the raft and the dex­ter­ous hand­ling of the cor­mor­ants he covered Ten-teh with grat­i­fied shame. So ex­cess­ive was the de­vo­tion which he aroused in those who knew him that the de­fi­cient youth wept openly if Ho­ang chanced to cough or sneeze; and it is even as­ser­ted that on more than one oc­ca­sion high of­fi­cials, struck by the au­thor­ity of his pres­ence, though he might be in the act of car­ry­ing fish along the road, hast­ily des­cen­ded from their chairs and pros­trated them­selves be­fore him.

					In the four­teenth year of the reign of the usurp­er Fuh-chi a little breeze rising in the Province of Sz-chuen began to spread through all the land and men’s minds were again agit­ated by the memory of a hope which had long seemed dead. At that peri­od the tyr­an­nic­al Fuh-chi fi­nally aban­doned the last re­main­ing vestige of re­straint and by his crimes and ex­cesses ali­en­ated even the pro­tec­tion of the evil spir­its and the fi­del­ity of his chosen guard; so that he con­spired with him­self to bring about his own de­struc­tion. One dis­crim­in­at­ing ad­viser alone had stood at the foot of the throne, and be­ing no less res­ol­ute than farsee­ing, he did not hes­it­ate to warn Fuh-chi and to hold the proph­et­ic threat of re­bel­lion be­fore his eyes. Such sin­cer­ity met with the re­ward not dif­fi­cult to con­jec­ture.

					“Who are our en­emies?” ex­claimed Fuh-chi, turn­ing to a no­tori­ous flat­ter­er at his side, “and where are they who are dis­pleased with our too le­ni­ent rule?”

					“Your en­emies, O Broth­er of the Sun and Pro­to­type of the Red-legged Crane, are dead and un­mourned. The liv­ing do naught but speak of your clem­ency and bask in the ra­di­ance of your eye-light,” pro­tested the flat­ter­er.

					“It is well said,” replied Fuh-chi. “How is it, then, that any can eat of our rice and re­ceive our bounty and yet re­pay us with in­grat­it­ude and taunts, hold­ing their joints stiffly in our pres­ence? Lo, even lambs have the grace to suck kneel­ing.”

					“Om­ni­po­tence,” replied the just min­is­ter, “if this per­son is de­fi­cient in the more supple graces of your il­lus­tri­ous Court it is be­cause the great­er part of his life has been spent in wa­ging your wars in un­civ­il­ized re­gions. Nev­er­the­less, the alarm can be as com­pet­ently soun­ded upon a brass drum as by a sil­ver trum­pet, and his words came forth from a sin­cere throat.”

					“Then the op­por­tun­ity is by no means to be lost,” ex­claimed Fuh-chi, who was by this time stand­ing some dis­tance from him­self in the ef­fects of dis­tilled pear juice; “for we have long de­sired to see the dif­fer­ence which must un­doubtedly ex­ist between a sin­cere throat and one bent to the con­tinu­al use of evas­ive flat­tery.”

					Without fur­ther con­sid­er­a­tion he ordered that both per­sons should be be­headed and that their bod­ies should be brought for his in­spec­tion. From that time there was none to stay his hand or to guide his policy, so that he mixed blood and wine in fool­ish­ness and lust un­til the land was sick and heaved.

					The whis­per start­ing from Sz-chuen passed from house to house and from town to town un­til it had cast a net­work over every province, yet no man could say whence it came or by whom the word was passed. It might be in the man­ner of a greet­ing or the pledging of a cup of tea, by the of­fer of a coin to a blind beg­gar at the gate, in the fold of a care­lessly-worn gar­ment, or even by the passing of a leper through a town. Op­pres­sion still lay heav­ily upon the people; but it was without aim and car­ried no re­straint; fam­ine and pes­ti­lence still went hand in hand, but the mes­sage rode on their backs and was hos­pit­ably re­ceived. Soon, grow­ing bolder, men stood face to face and spoke of settled plans, gave signs, and openly de­clared them­selves. On all sides pro­clam­a­tions began to be af­fixed; next weapons were dis­trib­uted, hands were made pro­fi­cient in their uses, un­til noth­ing re­mained but def­in­ite in­struc­tion and a swift sum­mons for the ap­poin­ted day. At in­ter­vals omens had ap­peared in the sky and proph­ecies had been put in­to the mouths of sooth­say­ers, so that of the suc­cess of the un­der­tak­ing and of its justice none doubted. On the north and the west en­tire dis­tricts had re­ver­ted to bar­bar­ism, and on the coasts the pir­ates anchored by the wa­ter-gates of walled cit­ies and tossed jests to the watch­men on the towers.

					Through­out this peri­od Ten-teh had sur­roun­ded Ho­ang with an ad­ded care, nev­er per­mit­ting him to wander bey­ond his sight, and dis­trust­ing all men in spite of his con­fid­ing nature. One night, when a fierce storm bey­ond the memory of man was ra­ging, there came at the middle hour a knock­ing upon the out­er wall, loud and in­sist­ent; nev­er­the­less Ten-teh did not at once throw open the door in cour­teous in­vit­a­tion, but draw­ing aside a shut­ter he looked forth. Be­fore the house stood one of com­mand­ing stature, clad from head to foot in robes com­posed of plaited grasses, dyed in many col­ours. Around him ran a stream of wa­ter, while the light­ning is­su­ing in nev­er-ceas­ing flashes from his eyes re­vealed that his fea­tures were rugged and his ears pierced with many holes from which the wind whistled un­til the sound re­sembled the shrieks of ten thou­sand tor­tured ones un­der the brand­ing-iron. From him the tem­pest pro­ceeded in every dir­ec­tion, but he stood un­moved among it, without so much as a pet­al of the flowers he wore dis­ar­ranged.

					In spite of these in­dic­a­tions, and of the un­doubted fact that the Be­ing could des­troy the house with a single glance, Ten-teh still hes­it­ated.

					“The night is dark and stormy, and rob­bers and evil spir­its are cer­tainly about in large num­bers, striv­ing to enter un­per­ceived by any open door,” he pro­tested, but with be­com­ing de­fer­ence. “With what does your wel­come and op­por­tune vis­it con­cern it­self, hon­our­able stranger?”

					“The one be­fore you is not ac­cus­tomed to be ques­tioned in his do­ings, or even to be spoken to by or­din­ary per­sons,” replied the Be­ing. “Nev­er­the­less, Ten-teh, there is that in your his­tory for the past four­teen years which saves you from the usu­al fatal con­sequences of so gross an in­dis­cre­tion. Let it suf­fice that it is con­cerned with the flight of the cor­mor­ant.”

					Upon this as­sur­ance Ten-teh no longer sought eva­sion. He hastened to throw open the out­er door and the stranger entered, whereupon the tem­pest ceased, al­though the thun­der and light­ning still lingered among the high­er moun­tains. In passing through the door­way the robe of plaited grasses caught for a mo­ment on the staple and pulling aside re­vealed that the Be­ing wore upon his left foot a golden san­dal and upon his right foot one of iron, while em­bed­ded in his throat was a great pearl. Con­vinced by this that he was in­deed one of the Im­mor­tal Eight, Ten-teh pros­trated him­self fit­tingly, and ex­plained that the ap­par­ent dis­respect of his re­cep­tion arose from a con­scien­tious in­terest in the safety of the one com­mit­ted to his care.

					“It is well,” replied the Be­ing af­fably; “and your un­vary­ing fi­del­ity shall not go un­re­war­ded when the prop­er time ar­rives. Now bring for­ward the one whom hitherto you have wisely called Ho­ang.”

					In secret dur­ing the past years Ten-teh had pre­pared for such an emer­gency a yel­low silk robe bear­ing em­broidered on it the Im­per­i­al Dragon with five claws. He had also provided suit­able or­na­ments, fur cov­er­ings for the hands and face, and a sword and shield. Wak­ing Ho­ang, he quickly dressed him, sprinkled a costly per­fume about his head and face, and tak­ing him for the last time by the hand he led him in­to the pres­ence of the stranger.

					“Kwo Kam, chosen rep­res­ent­at­ive of the sac­red line of Tang,” began the Be­ing, when he and Ho­ang had ex­changed signs and greet­ings of equal­ity in an ob­scure tongue, “the graf­ted peach-tree on the Crys­tal Wall is stricken and the fruit is ripe and rot­ten to the touch. The flies that have fed upon its juice are drunk with it and lie help­less on the ground; the skin is empty and blown out with air, the leaves withered, and about the root is coiled a great worm which has secretly worked to this end. From the Five Points of the king­dom and bey­ond the Out­er Wil­low Circle the Sheaf-bind­ers have made a full re­port and it has been judged that the time is come for the tree to be roughly shaken. To this des­tiny the Old Ones of your race now call you; but be­ware of set­ting out un­less your face should be un­chan­gingly fixed and your heart pure from all earthly de­sires and base con­sid­er­a­tions.”

					“The de­cision is too ever-present in my mind to need re­flec­tion,” replied Ho­ang res­ol­utely. “To grind to powder that pre­sump­tu­ous tyr­ant ut­terly, to re­store the in­teg­rity of the vi­ol­ated bound­ar­ies of the land, and to set up again the ven­er­able Tab­lets of the true Tang line—these de­sires have long since worn away the softer por­tion of this per­son’s heart by con­stant thought.”

					“The choice has been made and the words have been duly set down,” said the Be­ing. “If you main­tain your high pur­pose to a pros­per­ous end noth­ing can ex­ceed your hon­our in the Up­per Air; if you fail culp­ably, or even through in­ca­pa­city, the lot of Fuh-chi him­self will be en­vi­able com­pared with yours.”

					Un­der­stand­ing that the time had now come for his de­par­ture, Ho­ang ap­proached Ten-teh as though he would have em­braced him, but the Be­ing made a ges­ture of re­straint.

					“Yet, O in­struct­or, for the space of four­teen years—” pro­tested Ho­ang.

					“It has been well and dis­creetly ac­com­plished,” replied the Be­ing in a firm but not un­sym­path­et­ic voice, “and Ten-teh’s re­ward, which shall be neither slight nor grudging, is await­ing him in the Up­per Air, where already his im­me­di­ate an­cest­ors are very hon­our­ably re­garded in con­sequence. For many years, O Ten-teh, there has dwelt be­neath your roof one who from this mo­ment must be re­garded as hav­ing passed away without leav­ing even a breath of memory be­hind. Be­fore you stands your sov­er­eign, to whom it is seemly that you should pros­trate your­self in un­ques­tion­ing obeis­ance. Do not look for any re­com­pense or dis­tinc­tion here be­low in re­turn for that which you have done to­wards a name­less one; for in the State there are many things which for high reas­ons can­not be openly pro­claimed for the ill-dis­posed to use as feath­ers in their darts. Yet take this ring; the ears of the Il­lim­it­able Em­per­or are nev­er closed to the sup­plic­at­ing pe­ti­tion of his chil­dren and should such a con­tin­gency arise you may freely lay your cause be­fore him with the full as­sur­ance of an un­swerving justice.”

					A mo­ment later the storm broke out again with re­doubled vigour, and rais­ing his face from the ground Ten-teh per­ceived that he was again alone.

				
				
					
						II

						The Mes­sage from the Out­er Land

					
					After the de­par­ture of Ho­ang the af­fairs of Ten-teh ceased to prosper. The fish which for so many years had leaped to meet his hand now main­tained an un­par­alleled dex­ter­ity in avoid­ing it; con­tinu­al storms drove him day after day back to the shore, and the fos­ter­ing be­ne­fi­cence of the deit­ies seemed to be with­drawn, so that he no longer found for­got­ten stores of wealth nor did mer­chants ever again mis­take his door for that of an­oth­er to whom they were in­debted.

					In the year that fol­lowed there passed from time to time through the se­cluded vil­lages ly­ing in the Up­per Seng val­ley per­sons who spoke of the tu­mul­tu­ous events pro­gress­ing every­where. In such a man­ner those who had re­mained be­hind learned that the great rising had been hon­our­ably re­ceived by the justice-lov­ing in every province, but that many of of­fi­cial rank, in­spired by no friend­ship to­wards Fuh-chi, but ter­ror-stricken at the al­tern­at­ives be­fore them, had closed cer­tain strong cit­ies against the Army of the Aven­ging Pure. It was at this crisis, when the bal­ance of the na­tion’s des­tiny hung poised, that Kwo Kam, the only son of the Em­per­or Tung Kwei, and right­ful heir of the dyn­asty of the glor­i­ous Tang, mi­ra­cu­lously ap­peared at the head of the Aven­ging Pure and be­ing ac­claimed their lead­er with a un­an­im­ous shout led them on through a series of over­whelm­ing and ir­res­ist­ible vic­tor­ies. At a later peri­od it was told how Kwo Kam had been crowned and in­stalled upon his fath­er’s throne, after re­ceiv­ing a mark of ce­les­ti­al ap­prob­a­tion in the Temple of Heav­en, how Fuh-chi had es­caped and fled and how his mis­lead­ing re­cords had been pub­licly burned and his de­test­able name ut­terly blot­ted out.

					At this peri­od an even great­er mis­for­tune than his con­sist­ent ill suc­cess met Ten-teh. A neigh­bour­ing man­dar­in, on a false pre­text, caused him to be brought be­fore him, and speak­ing very sternly of cer­tain mat­ters in the past, which, he said, out of a well-in­ten­tioned re­gard for the memory of Ten-teh’s fath­er he would not cast abroad, he fined him a much lar­ger sum than all he pos­sessed, and then at once caused the raft and the cor­mor­ants to be seized in sat­is­fac­tion of the claim. This he did be­cause his heart was bad, and the sight of Ten-teh bear­ing a cheer­ful coun­ten­ance un­der con­tinu­al priva­tion had be­come of­fens­ive to him.

					The story of this act of rapine Ten-teh at once car­ried to the ap­poin­ted head of the vil­lage com­munit­ies, as­sur­ing him that he was ig­nor­ant of the cause, but that no crime or wrong­do­ing had been com­mit­ted to call for so over­whelm­ing an af­flic­tion in re­turn, and en­treat­ing him to com­pel a just resti­tu­tion and liberty to pur­sue his in­of­fens­ive call­ing peace­ably in the fu­ture.

					“Listen well, O un­as­sum­ing Ten-teh, for you are a per­son of dis­cern­ment and one with a ma­ture know­ledge of the habits of all swim­ming creatures,” said the head­man after at­tend­ing pa­tiently to Ten-teh’s words. “If two lean and in­sig­ni­fic­ant carp en­countered a vo­ra­cious pike and one at length fell in­to his jaws, by what means would the oth­er com­pel the as­sail­ant to re­lease his prey?”

					“So cour­ageous an emo­tion would serve no use­ful pur­pose,” replied Ten-teh. “Be­ing ill-equipped for such a con­flict, it would in­ev­it­ably res­ult in the second fish also fall­ing a prey to the vo­ra­cious pike, and re­cog­niz­ing this, the more for­tu­nate of the two would en­deav­our to es­cape by ly­ing un­per­ceived among the reeds about.”

					“The an­swer is in­spired and at the same time suf­fi­ciently con­cise to lie with­in the hol­low bowl of an opi­um pipe,” replied the head­man, and turn­ing to his bench he con­tin­ued in his oc­cu­pa­tion of beat­ing flax with a wooden mal­let.

					“Yet,” pro­tested Ten-teh, when at length the oth­er paused, “surely the mat­ter could be placed be­fore those in au­thor­ity in so con­vin­cing a light by one pos­sess­ing your ad­mit­ted elo­quence that Justice would stumble over her­self in her haste to lib­er­ate the op­pressed and to de­grade the guilty.”

					“The phe­nomen­on has oc­ca­sion­ally been wit­nessed, but lat­terly it would ap­pear that the con­scien­tious deity in ques­tion must have lost all power of move­ment, or per­haps even fatally in­jured her­self, as the res­ult of some such act of rash im­puls­ive­ness in the past,” replied the head­man sym­path­et­ic­ally.

					“Alas, then,” ex­claimed Ten-teh, “is there, un­der the most en­lightened form of gov­ern­ment in the world, no pre­scribed meth­od of ob­tain­ing re­dress?”

					“As­suredly,” replied the head­man; “the pre­scribed meth­od is the part of the sys­tem that has re­ceived the most at­ten­tion. As the one of whom you com­plain is a man­dar­in of the fifth de­gree, you may fit­tingly ad­dress your­self to his su­per­i­ors of the fourth, third, second and first de­grees. Then there are the city gov­ernors, the dis­trict pre­fects, the pro­vin­cial rulers, the Im­per­i­al As­sessors, the Board of Cen­sors, the Guider of the Ver­mil­ion Pen­cil, and, fi­nally, the su­preme Em­per­or him­self. To each of these, if you are wealthy enough to reach his ac­tu­al pres­ence, you may pros­trate your­self in turn, and each one, with many cour­teous ex­pres­sions of in­tol­er­able re­gret that the mat­ter does not come with­in his of­fice, will refer you to an­oth­er. The more prudent course, there­fore, would seem to be that of be­gin­ning with the Em­per­or rather than reach­ing him as the last re­sort, and as you are now without means of live­li­hood if you re­main here there is no reas­on why you should not jour­ney to the Cap­it­al and make the at­tempt.”

					“The Highest!” ex­claimed Ten-teh, with a pang of un­fathom­able emo­tion. “Is there, then, no middle way? Who is Ten-teh, the ob­scure and il­lit­er­ate fish­er­man, that he should thrust him­self in­to the pres­ence of the Son of Heav­en? If the moth­er of the du­ti­ful Chou Yii could des­troy her­self and her fam­ily at one blow to the end that her son might serve his sov­er­eign with a single heart, how de­graded an out­cast must he be who would ob­trude his own trivi­al mis­for­tunes at so crit­ic­al a time.”

					“ ‘A thorn in one’s own little fin­ger is more dif­fi­cult to en­dure than a sword pier­cing the sub­lime Em­per­or’s arm,’ ” replied the head­man, re­sum­ing his oc­cu­pa­tion. “But if your angle of re­gard­ing the vari­ous ob­lig­a­tions is as you have stated it, then there is ob­vi­ously noth­ing more to be said. In any case it is more than doubt­ful wheth­er the Foun­tain of Justice would raise an eye­lash if you, by every com­bin­a­tion of for­tu­nate cir­cum­stance, suc­ceeded in reach­ing his pres­ence.”

					“The head­man has spoken, and his word is ten times more weighty than that of an ill-edu­cated fish­er­man,” replied Ten-teh sub­missively, and he de­par­ted.

					From that time Ten-teh sought to sus­tain life upon roots and wild herbs which he col­lec­ted la­bor­i­ously and not al­ways in suf­fi­cient quant­it­ies from the woods and rank wastes around. Soon even this re­source failed him in a great meas­ure, for a fam­ine of un­pre­ced­en­ted harsh­ness swept over that part of the province. All sup­plies of ad­equate food ceased, and those who sur­vived were driv­en by the pangs of hun­ger to con­sume weeds and the bark of trees, fallen leaves, in­sects of the low­est or­ders and the bones of wild an­im­als which had died in the forest. To carry a little rice openly was a rash chal­lenge to those who still val­ued life, and a loaf of chaff and black mould was guarded as a pre­cious jew­el. No wife or daugh­ter could weigh in the bal­ance against a meas­ure of corn, and men sold them­selves in­to cap­tiv­ity to se­cure the coarse nour­ish­ment which the rich al­lot­ted to their slaves. Those who re­mained in the vil­lages fol­lowed in Ten-teh’s foot­steps, so that the mea­gre har­vest that hitherto had failed to sup­ply one house­hold now con­sti­tuted the whole pro­vi­sion for many. At length these per­sons, see­ing a linger­ing but in­ev­it­able death be­fore them all, came to­geth­er and spoke of how this might per­chance be avoided.

					“Let us con­sider well,” said one of their num­ber, “for it may be that suc­cour would not be with­held did we but know the pre­cise man­ner in which to in­voke it.”

					“Your words are light, O Tan-yung, and your eyes too bright in look­ing at things which present no en­cour­age­ment whatever,” replied an­oth­er. “We who re­main are old, in­firm, or in some way de­fi­cient, or we would ere this have sold ourselves in­to slavery or left this ac­cursed desert in search of a more pro­lif­ic land. There­fore our ex­ist­ence is of no value to the State, so that they will not take any pains to pre­serve it. Fur­ther­more, now be­ing bey­ond the grasp of the most cov­et­ous ex­tor­tion, the dis­trict of­fi­cials have no reas­on for main­tain­ing an in­terest in our lives. As­suredly there is no es­cape ex­cept by the White Door of which each one him­self holds the key.”

					“Yet,” ob­jec­ted a third, “the aged Ning has of­ten re­coun­ted how in the lat­ter years of the reign of the char­it­able Em­per­or Kwong, when a sim­il­ar in­flic­tion lay upon the land, a bul­lock-load of rice was sent daily in­to the vil­lages of the val­ley and freely dis­trib­uted by the head­man. Now that same mu­ni­fi­cent Kwong was a dir­ect an­cest­or to the third de­gree of our own Kwo Kam.”

					“Alas!” re­marked a per­son who had lost many of his fea­tures dur­ing a raid of brig­ands, “since the days of the com­mend­able Kwong, while the feet of our less­er ones have been grow­ing smal­ler the hands of our great­er ones have been grow­ing lar­ger. Yet even nowadays, by the pro­tec­tion of the deit­ies, the bul­lock might reach us.”

					“The wheel-grease of the cart would alone make the day mem­or­able,” mur­mured an­oth­er.

					“O broth­ers,” in­ter­posed one who had not yet spoken, “do not cause our throats to twitch con­vuls­ively; nor is it in any way use­ful to leave the date of sol­id re­flec­tion in pur­suit of the stone of light and ver­sat­ile fancy. Is it thought to be ex­pedi­ent that we should send an emis­sary to those in au­thor­ity, plead­ing our straits?”

					“Have not two already jour­neyed to Kuing-yi in our cause, and to what end?” replied the second one who had raised his voice.

					“They did but seek the city man­dar­in and failed to reach his ear, be­ing empty-handed,” urged Tan-yung. “The dis­tance to the Cap­it­al is ad­mit­tedly great, yet it is no more than a per­sever­ing and res­ol­ute-minded man could cer­tainly achieve. There pros­trat­ing him­self be­fore the Sub­lime One and in­vok­ing the memory of the im­per­ish­able Kwong he could so out­line our ne­ces­sity and des­pair that the one wag­on-load re­ferred to would be in­creased by nine and the un­wieldy ox­en give place to re­lays of swift horses.”

					“The Em­per­or!” ex­claimed the one who had last spoken, in tones of un­dis­guised con­tempt to­wards Tan-yung. “Is the eye of the Un­ap­proach­able Sov­er­eign less than that of a city man­dar­in, that hav­ing failed to come near the one we should now strive to reach the oth­er; or are we, perad­ven­ture, to fill the sleeves of our mes­sen­ger with gold and his in­ner scrip with sap­phires!” Nev­er­the­less the great­er part of those who stood around zeal­ously sup­por­ted Tan-yung, cry­ing aloud: “The Em­per­or! The sug­ges­tion is in­spired! Un­doubtedly the be­ne­fi­cent Kwo Kam will up­hold our cause and our troubles may now be con­sidered as al­most at an end.”

					“Yet,” in­ter­posed a fal­ter­ing voice, “who among us is to go?”

					At the men­tion of this ne­ces­sary de­tail of the plan the cries which were the loudest raised in ex­ulta­tion sud­denly leapt back upon them­selves as each per­son looked in turn at all the oth­ers and then at him­self. The one who had urged the op­por­tune but dis­con­cert­ing point was lack­ing in the power of move­ment in his lower limbs and pro­gressed at a pace little ad­vanced to that of a shell-cow upon two slabs of wood. Tan-yung was sub­ject to a dis­order which without any warn­ing cast him to the ground al­most daily in a con­di­tion of writh­ing frenzy; the one who had op­posed him was para­lysed in all but his head and feet, while those who stood about were either blind, lame, camel-backed, lep­rous, arm­less, mis­shapen, or in some way men­tally or bod­ily de­fi­cient in an in­su­per­able de­gree. “Alas!” ex­claimed one, as the true un­der­stand­ing of their de­form­it­ies pos­sessed him, “not only would they of the Court re­ceive it as a most de­test­able in­sult if we sent such as ourselves, but the prob­ab­il­ity of any­one so har­assed over­com­ing the dif­fi­culties of river, desert and moun­tain bar­ri­er is so re­mote that this per­son is more than will­ing to stake his en­tire share of the an­ti­cip­ated bounty against a span-length of suc­cu­lent lo­tus root or an em­bossed coffin handle.”

					“Let un­worthy des­pair fade!” sud­denly ex­claimed Tan-yung, who nev­er­the­less had been more down­cast than any oth­er a mo­ment be­fore; “for among us has been re­tained one who has prob­ably been es­pe­cially destined for this very ser­vice. There is yet Ten-teh. Let us seek him out.”

					With this design they sought for Ten-teh and find­ing him in his hut they con­fid­ently in­voked his as­sist­ance, point­ing out how he would save all their lives and re­ceive great hon­our. To their dis­may Ten-teh re­ceived them with sol­emn curses and drove them from his door with blows, call­ing them trait­ors, un­grate­ful ones, and re­bel­li­ous sub­jects whose minds were so far re­moved from sub­missive loy­alty that rather than per­ish harm­lessly they would in­op­por­tunely thrust them­selves in upon the at­ten­tion of the di­vine Em­per­or when his mind was full of great mat­ters and his thoughts ten­a­ciously fixed upon the scheme for re­claim­ing the aban­doned out­er lands of his fore­fath­ers. “Be­hold,” he cried, “when a hand is raised to sweep in­to ob­li­vi­on a thou­sand earth­worms they lift no voice in protest, and in this mat­ter ye are less than earth­worms. The dogs are con­tent to starve dumbly while their mas­ters feast, and ye are less than dogs. The du­ti­ful son cheer­fully sub­mits him­self to tor­ture on the chance that his fath­er’s suf­fer­ings may be lessened, and the Em­per­or, as the su­preme head, is more to be ven­er­ated than any fath­er; but your hearts are sheathed in av­arice and greed.” Thus he drove them away, and their last hope be­ing gone they wandered back to the forest, wail­ing and filling the air with their des­pair­ing moans; for the brief light that had in­spired them was ex­tin­guished and the thought that by a pa­tient en­dur­ance they might spare the Em­per­or an un­ne­ces­sary pang was not a suf­fi­cient re­com­pense in their eyes.

					The time of warmth and green life passed. With winter came floods and snowstorms, great tem­pests from the north and bit­ter winds that cut men down as though they had been smit­ten by the sword. The rivers and la­goons were frozen over; the mea­gre susten­ance of the earth lay hid­den be­neath an im­pen­et­rable crust of snow and ice, un­til those who had hitherto found it a des­per­ate chance to live from day to day now aban­doned the un­equal struggle for the more at­tract­ive cer­tainty of a swift and pain­less death. One by one the fires went out in the houses of the dead; the ever-in­creas­ing snow broke down the walls. Wild beasts from the moun­tains walked openly about the deser­ted streets, thrust them­selves through such doors as were closed against them and lurked by night in the most sac­red re­cesses of the ruined temples. The strong and the wealthy had long since fled, and presently out of all the el­ev­en vil­lages of the val­ley but one man re­mained alive and Ten-teh lay upon the floor of his in­ner cham­ber, dy­ing.

					“There was a sign—there was a sign in the past that more was yet to be ac­com­plished,” ran the one thought of his mind as he lay there help­less, his last grain con­sumed and the ashes on his hearth­stone black. “Can it be that so sol­emn an omen has fallen un­ful­filled to the ground; or has this per­son long walked hand in hand with shad­ows in the Middle Air?”

					“Dwell­ers of Yin; dwell­ers of Chung-yo; of Wei, Shan-ta, Feng, the Rock of the Bleak Pa­goda and all the el­ev­en vil­lages of the val­ley!” cried a voice from without. “Ho, in­hos­pit­able sleep­ing ones, I have reached the last dwell­ing of the plain and no one has as yet bid­den me enter, no voice in­vited me to un­lace my san­dals and par­take of tea. Do they fear that this per­son is a rob­ber in dis­guise, or is this the cour­tesy of the Up­per Seng val­ley?”

					“They sleep more deeply,” said Ten-teh, speak­ing back to the full ex­tent of his fail­ing power; “per­chance your voice was not raised high enough, O es­tim­able way­farer. Nev­er­the­less, wheth­er you come in peace or armed with vi­ol­ence, enter here, for the one who lies with­in is past help and bey­ond in­jury.”

					Upon this in­vit­a­tion the stranger entered and stood be­fore Ten-teh. He was of a fierce and mar­tial as­pect, car­ry­ing a sword at his belt and a bow and ar­rows slung across his back, but priva­tion had set a deep mark upon his fea­tures and his body bore un­mis­tak­able traces of a long and ar­du­ous march. His gar­ments were ragged, his limbs torn by rocks and thorny un­der­growth, while his ears had fallen away be­fore the rigour of the ice-laden blasts. In his right hand he car­ried a staff upon which he leaned at every step, and glan­cing to the ground Ten-teh per­ceived that the lower part of his san­dals were worn away so that he trod pain­fully upon his bruised and na­ked feet.

					“Greet­ing,” said Ten-teh, when they had re­garded each oth­er for a mo­ment; “yet, alas, no more sub­stan­tial than of the lips, for the hos­pit­al­ity of the el­ev­en vil­lages is shrunk to what you see be­fore you,” and he waved his arm feebly to­wards the empty bowl and the blackened hearth. “Whence come you?”

					“From the out­er land of Im-kau,” replied the oth­er. “Over the Kang-ling moun­tains.”

					“It is a moon-to-moon jour­ney,” said Ten-teh. “Few trav­el­lers have ever reached the val­ley by that in­ac­cess­ible track.”

					“More may come be­fore the snow has melted,” replied the stranger, with a stress of sig­ni­fic­ance. “Less than sev­en days ago this per­son stood upon the north­ern plains.”

					Ten-teh raised him­self upon his arm. “There ex­is­ted, many cycles ago, a path—of a single foot’s width, it is said—along the edge of the Pass called the Ram’s Horn, but it has been lost bey­ond the memory of man.”

					“It has been found again,” said the stranger, “and Kha-hia and his horde of Kins, joined by the ven­geance-breath­ing Fuh-chi, lie en­camped less than a short march bey­ond the Pass.”

					“It can mat­ter little,” said Ten-teh, trem­bling but speak­ing to re­as­sure him­self. “The people are at peace among them­selves, the Cap­it­al ad­equately de­fen­ded, and an army suf­fi­ciently large to meet any in­va­sion can march out and en­gage the en­emy at a spot most con­veni­ent to ourselves.”

					“A few days hence, when all pre­par­a­tion is made,” con­tin­ued the stranger, “a cloud of armed men will sud­denly ap­pear openly, men­acing the west­ern bound­ar­ies. The Cap­it­al and the for­ti­fied places will be de­nuded, and all who are avail­able will march out to meet them. They will be but as an empty shell de­signed to serve a crafty pur­pose, for in the mean­while Kha-hia will creep un­sus­pec­ted through the Kang-lings by the Ram’s Horn and be­fore the army can be re­called he will swiftly fall upon the de­fence­less Cap­it­al and pos­sess it.”

					“Alas!” ex­claimed Ten-teh, “why has the end tar­ried thus long if it be but for this per­son’s ears to carry to the grave so tor­ment­ing a mes­sage! Yet how comes it, O stranger, that hav­ing been ad­mit­ted to Kha-hia’s in­ner­most coun­cil you now be­tray his trust, or how can re­li­ance be placed upon the word of one so treach­er­ous?”

					“Touch­ing the reas­on,” replied the stranger, with no ap­pear­ance of re­sent­ment, “that is a mat­ter which must one day lie between Kha-hia, this per­son, and one long since Passed Bey­ond, and to this end have I un­com­plain­ingly striv­en for the great­er part of a life­time. For the rest, men do not cross the King-langs in mid­winter, wear­ing away their lives upon those stormy heights, to make a jest of empty words. Already sink­ing in­to the Un­der World, even as I am now power­less to raise my­self above the ground, I, Nau-Ka­ou, swear and at­test what I have spoken.”

					“Yet, alas!” ex­claimed Ten-teh, strik­ing his breast bit­terly in his de­jec­tion, “to what end is it that you have jour­neyed? Know that out of all the el­ev­en vil­lages by fam­ine and pes­ti­lence not an­oth­er man re­mains. Bey­ond the val­ley stretch the un­in­hab­ited sand plains, so that between here and the Cap­it­al not a sol­it­ary dwell­er could be found to bear the mes­sage.”

					“The Si­lent One laughs!” replied Nau-Ka­ou dis­pas­sion­ately; and draw­ing his cloak more closely about him he would have com­posed him­self in­to a rev­er­ent at­ti­tude to Pass Bey­ond.

					“Not so!” cried Ten-teh, rising in his in­spired pur­pose and stand­ing up­right des­pite the fever that pos­sessed him; “the jew­el is pre­cious bey­ond com­par­is­on and the cas­ket mean and fall­ing to pieces, but there is none oth­er. This per­son will bear the warn­ing.”

					The stranger looked up from the ground in an in­creas­ing won­der. “You do but dream, old man,” he said in a com­pas­sion­ate voice. “Be­fore me stands one of trem­bling limbs and in­firm ap­pear­ance. His face is the col­our of pot­ter’s clay; his eyes sunken and yel­low. His bones pro­trude every­where like the points of ar­mour, while his gar­ment is scarcely fit­ted to af­ford pro­tec­tion against a sum­mer breeze.”

					“Such dreams do not fade with the light,” replied Ten-teh res­ol­utely. “His feet are whole and un­tired; his mind clear. His heart is as in­flex­ibly fixed as the de­crees of des­tiny, and, above all, his pur­pose is one which may reas­on­ably de­mand di­vine en­cour­age­ment.”

					“Yet there are the Han-sing moun­tains, flung as an in­sur­mount­able bar­ri­er across the way,” said Nau-Ka­ou.

					“The wind passes over them,” replied Ten-teh, bind­ing on his san­dals.

					“The Girdle,” con­tin­ued the oth­er, thereby in­dic­at­ing the for­mid­able obstacle presen­ted by the tem­pes­tu­ous river, swollen by the moun­tain snows.

					“The fish, moved by no great pur­pose, swim from bank to bank,” again replied Ten-teh. “Tell me rather, for the time presses when such is­sues hang on the lips of dy­ing men, to what ex­tent Kha-hia’s le­gions stretch?”

					“In num­ber,” replied Nau-Ka­ou, clos­ing his eyes, “they are as the stars on a very clear night, when the thou­sands in front do but serve to con­ceal the in­nu­mer­able throng be­hind. Yet even a small and res­ol­ute army tak­ing up its stand secretly in this val­ley and fall­ing upon them un­ex­pec­tedly when half were crossed could throw them in­to dis­order and rout, and ut­terly des­troy the power of Kha-hia for all time.”

					“So shall it be,” said Ten-teh from the door. “Pass Up­ward with a tran­quil mind, O stranger from the out­er land. The torch which you have borne so far will not fail un­til his pyre is lit.”

					“Stay but a mo­ment,” cried Nau-Ka­ou. “This per­son, full of vigour and re­source, needed the spur of a most poignant hate to urge his trail­ing foot­steps. Have you, O de­crep­it one, any such in­cent­ive to your fail­ing powers?”

					“A migh­ti­er one,” came back the voice of Ten-teh, across the snow from afar. “Fear not.”

					“It is well; they are the great twin broth­ers,” ex­claimed Nau-Ka­ou. “Kha-hia is doomed!” Then twice beat­ing the ground with his open hand he loosened his spir­it and passed con­ten­tedly in­to the Up­per Air.

				
				
					
						III

						The Last Ser­vice

					
					The wise and ac­com­plished Em­per­or Kwo Kam (to whom later his­tor­i­ans have justly giv­en the title “Pro­found”) sat upon his agate throne in the Hall of Audi­ence. Around him were gathered the most il­lus­tri­ous from every province of the Em­pire, while emis­sar­ies from the courts of oth­er rulers through­out the world passed in pro­ces­sion be­fore him, pros­trat­ing them­selves in token of the de­pend­ence which their sov­er­eigns con­fessed, and im­plor­ing his tol­er­ant ac­cept­ance of the price­less gifts they brought. Along the walls stood mu­si­cians and sing­ers who filled the air with me­lodi­ous vis­ions, while fan-bear­ing slaves dex­ter­ously waf­ted per­fumed breezes in­to every group. So un­par­alleled was the splend­our of the scene that rare em­broidered silks were trod­den un­der foot and a great foun­tain was com­posed of dia­monds drop­ping in­to a jade basin full of pearls, but Kwo Kam out­shone all else by the dig­nity of his air and the mag­ni­fi­cence of his ap­par­el.

					Sud­denly, and without any of the her­ald­ing strains of drums and cym­bals by which per­sons of dis­tinc­tion had been an­nounced, the ar­ras be­fore the chief door was plucked aside and a fig­ure, blinded by so much jew­elled bril­liance, stumbled in­to the cham­ber, still hold­ing thrust out be­fore him the en­graved ring bear­ing the Im­per­i­al em­blem which alone had en­abled him to pass the keep­ers of the out­er gates alive. He had the ap­pear­ance of be­ing a very aged man, for his hair was white and scanty, his face deep with shad­ows and lined like a river bank when the wa­ters have re­ceded, and as he ad­vanced, bent down with in­firm­ity, he mumbled cer­tain words in cease­less re­pe­ti­tion. From his feet and gar­ment there fell a sprink­ling of sand as he moved, and blood dropped to the floor from many an un­healed wound, but his eyes were very bright, and though sword-handles were grasped on all sides at the sight of so pre­sump­tu­ous an in­tru­sion, yet none op­posed him. Rather, they fell back, leav­ing an open pas­sage to the foot of the throne; so that when the Em­per­or lif­ted his eyes he saw the aged man mov­ing slowly for­ward to do obeis­ance.

					“Ten-teh, revered fath­er!” ex­claimed Kwo Kam, and without paus­ing a mo­ment he leapt down from off his throne, thrust aside those who stood about him and cast­ing his own out­er robe of state about Ten-teh’s shoulders em­braced him af­fec­tion­ately.

					“Su­preme ruler,” mur­mured Ten-teh, speak­ing for the Em­per­or’s ear alone, and in such a tone of voice as of one who has taught him­self a les­son which re­mains after all oth­er con­scious­ness has passed away, “an army swiftly to the north! Let them dis­pose them­selves about the el­ev­en vil­lages and, over­look­ing the in­vaders as they as­semble, strike when they are suf­fi­ciently nu­mer­ous for the vic­tory to be last­ing and de­cis­ive. The pas­sage of the Ram’s Horn has been found and the ma­lig­nant Fuh-chi, ban­ded in an un­nat­ur­al al­li­ance with the bar­bar­i­an Kins, lies with itch­ing feet bey­ond the Kang-lings. The in­va­sion threat­en­ing on the west is but a snare; let a single camp, feign­ing to be a mul­ti­tudin­ous le­gion, be thrown against it. Suf­fer delay from no cause. Weigh no al­tern­at­ive. He who speaks is Ten-teh, at whose as­sur­ing word the youth Ho­ang was wont to cast him­self in­to the deep­est wa­ters fear­lessly. His eyes are no less clear today, but his heart is made small with over­whelm­ing de­fer­ence or in un­shrink­ing loy­alty he would cry: ‘Hear and obey! All, all—Flags, Iron­caps, Ti­gers, Braves—all to the Seng val­ley, leav­ing be­hind them the swal­low in their march and mov­ing with the guile and secrecy of the ringed tree-snake.’ ” With these words Ten-teh’s en­dur­ance passed its drawn-out lim­it and again re­peat­ing in a clear and de­cis­ive voice, “All, all to the north!” he re­leased his joints and would have fallen to the ground had it not been for the Em­per­or’s re­strain­ing arms.

					When Ten-teh again re­turned to a know­ledge of the lower world he was seated upon the throne to which the Em­per­or had borne him. His rest had been made easy by the lux­uri­ous cloaks of the courtiers and emis­sar­ies which had been lav­ishly heaped about him, while dur­ing his trance the truly high-minded Kwo Kam had not dis­dained to wash his feet in a golden basin of per­fumed wa­ter, to shave his limbs, and to anoint his head. The great­er part of the as­sembly had been dis­missed, but some of the most trus­ted among the min­is­ters and of­fi­cials still waited in at­tend­ance about the door.

					“Great and en­lightened one,” said Ten-teh, as soon as his stupor was lif­ted, “has this per­son de­livered his mes­sage com­pet­ently, for his mind was still a seared vis­ion of snow and sand and per­chance his tongue has stumbled?”

					“Bend your ears to the wall, O my fath­er,” replied the Em­per­or, “and be as­sured.”

					A ra­di­ance of the fullest sat­is­fac­tion lif­ted the set­tling shad­ows for a mo­ment from Ten-teh’s coun­ten­ance as from the out­er court came at in­ter­vals the low and guarded words of com­mand, the or­derly clash­ing of weapons as they fell in­to their ap­poin­ted places, and the reg­u­lar and un­ceas­ing tread of armed men march­ing forth. “To the Seng val­ley—by no chance to the west?” he de­man­ded, trem­bling between anxi­ety and hope, and drink­ing in the sound of the rhythmic tramp which to his ears pos­sessed a more al­lur­ing charm than if it were the melody of blind singing girls.

					“Even to the el­ev­en vil­lages,” replied the Em­per­or. “At your un­ques­tioned word, though my king­dom should hang upon the out­come.”

					“It is suf­fi­cient to have lived so long,” said Ten-teh. Then per­ceiv­ing that it was even­ing, for the jade and crys­tal lamps were lighted, he cried out: “The time has leapt un­noted. How many are by this hour upon the march?”

					“Six­score com­pan­ies of a hun­dred spear­men each,” said Kwo Kam. “By dawn four times that num­ber will be on their way. In less than three days a like force will be dis­posed about the passes of the Han-sing moun­tains and the river fords, while at the same time the guards from less im­port­ant towns will have been with­drawn to take their place upon the city walls.”

					“Such words are more me­lodi­ous than the sound of many marble lutes,” said Ten-teh, sink­ing back as though in re­pose. “Now is mine that peace spoken of by the philo­soph­er Chi-chey as the greatest: ‘The eye clos­ing upon its ac­com­plished work.’ ”

					“As­suredly do you stand in need of the heal­ing sleep of nature,” said the Em­per­or, not grasp­ing the in­ner sig­ni­fic­ance of the words. “Now that you are some­what res­ted, es­teemed sire, suf­fer this one to show you the vari­ous apart­ments of the palace so that you may se­lect for your own such as most pleas­ingly at­tract your no­tice.”

					“Yet a little longer,” en­treated Ten-teh. “A little longer by your side and listen­ing to your voice alone, if it may be per­mit­ted, O sub­lime one.”

					“It is for my fath­er to com­mand,” replied Kwo Kam. “Per­chance they of the el­ev­en vil­lages sent some spe­cial mes­sage of grat­i­fy­ing loy­alty which you would re­late without delay?”

					“They slept, om­ni­po­tence, or without doubt it would be so,” replied Ten-teh.

					“Truly,” agreed the Em­per­or. “It was night when you set forth, my fath­er?”

					“The shad­ows had fallen deeply upon the Up­per Seng Val­ley,” said Ten-teh evas­ively.

					“The Keep­er of the Im­per­i­al Stores has fre­quently con­veyed to us their ex­pres­sions of un­feigned grat­it­ude for the bounty by which we have sought to keep alive the memory of their hos­pit­al­ity and our own in­debted­ness,” said the Em­per­or.

					“The sym­path­et­ic per­son can­not have over­stated their words,” replied Ten-teh fal­ter­ingly. “Nev­er, as their own ut­ter­ances bear testi­mony, nev­er was food more wel­come, fuel more eagerly sought for, and cloth­ing more ne­ces­sary than in the years of the most re­cent past.”

					“The as­sur­ance is as dew upon the droop­ing lo­tus,” said Kwo Kam, with a light­en­ing coun­ten­ance. “To main­tain the people in an un­shaken prosper­ity, to frown heav­ily upon ex­tor­tion and to es­tab­lish justice through­out the land—these have been the achieve­ments of the years of peace. Yet of­ten, O my fath­er, this one’s mind has turned yearn­ingly to the hap­pi­er ab­sence of strife and the simple abund­ance which you and they of the val­ley know.”

					“The deit­ies or­dain and the bal­ance weighs; your re­ward will be the great­er,” replied Ten-teh. Already he spoke with dif­fi­culty, and his eyes were fast clos­ing, but he held him­self ri­gidly, well know­ing that his spir­it must still obey his will.

					“Do you not crave now to par­take of food and wine?” in­quired the Em­per­or, with tender so­li­citude. “A feast has long been pre­pared of the choicest dishes in your hon­our. Con­sider well the fa­tigue through which you have passed.”

					“It has faded,” replied Ten-teh, in a voice scarcely above a whis­per, “the earthly body has ceased to sway the mind. A little longer, re­stored one; a very brief span of time.”

					“Your words are my breath, my fath­er,” said the Em­per­or, de­fer­en­tially. “Yet there is one mat­ter which we had re­served for af­fec­tion­ate cen­sure. It would have spared the feet of one who is fore­most in our con­cern if you had been con­tent to send the warn­ing by one of the slaves whose ac­cept­ance we craved last year, while you fol­lowed more leis­urely by the chari­ot and the eight white horses which we deemed suited to your use.”

					Ten-teh was no longer able to ex­press him­self in words, but at this in­dic­a­tion of the Em­per­or’s un­ceas­ing thought a great hap­pi­ness shone on his face. “What re­mains?” must reas­on­ably have been his re­flec­tion; “or who shall leave the shade of the fruit­ful palm-tree to search for rais­ins?” There­fore hav­ing reached so su­preme an em­in­ence that there was noth­ing hu­man above, he re­laxed the ef­fort by which he had so long sus­tained him­self, and suf­fer­ing his spir­it to pass un­checked, he at once fell back life­less among the cush­ions of the throne.

					That all who should come after might learn by his ex­ample, the his­tory of Ten-teh was in­scribed upon eight­een tab­lets of jade, carved pa­tiently and with grace­ful skill by the most ex­pert stone­cut­ters of the age. A tri­umph­al arch of sev­en heights was also erec­ted out­side the city and called by his name, but the ef­forts of storytellers and po­ets will keep alive the memory of Ten-teh even when these im­per­ish­able monu­ments shall have long fallen from their destined use.

				
			
			When Kai Lung had com­pleted the story of the loy­alty of Ten-teh and had poin­ted out the for­got­ten splend­our of the crum­bling arch, the cool­ness of the even­ing temp­ted them to re­sume their way. Mov­ing without dis­com­fort to them­selves be­fore night­fall they reached a small but seemly cot­tage con­veni­ently placed upon the moun­tain­side. At the gate stood an aged per­son whose dig­ni­fied ap­pear­ance was greatly ad­ded to by his long white mous­taches. These pos­ses­sions he poin­ted out to Hwa-mei with in­of­fens­ive pride as he wel­comed the two who stood be­fore him.

			“Ven­er­ated fath­er,” ex­plained Kai Lung du­ti­fully, “this is she who has been destined from the be­gin­ning of time to raise up a hun­dred sons to keep your line ex­tant.”

			“In that case,” re­marked the pat­ri­arch, “your troubles are only just be­gin­ning. As for me, since all that is now ar­ranged, I can see about my own de­par­ture—‘Whatever height the tree, its leaves re­turn to the earth at last.’ ”

			“It is thus at even­ing-time—to­mor­row the light will again shine forth,” whispered Kai Lung. “Alas, ra­di­ance, that you who have dwelt about a palace should be brought to so mean a hut!”

			“If it is small, your pres­ence will per­vade it; in a palace there are many empty rooms,” replied Hwa-mei, with a re­as­sur­ing glance. “I enter to pre­pare our even­ing rice.”
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