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PREFACE

	 

	The following is what I believe to be the largest English collection of Asian fox spirit romance stories. It is by no means complete; there is only so much one can find solely on the internet. Many more likely exist in undigitized formats to which I lack access.

	 

	Inclusion was based on emotional attachment; as such, stories that are either “scholar suffers/dies after being bewitched by a fox” or “scholar betrays/kills wife after discovering she’s a fox” do not appear here—in the former, fox shows no love towards man; in the latter, man shows no love towards fox.

	 

	I have sorted the stories chronologically based on their source texts. If a translation from an existing published work was used, it is indicated with a note mentioning the original. Italics are used to denote poetry and author’s commentary. Links to stories in their original language can be found at the end of this document.

	 

	If you wish to contact me, feel free to send an email to contact@vulpinevotary.com or a DM on Twitter.

	 

	Many thanks to a friend who designed the cover.

	 

	Published on February 14th, 2026.

	 

	
CHINESE TALES

	
Extensive Records of the Taiping Era

	 

	Publication date: 978

	
Tale of Miss Ren1

	 

	Miss Ren was a fox spirit.

	 

	There was a certain prefect, Wei Yin, who was the ninth son in his family. His maternal grandfather was Li Wei, the prince of Hsin-an. Since his youth he had been uncontrolled and fond of drinking. His cousin’s husband, Zheng the Sixth (I can’t remember his given name), had previously been a practitioner of martial arts and was also fond of wine and women. Zheng was poor and had no family left, so he threw his lot in with his wife’s relatives. He became friends with Wei Yin and they always caroused together.

	 

	In the middle of summer of the ninth year of the Tien-pao reign period they had been riding through the streets of Chang-an and were going to stop for a drink in the New Prosperity Quarter. When they reached a point south of the Peace Prevailing Quarter, Zheng said he had some business and, asking his companion to go on alone, promised to follow him to the tavern. Wei then rode his white horse on to the east, while Zheng turned south on his donkey into the northern gate of the Peace Prevailing Quarter.

	 

	There Zheng happened upon three women walking in the street. Among them was one dressed in white and of an enchanting beauty. When Zheng saw her he was delightfully surprised and whipped his donkey up alongside them, staying a bit behind or in front, wanting to dally with her but not daring to.

	 

	The one in white kept on making eyes at him as if she were interested in him. Zheng jested with her: “A beautiful girl like you shouldn’t be walking.”

	 

	“When someone has a mount but won’t let me use it, what else can I do?” the girl replied, smiling.

	 

	“Though my nag’s not good enough to carry you, I’d like to offer it to you at once and follow along on foot.”

	 

	They looked at each other and laughed, and with the two maids taking turns leading him on, the couple was soon on quite intimate terms. By the time Zheng had followed them east to the Pleasure Gardens, night had fallen. He could see a mansion and, through a carriage gate in the earthen wall, the dignified arrangement of the household. As the girl in white was about to enter, she turned and asked him to linger a bit, and then went in. One of the maids who had accompanied her stayed in the gateway and asked his name and age. Zheng told her and asked similar questions about the lady in white.

	 

	“Her name’s Ren and she’s the twentieth child in her family,” the maid replied.

	 

	After a little while he was invited in. He hitched his donkey at the gate and placed his hat on the saddle, before noticing that a woman in her early thirties was bidding him welcome. This was Miss Ren’s elder sister. Candles had been lit and a feast was laid out. By the time Zheng had drunk several goblets of wine, Ren appeared, freshly made up. They drank heartily and were content. Far into the night they went to bed. Her lovely appearance and beautiful body, each song or smile, her manners and movements, all were captivating, almost otherworldly!

	 

	Just before dawn Ren said, “You must go! My sister and I are associated with the imperial music bureaus and serve in the Southern Tribunal. We have to go out at dawn, so you can’t tarry.”

	 

	So they arranged another rendezvous and he left. He walked along until he reached the gate which led out of the quarter, but it was still barred. To one side there was a Tartar bakery. The proprietor had just lit a lamp and was preparing to start a fire in his stove. Zheng sat down to rest under the eaves of his shop to wait for the morning drums, and he spoke with the man.

	 

	“If you go east from here, you’ll come to a gate in the wall,” Zheng said, pointing to the place where he had spent the night. “Whose residence is that?”

	 

	“There’s only some broken-down walls, and grounds which have been let go—no house.”

	 

	“But I just stopped there. How can you say it’s not there?”

	 

	He argued obstinately with the man until the latter suddenly understood. “Ah, ha! I see! There’s a fox spirit around there who often beguiles men into spending the night with her. She’s been seen three times already. You met her, too?”

	 

	Zheng blushed, but to conceal it from him said simply, “No.”

	 

	After it had become light, he went again to examine the place and found the earthen wall and the carriage gate as before. When he peered in, however, there were only overgrown fields and abandoned gardens.

	 

	When he had returned to Wei Yin’s, the latter upbraided him for failing to keep their appointment. Zheng did not reveal his secret but replied that he had been engaged in some other matter. But whenever he remembered the girl’s bewitching beauty, he wanted to see her again. He just could not bring himself to forget her.

	 

	After a fortnight or so, Zheng was out for a stroll, and as he went into a clothing stall in the Western Market, he caught a glimpse of her. She was attended by the same maids as before. Zheng hurriedly called to her, but she turned around and spun into the crowd to hide. Zheng continued to call her and pressed after her.

	 

	She just turned her back to him and, speaking from behind her fan, said, “You know all about me. How could you come to me again?”

	 

	“What does that matter?”

	 

	“This whole affair is shameful. I find it difficult to face you.”

	 

	“The way I long for you with all my heart, how can you bear to leave me again?”

	 

	“I wouldn’t dare. I’m just afraid you’ll find me repugnant.”

	 

	Zheng vowed his love in words even more sincere. Ren then glanced around at him and lowered her fan, revealing a ravishing beauty as brilliant as before.

	 

	“I’m not the only one of us in the world of men,” she said. “It’s just that you can’t recognize the others. Don’t feel that I alone am strange.”

	 

	Zheng demanded another rendezvous.

	 

	“People dread us because of the harm we do,” she went on. “But I’m not like that. If you won’t despise me, I’ll wait on you hand and foot forever. Should I ever incur your displeasure for one reason or another, I’d pack and go without your telling me to.”

	 

	Zheng promised to find a place for her to stay.

	 

	“East of here,” she said, “there is a huge tree growing out of the ridgepole of a house on a quiet, secluded lane. We can rent it and live there. Last time we met someone riding off eastward from the south side of Peace Prevailing on a white horse. That was your wife’s cousin, wasn’t it? His house had a lot of superfluous furniture. We can borrow some of it.”

	 

	At that time Wei Yin’s uncles were all at posts in every corner of the country and three households of goods had been stored away there. Zheng made inquiries about the house as she had instructed him and went to Wei Yin about the furnishings. His cousin wanted to know what he planned to use them for.

	 

	Zheng replied, “I’ve recently acquired a beauty, and have already rented a place. I want to borrow these things to put it in order.”

	 

	Wei smiled. “With your looks, you must have got hold of some hag! How could she be that beautiful?”

	 

	Then he loaned him everything—curtains, draperies, bedding, and mats—and had a clever young servant boy tag along to get a peek at the girl. Before long the boy came running back to report, out of breath and covered with sweat.

	 

	Wei greeted him with a question, “Was she there?”

	 

	“Yes.”

	 

	“What’d she look like?”

	 

	“Uncanny! Like nothing in the world you’ve ever seen!”

	 

	Now there were a good many women in Wei Yin’s clan, and he had of old followed such indulgent ways that he knew many beauties. So he asked, “Is she as beautiful as so-and-so?”

	 

	“She can’t be compared to her!”

	 

	Wei reeled off the names of four or five beautiful women for comparison, but the reply was always: “Can’t be compared to her!”

	 

	At that time Wei’s sister-in-law, the sixth daughter of the prince of Wu, was as captivating as a fairy. Among the girls in the clan she was considered the most beautiful. Wei asked, “How would she stack up against Prince Wu’s sixth daughter?”

	 

	Again the answer was: “Can’t be compared to her!”

	 

	Wei clapped his hands in astonishment. “How on earth could there be such a person?”

	 

	He hurriedly ordered water, washed his face and neck, put on a new turban, daubed some color to his lips, and set off for Zheng’s.

	 

	He arrived as Zheng had just left. Upon entering he saw a young manservant with a broom in his hands sweeping up, and a maid standing near the door. No one else was to be seen. He questioned the lad, who smiled and replied that no one was at home. Wei looked around and saw a red skirt protruding from under a door. He stepped forward to take a closer look and saw Ren crouched in hiding behind the leaf of the door. He led her out into the light to get a better look—she was even more beautiful than she had been reported to be.

	 

	Wei nearly went out of his mind with passion. He took her into his arms, intending to ravage her, but she would not submit. He restrained her physically, and when he had nearly forced her, she said, “I’ll give in, but please let go of me for a moment!”

	 

	As soon as he acquiesced, she struggled as hard as in the beginning. It went on like this several times. Then Wei held her tight with all his strength. Ren was exhausted, and she was sweating as if drenched in rain. Since she knew there was no way to avoid him, she relaxed and resisted no longer, but her expression became very sorrowful.

	 

	“What are you so unhappy about?” Wei asked.

	 

	She sighed and then replied, “I really feel sorry for Zheng!”

	 

	“Why do you say that?”

	 

	“Though he’s a full six feet tall, he can’t even protect a woman. He’s no real man! You’ve had courage and wealth since youth, and have taken many beauties, most of whom must have been better than I. But Zheng is poor and I am all that he can call his contentment. How can you, in seeking to indulge yourself even further, take from someone who has never had enough? I feel sorry, because he’s poor and hungry and can’t support himself, because he wears your clothes, eats your food, and is humiliated by you. If he could earn his own living, things would never have gotten this way.”

	 

	When Wei, who was an honorable and righteous man, heard this speech, he immediately let her go. He bowed and said, “Please accept my apology.”

	 

	Soon Zheng returned and they met one another joyously.

	 

	From this time on, Wei provided Ren with all her daily necessities. She often stopped by Wei’s home on her way in or out, whether by carriage, on horseback, in a sedan chair, or on foot—she did not make a practice of staying at home. On those days when Wei took part in her daily excursions, they enjoyed each other’s company very much. Even though intimate, they never went beyond the bounds of propriety. Thus Wei loved and respected her, and never grudged anything she needed. Even when eating or drinking, he never forgot her. Since Ren understood his love for her, she professed her thanks to him.

	 

	“It shames me to be so loved by you, but I see myself too rude and unrefined to requite your magnanimity. Moreover, since I can’t forsake Zheng, I can’t act according to your wishes. I come from Chin, born and raised here in the capital—from a line of entertainers. Among my cousins there are many mistresses and concubines. Thus I know the pleasure quarters of Chang-an very well. If there is an attractive young lady you’ve admired, but have not yet been able to meet, I could carry her off for you. I would like to do this to repay your kindness.”

	 

	“That would be perfect!” Wei exclaimed.

	 

	In the market there was a girl who sold clothes named Chang the Fifteenth. She looked fair and pure. Wei had long admired her and therefore asked Ren if she knew her.

	 

	“She’s one of my cousins. It will be easy to arrange.”

	 

	And, indeed, in less than two weeks it was set up. After several months he grew tired of her and ended the affair.

	 

	“Market girls are easy enough to procure,” Ren professed. “They don’t serve to demonstrate my resources. If you know of some girl who is secluded and difficult to get at, please let me know. I would like to try my very best.”

	 

	“The other day during the Cold Food Festival, as a couple of friends and I were strolling by the Temple of a Thousand Blessings, we saw General Tiao Mien’s women giving a musical performance in the hall. There was one who was skilled at the flute, about sixteen years old, with braided hair hanging down about her ears. She was exquisitely beautiful. Do you know her by any chance?”

	 

	“She is called Chung-nu. Her mother is my elder sister. I can get her for you.”

	 

	Wei bowed down to her, and she again promised him help. Then she began to frequent the Tiao residence, and this continued for more than a month. When Wei pressed her to learn of her plans, Ren requested two rolls of fine silk to be used as a bribe. He supplied them to her as ordered. Two days later, just as they had sat down to a meal, one of the general’s servants leading a black steed came to pick up Ren.

	 

	At the news of this invitation, she smiled and said to Wei, “Things are falling into place!”

	 

	Ren had previously tainted Chung-nu with an infection which neither acupuncture nor medicine could alleviate. Both the girl’s mother and the general had become so worried that they resorted to the help of a number of shamanesses. One of them had been secretly bribed by Ren to indicate the area in which Ren lived as an auspicious place to move the patient.

	 

	As soon as she had examined the girl, the shamaness said, “It is not good for her to stay here. She should be moved to a certain place to the southeast, so that she can regain the vital forces necessary for life.”

	 

	The general and the girl’s mother paid a visit to the area and realized that Ren lived there. General Tiao then asked if his mistress might live there. Ren began to exaggerate the cramped nature of her quarters, but after the general had repeatedly entreated her, she finally consented. Then, in a carriage together with her clothing and other essentials, and accompanied by her mother, the lady was carried to Ren’s. On her arrival there she began to recover. Before a few days had passed, Ren had secreted Wei in the house and brought them together. After a month the girl became pregnant. Her mother took fright and immediately brought her back to General Tiao. Thus the affair was broken off.

	 

	One day Ren said to Zheng, “Can you get hold of five or six thousand in cash? I could help you make a good profit.”

	 

	“Sure,” Zheng replied. Then he got a loan of six thousand from someone.

	 

	“There’s a horse trader in the market who has a horse with a blemish on one haunch,” she explained. “Buy it and bring it home.”

	 

	Zheng went to the market and there, indeed, he saw a man leading a horse with a dark blemish on its left haunch, which he was trying to sell. Zheng bought it and returned.

	 

	His brothers-in-law all jeered at him. “That’s a no-good beast! What did you buy it for?”

	 

	After a little while Ren told him that the horse could now be sold and that he should get thirty thousand for it. Zheng then took it out to sell. Someone offered him twenty thousand, but he refused. The entire marketplace buzzed with talk like “Why is he offering so much?” and “Why won’t the other sell?” Zheng mounted and went home. The buyer followed him to his door, repeatedly raising his offers, until he had reached twenty-five thousand.

	 

	Still not giving in, Zheng told him, “I won’t sell for less than thirty.”

	 

	His brothers-in-law all railed at him. Zheng could not stand any more and, in the end, he sold it for under thirty thousand.

	 

	Later Zheng went on the sly to question the buyer and find out his true motives. He learned that an imperial horse with a blemish on its haunch kept at the Chao-ying County had died three years ago. This man who had been the functionary in charge was about to leave the post and he would have to pay sixty thousand for the horse at the value set by the government. He had reckoned that if he could buy a substitute horse for half the price, his savings would be considerable. And, with this horse he could claim provisions for the horse for the past three years, making his losses quite minimal. For these reasons he had to buy it.

	 

	Since Ren’s clothes were old and shabby, she asked Wei Yin for new ones. Wei thought he should buy a roll of silk for her, but she did not want it: “I’d rather have ready-made clothes.”

	 

	Wei summoned a salesman, Chang the Eldest, to buy for her, and sent him to learn what she had in mind. After Chang had seen her, he came to Wei in a state of bewilderment.

	 

	“She must be a fairy or someone from the royal household whom you’ve stolen away. She can’t belong to this mundane world! You should send her back right away; don’t get yourself in trouble.”

	 

	Such was the effect that her beauty had on men. But what her reasons for buying ready-made clothes rather than sewing them herself actually were, Wei had no way to find out.

	 

	More than a year later Zheng received his reassignment to become Courageous and Intrepid Deputy Commander of the Huai-li Militia in Chin-cheng County. At that time Zheng had taken a lawful wife and, although he was free to go where he pleased during the day, at night he had to sleep at home. He often regretted that he could not devote his nights to Ren. As he was about to go to his new post, he entreated Ren to come along.

	 

	She did not want to go: “We’ll be on the road for half a month or so. That won’t make for any fun. I beg you to leave me what you think I’ll need for food and expenses, and I’ll wait here for your return.”

	 

	Though Zheng earnestly beseeched her, she only became more insistent. Zheng then went to Wei Yin for help. Wei exhorted her once more, and pressed her for her reasons.

	 

	After some time she replied, “A shamaness told me it would be unlucky for me to travel west this year. So I don’t want to go.”

	 

	Though Zheng was greatly puzzled, he did not press for further explanations. Together with Wei, he laughed at Ren: “How can anyone be as intelligent as you are and yet so superstitious?” Then he entreated her the more firmly.

	 

	“If the prophecy comes true,” she reasoned, “I’ll die in vain for you. What good will that be?”

	 

	The two men merely replied, “That’s ridiculous,” and they begged her as earnestly as before.

	 

	Since she could see no way out, Ren finally agreed to go. Wei lent her a horse and saw them as far as Lin-kao, where they drank some wine in farewell and parted.

	 

	After a couple of days they came to Ma-wei Slope. Ren rode in front, with Zheng close behind on his donkey. The maids on other beasts trailed along after them. At that time some of the grooms of the imperial West Gate Stables were training dogs to hunt at Lo-ch’uan. They had been at it for more than ten days. It so happened that just as they ran into one another on the road, a black dog sprang out from the grass. Zheng saw Ren suddenly drop to the ground, change back into her original shape, and race away to the south. The black dog followed. Zheng ran along after shouting, trying to stop them, but he could not. After a little more than a li, the dog caught her.

	 

	Fighting back tears Zheng took money from his pack to redeem the body for burial, and cut some wood to make a marker. When he turned and looked at her horse, it was grazing alongside the road. Her clothes lay in a heap on the saddle and her shoes and stockings still hung from the stirrups, like the empty shell of a cicada. Only her jewelry had fallen to the ground. No other traces were to be seen. Her maids were also gone.

	 

	About ten days later Zheng returned to the capital. Wei was delighted to see him back and asked him, “Is Ren well?”

	 

	With tears in his eyes Zheng replied, “She’s dead.”

	 

	When Wei heard this he was greatly upset. Inside the house they gave in completely to their grief. Slowly Wei began to ask about the cause of her death. Zheng answered that she had been killed by a dog.

	 

	“Even if the dog was fierce, how could it kill a human?” Wei queried.

	 

	“She wasn’t human.”

	 

	“Wasn’t human! What then?”

	 

	Zheng then told him the whole story, from beginning to end. Wei was speechless. On the following day he ordered his carriage made ready and went with Zheng to Ma-wei Slope. He had the grave opened to look at her, and then returned, sorely moved. When they recalled the events of the recent past, they realized that only in her not having clothes tailored was she much different from mortals.

	 

	Thereafter Zheng became a superintendent of imperial grounds. His household prospered; he kept a stable of a dozen or so horses, and lived to the age of sixty-five.

	 

	During the Ta-li reign period, I, Shen Chi-chi, was in Chung-ling. Since I often went out with Wei Yin, and since he frequently told me Ren’s story, I am most familiar with all the details. Later on Wei became a censor in the Bureau of State Affairs of the Censorate and concurrently prefect of Lung-chou. He died there in office.

	 

	Ah, the principles of man can be found in the emotions of supernatural beings! To be accosted and not lose one’s purity, to follow one man until death—even among the women of today there are those who could not measure up to this. Unfortunately, Zheng was not a very sensitive man. He only enjoyed Ren’s beauty, and never fathomed her character. Had he been a man of truly deep understanding, he might have twisted the strands of fate, investigated the limits between spirits and humans, and written it all up beautifully to transmit his more abstruse feelings, rather than just surfeiting himself with her manners and appearance. What a pity!

	 

	During the second year of the Chien-chung reign period General Pei Chi of the palace guards, Deputy Mayor Sun Cheng of the capital, Secretary Tsui Hsü of the Ministry of Finance, Censor Lu Chun of the Department of the Secretariat, and I, at that time a censor in the Department of the Chancellery, were all banished to the southeast. On our way from Chin to Wu, we traveled over land and water together. Chu Fang, a former censor, purposely arranged a trip so that he could go along with us. As we floated down the Ying River and crossed the Huai River, we lashed our boats together and flowed with the current, feasting by day and talking all the night, each one summoning forth some bizarre tale. When the group had heard the events surrounding Ren, they were all dismayed. They asked me to write them up as a record of the unusual. Thus I came to write this account.

	 


Helan Jinming

	 

	During the Tang Dynasty, Helan Jinming became married to a fox. Whenever the festivals arrived, the fox bride would always come to his residence in the capital to announce her name and pay her respects, bringing congratulatory gifts and greetings. If any of the family members happened to see her, they found her appearance to be extremely beautiful.

	 

	On the fifth day of the fifth month, everyone from Jinming down to the servants and slaves received life-prolonging threads. The family considered this inauspicious and burned most of the items.

	 

	The fox wept and said, “These are all real objects; why burn them?”

	 

	Thereafter, whatever was received was put to use.

	 

	Later, a family member asked her for a lacquer-backed mirror with gold floral patterns.

	 

	She entered someone’s house to steal the mirror, hung it around her neck, and walked along the wall, but was struck and killed by the master of the house. From then on, the strange occurrences ceased completely.

	 


Ji Zhen

	 

	During the Yuanhe era of the Tang Dynasty, there was a man named Ji Zhen whose family resided as sojourners between the regions of Qing and Qi. He once traveled west to Chang’an. Upon arriving at Shan, Zhen was on good terms with a local administrative assistant. On the day he intended to announce his departure, the official detained him to drink wine, and it was not until dusk that they finally parted ways.

	 

	He had traveled less than ten li when he suddenly fell from his horse in a stupor, while his two servants drove his luggage onward, leaving him behind. When Zhen sobered up, it was already dusk. His horse had also gone on ahead. Noticing fresh horse urine on a small path to the left of the road, he went to investigate. Before he realized it, he had walked several li when he suddenly saw a very high vermilion gate, surrounded by dense locust and willow trees. Having lost both his servants and his horse, Zhen was despondent, so he knocked on the gate, which was locked.

	 

	A young servant boy came out to look. Zhen immediately asked, “Whose residence is this?”

	 

	The boy replied, “It is the villa of Vice Director Li.”

	 

	Zhen requested to pay a visit, and the boy hurried inside to report it. Shortly after, instructions were given to invite the guest in to rest in the guest lodge.

	 

	He was led through the gate to a guest area on the left that was quite clean and spacious. The screens displayed were all ancient landscapes, famous paintings, maps, and classics; the mats and couches were mostly clean but not ostentatious. After Zhen had sat for a long time, the boy came out and said, “The Master is about to arrive.”

	 

	Soon, a man appeared, roughly fifty years of age, wearing the crimson ribbon and silver seal of office, and possessing a very imposing demeanor. He met with the scholar; they bowed to one another and took their seats. Zhen then described in full how his old friend, the administrative assistant, had kept him for drinks, how he had become dead drunk on the road, and how night had fallen without him realizing it. Having lost his servants and horse, he asked if he might lodge there for the night.

	 

	Li replied, “I only fear this place is too humble and cramped to comfortably accommodate a noble guest; how could I object?”

	 

	Zhen thanked him with embarrassment.

	 

	Li added, “I once served as an official in Shu, but soon resigned due to illness. Now I have returned to retire here.”

	 

	They conversed, and Li’s speech was keen and knowledgeable; Zhen admired him greatly. Li then ordered his houseboys to search for Zhen’s servants and horse; before long they all arrived, and he provided them with shelter. Afterward, a meal was set out, and they ate together. When the meal was finished, they drank several cups of wine and went to sleep.

	 

	The next morning, Zhen rose to announce his departure, but Li said, “I wish to enjoy your company for one more day.”

	 

	The scholar was touched by his intent and stayed, departing only the following day.

	 

	After arriving in the capital and staying for over a month, someone knocked at his door, calling himself the Presented Scholar Dugu Zhao. Zhen invited him in to sit and talk; he was extremely intelligent and eloquent. He further said, “My home is in Shan. I came west recently and passed by Vice Director Li, who could not stop praising your virtues. He wishes to form a marriage alliance with you, and thus asked me to pay this visit to convey his intentions. What do you think?”

	 

	Zhen was delighted and agreed.

	 

	Zhao said, “I am now returning to Shan. When you head back east, you must visit the Vice Director again and thank him for his offer.” With that, he took his leave.

	 

	A few weeks later, the scholar returned to visit the Vice Director’s villa. Li was overjoyed to see Zhen arrive. The scholar immediately recounted Dugu Zhao’s message and expressed his gratitude. Li then kept the scholar there and selected a lucky day to complete the marriage rites. His wife was extremely beautiful, as well as intelligent, gentle, and obliging. The scholar remained for a month before taking his wife and household back to Qing and Qi. From then on, correspondence from Master Li never ceased.

	 

	The scholar was a devotee of the Dao; every morning he would rise and read the Yellow Court Inner Landscape Scripture. His wife, née Li, would often stop him, saying, “You are fond of the Dao, but can you compare to the First Emperor of Qin or Emperor Wu of Han? Who had more power to seek immortality than they? Those two were honored as Sons of Heaven, possessing all within the four seas, exhausting the wealth of the world to learn the arts of gods and immortals, yet one died at Shaqiu and the other was buried at Maoling. How much more so for a commoner like you to be deluded by the quest for immortality?”

	 

	Zhen scolded her, then finished reading the scroll. He assumed she understood the principles of the Dao and did not suspect her to be of a different species.

	 

	More than a year later, Zhen took his family to attend the civil service selection. When they reached the outskirts of Shan, Master Li kept his daughter there and sent the scholar on to the capital. The following autumn, he was appointed Adjutant of Yanzhou, and his wife accompanied him to his post. After several years, his term ended, and they returned to the Qi and Lu region.

	 

	Another ten years passed. Li had borne seven sons and two daughters; their talents and appearances were all superior to the common crowd. Meanwhile, Li’s beauty remained dignified and lovely, no different from when she was young. The scholar cherished her increasingly.

	 

	Suddenly, she fell ill, and the sickness was severe. The scholar rushed about seeking doctors and shamans, going to every length, but ultimately she was not cured. One day, she dismissed the others, held the scholar’s hand, and, sobbing and shedding tears, said, “I know that my death is upon me. I have endured shame to tell you the secrets of my heart. I hope you will be lenient and forgive my offenses so that I may speak everything.”

	 

	She sobbed uncontrollably. The scholar wept with her and firmly tried to comfort her.

	 

	She then said, “I know full well that these words will invite your blame, but looking at our nine young children who remain and will be a burden to you, I feel compelled to speak. I am not a human of this world. It was mandated by Heaven that I be your mate. With the lowly body of a fox, I have served you as a wife for twenty years and have never committed the slightest offense, nor dared to cause you distress because of my alien nature. I have exhausted the sincere devotion of a woman. Today as I seek to depart, I dare not entrust my remaining supernatural breath to you. I think of the weak and young ones before my eyes; they are all humans of this world and your heirs. When my breath ceases, I beg you to think of these helpless children; do not treat my withered bones as an enemy. If my body can be kept whole and buried in the earth, it will be a kindness for a hundred lifetimes.”

	 

	When she finished speaking, she was again overcome with grief, tears streaming down. The scholar, shocked and deeply saddened, choked up and could not speak. They wept facing each other for a long time.

	 

	Then she covered her head with the quilt and lay facing the wall. For the time it takes to eat a meal, there was no sound.

	 

	The scholar then lifted the quilt and saw a fox lying dead within. He mourned her with particular intensity and arranged her encoffinment and burial entirely according to human rites.

	 

	He traveled straight to Shan to visit the Li residence, but found only ruins, graves, and brambles; all was silent and nothing was to be seen. Disconsolate, he returned home. After a year or so, the seven sons and two daughters died one after another. He examined their remains; all were human, and ultimately gave no cause for revulsion.

	 


Li Nu

	 

	Li Nu, the Lieutenant of Dongping, had just received his official appointment and was traveling from the Eastern Capital to his post. At night, he stopped at Gucheng. In the inn, there was an old acquaintance who made a living selling sesame flatbreads. The man’s wife, surnamed Zheng, was beautiful; Li looked at her with delight and consequently lodged at their house. After lingering for several days, he paid fifteen thousand cash to acquire the cake-seller’s wife.

	 

	Upon arriving in Dongping, he treated her with the utmost favor. She was of a graceful nature, full of charm, cleverness, and romantic style. There was no needlework she did not understand, and she was particularly skilled in the subtleties of music. She lived in Dongping for three years and bore one son.

	 

	Later, Li was assigned to transport tax revenues to the capital and returned together with Zheng. When they reached Gucheng, there was a great gathering of neighbors for drinking and feasting, lasting more than ten days. Li urged her to depart several times, but Zheng stubbornly claimed she was ill and would not rise. Li, pitying her, yielded to her wishes. After another ten days or so, it was unavoidable; duty required that he leave.

	 

	As they reached the outer city gate, she suddenly complained of stomach pain, dismounted, and ran off, swift as the wind. Li and several of his servants galloped at full speed but could not catch her. She re-entered Gucheng, turned into Yishui Village, and slowed down slightly to rest. Li could not give her up, so he chased her again. Just as he was about to catch her, she entered a small hole. He called out to her with all his might, but there was only silence and no response. Overcome with attachment and sorrow, he wept as he spoke.

	 

	As it was sunset, the villagers blocked the mouth of the hole with grass, and he returned to the inn to sleep. At dawn, he went to call her again but saw nothing, so he smoked the hole with fire. After a long while, the villagers dug several zhang deep and found a female fox dead in the hole. Her clothes had been shed like a molted skin, but she was still wearing brocade socks on her feet. Li sighed for a long time before burying her.

	 

	Returning to the inn, he took a hunting dog and set it upon her son, but the boy showed not the slightest fear. He then took the boy to the capital and left him with relatives to be raised. After completing the tax delivery, he returned to the Eastern Capital and married a woman of the Xiao clan.

	 

	Xiao often called Li her “wild fox husband,” to which Li initially had no reply. One evening, Li and Xiao were holding hands and returning to their room for intimacy when she brought up the matter again. Suddenly, they heard a voice in the front hall. Li asked, “Who comes here at night?”

	 

	The voice replied, “Do you not recognize Zheng Siniang?”

	 

	Li, who had always cherished her, heard her words and immediately jumped up in joy. He asked, “Are you a ghost or a human?”

	 

	She answered, “I am a ghost.”

	 

	He wished to approach her but could not. Siniang then said to Li: “The paths of humans and spirits are different. Why does your worthy wife go so far as to frequently curse me? Furthermore, the son I bore has been sent far away to another’s home. Those people all say he was born of a fox and do not provide him with food or clothing. Do you not care about this? You should raise him yourself as soon as possible, so that I may have no regrets in the Nine Springs. If your wife continues to insult me in this way, and if you do not take in the child, it will surely become a calamity for you.”

	 

	Having spoken, she vanished. Xiao subsequently dared not speak of the matter again. At the end of the Tianbao era of the Tang Dynasty, the son was over ten years old and in excellent health.

	 


Wang Xuan

	 

	During the Tang Dynasty, Wang Xuan, the Prefect of Songzhou, was very handsome in his youth and was bewitched by a female fox. Whenever family members happened to see her, she appeared dignified and beautiful. Even when children encountered her, they would invariably compose themselves and pay their respects.

	 

	She referred to herself as “The Bride,” and her conversation was always reasonable and appropriate. Consequently, people enjoyed seeing her.

	 

	Whenever the Dragon Boat Festival or other holidays arrived, she always had ceremonial gifts to present, saying, “The Bride presents these life-prolonging threads to Master So-and-so or Lady So-and-so.”

	 

	Everyone laughed about this, yet what they received was quite abundant. Later, when Xuan’s official rank rose high, the fox stopped coming. Presumably, because his official fortune was weighty, she could no longer haunt him.

	
Record of Yijian

	 

	Publication date: 1161-1198

	
Taoist Yuzhen

	 

	Gao Zimian, named He, had lived in Jingzhu for generations. He possessed great wealth and delighted in hosting guests. He once spent several hundred thousand cash to purchase a beautiful concubine. He placed her in a separate garden villa and built a bamboo tower for her to reside in. She styled herself the “Taoist of Jade Perfection,” and he would roam there daily. When distinguished guests arrived, he would call her to entertain at the banquet. When there were no events, she would shut her doors all day; she never went out to enjoy herself during festivals.

	 

	Several years passed. During the Cold Food Festival, when it was time to sweep the graves, Zimian invited her to go out with the family. She declined and would not consent. He insisted two or three times.

	 

	She then said, “Since the Master commands it, how can I disobey to the very end? My going out this time will surely be ominous, but this is also fate.”

	 

	Zimian found her words strange, but merely suspected that she did not wish to meet his wife, so he ultimately made her accompany them.

	 

	Yuzhen rode in a sedan chair, and mingled among the rest of the group. Just as they left the outskirts, where grave-sweepers were bustling about, a hunter happened to pass in front. The sound of Yuzhen trembling could already be heard outside. A short while later, two falcons flew back and forth, sweeping past the curtains. Two dogs dragged her out of the sedan chair, bit her throat, and she died immediately.

	 

	Zimian rushed to save her but was too late. Her appearance and complexion remained dignified, just as when she was alive. As they were about to lift the corpse to return home, only then did they see a tail hanging to the ground. She was, in fact, a wild fox. This matter is extremely similar to the story of Scholar Zheng of the Tang Dynasty.

	 


Tea Shop Servant Cui San2

	 

	Li Shiliu, a resident of Huangzhou, opened a tea shop under the Guanfeng Bridge. On a spring night in the eighth year of the Chunxi reign period, the shop was already closed. Li’s servant, Cui San, was not yet asleep when he heard someone knocking at the door. Cui asked who it was.

	 

	The person outside answered, “It is me.”

	 

	Cui thought it was his master, so he quickly opened the door.

	 

	Outside stood a very beautiful young woman. Shocked at the sight of the stranger, Cui inquired, “Where are you from? This is Li’s Tea Shop. Have you come to the wrong place?”

	 

	The woman answered, “I am the daughter-in-law of the Sun family to the left of your shop. Because I angered my mother-in-law, I was chased out of the house. I did not have anywhere to go for the night and would request that you allow me to stay overnight here.”

	 

	Cui said, “I am a hired laborer. How could I give you permission without authorization?”

	 

	The woman entreated and threatened to kill herself if Cui did not let her in; she sobbed and would not leave.

	 

	Hesitantly, Cui led the woman to a corner on one side of the tea shop and gave her a mat to sleep on. A long while later, she got up to approach Cui’s bed, speaking to him in an intimate voice, “I am not used to sleeping alone. Are you interested in sharing a bed?”

	 

	Cui was overjoyed with the proposal, so kept her with him. Cui and the woman slept together. She left when the rooster crowed.

	 

	From then on, the woman would occasionally come to visit Cui San. As a servant, Cui was pleased that he could have such a good woman to keep him company. She satisfied all his wishes. For this reason, Cui San was never suspicious of the entire incident.

	 

	One night, the woman said, “Your monthly compensation does not exceed a thousand cash coins. It would not be enough to cover your expenses.”

	 

	She took out paper money that was worth ten thousand cash coins and gave it to Cui. From then on, she would frequently aid him in small amounts. Cui was even more pleased.

	 

	Cui San’s older brother, Cui Er, was a good hunter and often traveled to other prefectures. One day, Cui Er stopped by at his younger brother’s, but ended up staying for more than ten days. The woman stopped coming during this time. Cui San missed her terribly, so much so that he dreamed about her. He then told Cui Er his secret.

	 

	Cui Er said, “This place is replete with ghosts and monsters. I worry that she might hurt you. We should make a plan immediately to find out if she is human.”

	 

	Cui San said, “I have associated with her for half a year and relied on her to support me. Our relationship is as righteous as that of husband and wife. It is unreasonable to suspect her to be a ghost.”

	 

	The older brother said, “But knowing that I am here, she has disappeared completely. Why is this?”

	 

	Cui San answered, “It is probably because we are brothers. The rites prohibit a sister-in-law and a brother-in-law from staying in close quarters.”

	 

	The older brother asked, “When she comes, where does she come in and get out?”

	 

	Cui San said, “She enters through the outer door and comes down from the stairs.”

	 

	That night, the older brother pretended to have left, taking his hunting weapons and spreading out several nets around the house. At dusk, he hid in a covered place. After midnight, there were suddenly noises. Cui Er rushed to light a campfire to see what was caught in the net. It was a spotted fox, three chi in length and already dead.

	 

	The older brother said, “This is what has been captivating you.”

	 

	He then skinned the fox and boiled its meat. With tears in his eyes, Cui San felt miserable and dejected. Even after knowing she was a fox spirit, he could not overcome his feelings for her.

	 

	Another day, when Cui San was in the room alone, he smelled an extraordinarily strong fragrance. The woman was already standing under the lamp, cursing him loudly, “You and I loved each other so, and I aided you when you were experiencing hardships. Why did you so easily believe your arrogant older brother’s words? Fortunately, I had not left the house at the time. He only killed a maid and damaged a jacket.”

	 

	Cui apologized and thanked the woman.

	 

	The woman smiled and said, “I knew you did not do it. I do not hate you.”

	 

	She then stayed at Cui’s as before. She is still around.

	
Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio

	 

	Publication date: 1740

	
A-Xiu

	 

	Liu Zigu of Haizhou, at the age of fifteen, went to Gaizhou to visit his uncle. He saw a girl in a general store who was unparalleled in beauty, and he fell in love with her. He secretly went to the shop on the pretext of buying a fan. The girl called for her father.

	 

	When the father came out, Liu felt dispirited; he pretended to inspect the goods and haggled over the price, then withdrew. Seeing from afar that her father had gone elsewhere, he visited her again.

	 

	The girl was about to look for her father. Liu stopped her, saying, “There is no need. Just tell me the price; I am not stingy about the cost.”

	 

	The girl did as asked but intentionally raised the price. Liu could not bear to argue, so he untied his strings of cash, paid, and left. He returned the next day, and the same thing happened.

	 

	He had walked a few paces when the girl chased after him, calling, “Come back! I was just teasing you; the price was excessive.” She returned half the money to him.

	 

	Liu was even more touched by her honesty and visited whenever he found an opportunity; thus, they became familiar day by day.

	 

	The girl asked, “Where do you live, sir?”

	 

	He answered truthfully. When he asked her in return, she said she was of the Yao family.

	 

	As he was leaving, the girl wrapped the items he had bought in paper and licked the edge to seal it. Liu carried it home against his chest, not daring to open it for fear of disturbing the mark of her tongue.

	 

	After half a month, his servant discovered this and secretly conspired with the uncle to force Liu to return home. He was lovesick and miserable. He secretly placed the scented kerchiefs, rouge, and powder he had bought into a box. When no one was around, he would close the door, inspect them, and lose himself in thought while touching the items.

	 

	The following year, he went to Gaizhou again. As soon as his luggage was unpacked, he rushed to the girl’s place. When he arrived, the shop was closed, and he returned in disappointment. Thinking she might have gone out temporarily, he visited again early the next morning, but it remained closed. He asked the neighbors and learned that Yao was originally from Guangning. Because business yielded little profit, he had temporarily returned home, and it was unknown when he would return.

	 

	Liu was distraught. After staying a few days, he returned home in low spirits.

	 

	His mother discussed marriage proposals for him, but he repeatedly obstructed them, making her puzzled and angry. The servant privately told the mother about the past events. She then restricted his movements more strictly, and thus the road to Gaizhou was cut off. Liu became dazed and began to eat and sleep less.

	 

	Worried and out of options, his mother decided it was best to let him follow his heart. She set a date, packed his bags, and sent him to Gaizhou, sending word to the uncle to arrange a match. The uncle immediately went to visit the Yao family.

	 

	After some time, he returned and told Liu, “It did not work out! A-xiu is already betrothed to a man from Guangning.”

	 

	Liu bowed his head in dejection, his heart turning to ashes in despair. After returning home, he held the box and wept, pacing back and forth, hoping that there might be someone in the world who resembled her.

	 

	Just then, a matchmaker arrived, lavishly praising a daughter of the Huang family in Fuzhou. Fearing the description might be inaccurate, Liu ordered his carriage and went to Fuzhou. Entering the west gate, he saw a house facing north with its double doors half open. Inside was a girl who bore a strange resemblance to A-xiu. He looked again; she walked while looking around and went inside. It was truly her, without error.

	 

	Liu was greatly agitated. He rented the house to the east and, upon detailed inquiry, learned the family name was Li. He pondered repeatedly: “How can there be two people so alike in this world?”

	 

	He lived there for several days without finding a way to make contact. He could only watch her door intently every day, hoping she would come out again. One day, as the sun was setting, the girl indeed came out. Seeing Liu, she immediately turned and ran back, pointing behind her with her hand, then touching her palm to her forehead before entering.

	 

	Liu was overjoyed but could not interpret her signals. After thinking for a while, he walked aimlessly to the back of the house. He saw a desolate, vast garden with a low wall on the west side, roughly shoulder-high. He suddenly understood, so he crouched and hid amidst the dewy grass.

	 

	After a long time, someone poked their head over the wall and whispered, “Are you there?”

	 

	Liu answered and stood up. Looking closely, it really was A-xiu. He was overcome with grief, his tears falling like rain. The girl leaned over the wall, wiped his tears with a handkerchief, and comforted him deeply.

	 

	Liu said, “My hundred plans failed, and I told myself this life was over. How could I have expected a night like this? But how did you come to be here?”

	 

	She replied, “The Li family is my cousin-uncle’s home.”

	 

	Liu asked her to climb over the wall. The girl said, “You go back first and send your servants to sleep elsewhere; I will come by myself.”

	 

	Liu did as she said and sat waiting for her. Shortly after, the girl quietly entered. Her makeup and attire were not flashy; her robes and trousers were the same as before.

	 

	Liu pulled her down to sit and recounted his hardships. He then asked, “You are betrothed; why are you not yet married?”

	 

	The girl said, “Whoever said I was betrothed spoke falsely. My father, because of the great distance, did not wish for me to marry you. This was likely a deceptive story he asked your uncle to tell to cut off your hopes.”

	 

	They went to bed, where she was infinitely tender and responsive; the joy of their union was beyond description. At the fourth watch, she suddenly got up, climbed over the wall, and left. From then on, Liu gave no more thought to the Huang family. He lingered in his travels, forgetting to return home for over a month.

	 

	One night, the servant got up to feed the horses and saw the lamp in the room was still bright. Peeking in, he saw A-xiu and was shocked. However, he dared not speak to his master.

	 

	At dawn, he visited the market shops, then returned and asked Liu, “Who is the person coming and going at night?”

	 

	Liu initially concealed the truth. The servant said, “This mansion is lonely and quiet, a den for foxes and ghosts. You should take care of yourself, Young Master. How could that girl from the Yao family be here?”

	 

	Liu then bashfully said, “The neighbor to the west is her cousin-uncle. Why are you suspicious?”

	 

	The servant said, “I have already investigated thoroughly: the neighbor to the east is just a solitary old woman, and the family to the west has only a young son and no other close relatives. What you have met must be a ghost or monster. Otherwise, how could she be wearing clothes from several years ago that haven’t been changed? Furthermore, her face is too pale, her cheeks are slightly thin, and she has no dimples when she smiles; she is not as beautiful as A-xiu.”

	 

	Liu thought it over and became very afraid, asking, “Then what should we do?”

	 

	The servant plotted to wait for her arrival and rush in with weapons to strike her. At dusk, the girl arrived and said to Liu, “I know you have suspicions, but I have no other intent than to fulfill our past destiny.”

	 

	Before she finished speaking, the servant burst in. The girl scolded him, saying, “Put down your weapon! Quickly bring wine; I am going to bid farewell to your master.”

	 

	The servant threw down the weapon as if it were snatched from him. Liu was even more terrified and forced himself to set out wine and food.

	 

	The girl chatted and laughed as usual. She raised her hand toward Liu and said, “I know what is in your heart and was just planning to offer my humble assistance. Why did you lie in ambush? Although I am not A-xiu, I consider myself not inferior to her. Do I not look to you as I did before?”

	 

	Liu’s hair stood on end, and he remained silent.

	 

	When the girl heard the water clock strike the third watch, she took a sip from her cup, stood up, and said, “I shall go now. After your wedding night, I will return to compare myself with your new bride.” She turned around and vanished.

	 

	Believing the fox’s words, Liu went straight to Gaizhou. Resenting his uncle for deceiving him, he did not stay at his uncle’s house but lodged near the Yao family. He hired a matchmaker to communicate on his behalf, offering heavy bribes.

	 

	Yao’s wife said, “My husband went to Guangning to find a son-in-law. Whether he has succeeded or not is unknown. We must wait for his return to discuss it.”

	 

	Hearing this, Liu was unsettled and unsure what to do, but he decided to stay and wait for Yao’s return.

	 

	After more than ten days, he suddenly heard rumors of military action. He suspected they were false, but after a while, the reports became urgent, so he hurriedly packed to leave. On the way, he encountered chaos; master and servant were separated, and he was captured by scouts. Because Liu looked like a frail scholar, they guarded him loosely. He stole a horse and escaped.

	 

	Reaching the border of Haizhou, he saw a woman, disheveled and dirty, stumbling in her shoes, looking utterly miserable. Liu galloped past her.

	 

	The woman suddenly called out, “Is the man on the horse not Mr. Liu?”

	 

	Liu stopped his horse and looked closely; it was A-xiu. Still suspecting she might be the fox, he asked, “Are you truly A-xiu?”

	 

	The girl asked, “Why do you say that?”

	 

	Liu recounted his encounter. The girl said, “I am truly A-xiu. My father was bringing me back from Guangning when we encountered soldiers and were captured. I was put on a horse but fell off repeatedly. Suddenly, a woman grabbed my wrist and urged me to run. We fled wildly through the army, and no one questioned us.”

	 

	“The woman walked as fast as a flying falcon; I struggled to keep up, my shoes slipping off every hundred paces. After a long time, when the sounds of shouting and horses neighing had faded, she let go of my hand and said, ‘Farewell! The road ahead is level; you can walk slowly. The one who loves you will arrive soon; you should return with him.’“

	 

	Liu knew it was the fox and was grateful to her. He then explained why he had stayed in Gaizhou.

	 

	The girl said that her father had been selecting a son-in-law from the Fang family, but before the betrothal gifts were presented, the rebellion broke out. Liu then realized his uncle had not lied. He helped the girl onto the horse, and they rode home together.

	 

	Upon entering the gate, they found his old mother unharmed and were overjoyed. He tied up the horse and went in, explaining everything that had happened. His mother was also happy. She helped A-xiu wash and dress; when she was finished, she looked radiant.

	 

	The mother clapped her hands and said, “No wonder my foolish son couldn’t get you out of his dreams!”

	 

	She then prepared bedding and had A-xiu sleep with her. They sent someone to Gaizhou with a letter for Yao. A few days later, Yao and his wife arrived. They selected an auspicious day for the wedding ceremony and then left.

	 

	Liu brought out the box he had kept; the seal was still intact. Inside was a box of powder, but when he opened it, it had turned to red earth. Liu found this strange.

	 

	The girl covered her mouth and laughed, saying, “The theft from years ago is only discovered now! That day, when I saw you let me wrap the package without checking if it was real or fake, I played a trick on you.”

	 

	While they were joking, someone lifted the curtain and entered, saying, “Since you are so happy, shouldn’t you thank the matchmaker?”

	 

	Liu looked and saw another A-xiu. He hurriedly called his mother. His mother and the servants all gathered, but no one could tell them apart. Even Liu was confused when he looked back and forth. After staring for a while, he bowed and thanked her.

	 

	The girl asked for a mirror to look at herself, then bashfully hurried out. When they looked for her, she had vanished. The couple, grateful for her righteousness, set up a shrine in the room to worship her.

	 

	One evening, Liu returned home drunk. The room was dark and empty. As he was lighting the lamp, A-xiu arrived.

	 

	Liu pulled her close and asked, “Where have you been?”

	 

	She laughed and said, “The stench of alcohol is unbearable! With such interrogation, who would want a lover’s tryst?”

	 

	Liu laughed and held her cheeks. The girl asked, “Who do you think is more beautiful, me or my fox sister?”

	 

	Liu said, “You surpass her, though one who judges by appearance alone could not tell the difference.”

	 

	They then closed the door and were intimate. Suddenly, there was a knock at the door. The girl got up, laughing, and said, “You are also one who judges by appearance.”

	 

	Liu did not understand. He hurried to open the door and saw A-xiu enter. He was shocked, realizing that the one he had just been speaking with was the fox. Laughter was heard again in the darkness.

	 

	The couple looked into the empty air and prayed for her to show herself. The fox said, “I do not wish to see A-xiu.”

	 

	They asked, “Why not transform into a different appearance?”

	 

	She replied, “I cannot.”

	 

	“Why can you not?” they asked.

	 

	She said, “A-xiu was my younger sister in a previous life, but unfortunately died young. When she was alive, she and I followed our mother to the Heavenly Palace, where we saw the Queen Mother of the West. She secretly admired her, and upon returning, she deliberately imitated her appearance. My sister was cleverer than I; in one month, she captured the spirit of the resemblance. I studied for three months before succeeding, but I never matched my sister. Now, separated by a lifetime, I told myself I had surpassed her, but unexpectedly, it is still as it was in the past. I am touched by the sincerity of you both, so I came to visit occasionally, but now I must go.”

	 

	She spoke no more. From then on, she would come every three to five days, resolving all their doubts and difficulties. Whenever A-xiu went to visit her parents, the fox would come and stay for several days without leaving. The family members were all afraid and avoided her.

	 

	Whenever something was lost or stolen, she would dress up, sit upright wearing a tortoise-shell hairpin several inches long, and solemnly address the household: “The stolen item must be returned to such-and-such place by tonight; otherwise, you will suffer a severe headache, and regret will be too late!”

	 

	By daybreak, the item would indeed be found at that place. After three years, she never returned. Occasionally, when money or silk went missing, A-xiu would imitate her attire to frighten the household, which also proved repeatedly effective.

	 


Changting

	 

	Shi Taipu, a native of Taishan, was fond of the arts of exorcism. A Taoist priest met him, admired his intelligence, and accepted him as a disciple. He opened a case and took out two scrolls; the first was for driving away foxes, the second for driving away ghosts. He gave Shi the second scroll, saying, “Devote yourself earnestly to this book, and fine clothes, food, and beautiful women shall all be yours.”

	 

	When asked his name, the priest replied, “I am Wang Chicheng of the Xuandi Temple in the northern village of Bian City.”

	 

	He stayed for several days, transmitting all his secrets. From then on, Shi became skilled in the use of talismans, and visitors bearing gifts flocked to his door one after another.

	 

	One day, an old man arrived, calling himself Weng. He displayed a dazzling array of silk and money, stating that his daughter was critically ill from a ghost haunting and begging Shi to visit her in person. Hearing that the illness was critical, Shi declined the gifts but agreed to go with him immediately.

	 

	They traveled over ten li into a mountain village. Upon arriving at the house, Shi saw that the halls and corridors were magnificent. Entering the chamber, he saw a young girl lying behind crepe curtains; a maid hooked up the drapes. She appeared to be about fourteen or fifteen years old. She lay limp upon the bed, her form withered and haggard.

	 

	As he approached, she suddenly opened her eyes and said, “A good doctor has arrived.”

	 

	The whole family rejoiced, remarking that she had not spoken for several days. Shi then left the room to inquire about the symptoms.

	 

	The old man said, “In broad daylight, we see a young man come and lie with her. When we try to catch him, he vanishes, only to return a moment later. We believe it is a ghost.”

	 

	Shi said, “If it is a ghost, driving it away is not difficult; but I fear it may be a fox, in which case it is beyond my expertise.”

	 

	The old man insisted, “It is certainly not, certainly not.”

	 

	Shi gave them a talisman and stayed the night. At midnight, a young man entered, dressed immaculately. Suspecting he was a relative of the host, Shi rose to question him.

	 

	The youth replied, “I am a ghost. The Weng family are all foxes. I merely took a fancy to their daughter, Hongting, and stayed here for a while. A ghost haunting a fox does no harm to the moral order; why must you sever our bond to protect them? The girl’s elder sister, Changting, is of surpassing beauty. I have respectfully left her untouched, saving her for a worthy man. Only if they promise her to you in marriage should you treat the illness; at that time, I shall leave of my own accord.”

	 

	Shi agreed to this. That night, the youth did not return, and the girl suddenly revived. At dawn, the old man, overjoyed, informed Shi and invited him in to see her. Shi burned the old talisman and sat down to examine her. He saw a young woman behind the embroidered curtain, beautiful as a celestial being, and knew in his heart it was Changting.

	 

	After the examination, he asked for water to sprinkle on the curtains. The young woman hurriedly handed him a bowl of water; as she moved with small steps, her manner was enchanting and her spirit expressive. At this moment, Shi’s heart was certainly not focused on the ghost.

	 

	He took leave of the old man, claiming he needed to prepare medicine, and did not return for several days. The ghost became even more rampant; with the exception of Changting, all the women—daughters-in-law and maids alike—were ravaged and bewildered. The old man sent a servant and horse to summon Shi again, but Shi feigned illness and refused to go.

	 

	The next day, the old man came himself. Shi pretended to have a lame leg and came out leaning on a staff. After bowing, the old man asked the cause.

	 

	Shi replied, “This is the tribulation of a widower! Last night, while the maid was climbing into bed, she stumbled and spilled the Hot Water Lady, scalding both my feet.”

	 

	The old man asked, “Why have you not remarried for so long?”

	 

	Shi said, “I regret that I cannot find a respectable family like yours.”

	 

	The old man went out in silence. Shi hobbled after him to see him off, saying, “When my ailment heals, I shall come myself; there is no need to trouble your honorable self.”

	 

	A few days later, the old man returned; Shi limped out to meet him. After a few words of consolation, the old man said, “I was just speaking with my wife. If you can drive the ghost away and allow my whole family to sleep in peace, we are willing to give you our younger daughter, Changting, who is seventeen, to serve you.”

	 

	Shi was overjoyed and knocked his head on the ground in gratitude. He said to the old man, “Since you are so kind, how could I dare spare my sick body?”

	 

	He immediately went out, and they rode off together. After entering and examining the victims, Shi feared they might renege on the agreement and asked to swear an oath with the old woman.

	 

	The matron immediately came out and said, “Sir, why are you so suspicious?” She handed Shi the gold hairpin Changting was wearing as a pledge.

	 

	Shi bowed to her. Afterward, he gathered the whole family and performed an exorcism for all of them. Only Changting remained deeply hidden; so he wrote a protective talisman and had someone take it to her.

	 

	That night was silent, and all traces of the ghost vanished. Only Hongting continued to groan, but after being treated with holy water, her ailment disappeared. Shi wanted to leave, but the old man detained him earnestly. By evening, a feast was spread, and the host urged him to drink with great warmth.

	 

	At the second watch, the host bade the guest goodnight and left. Shi had just laid his head on the pillow when he heard an urgent knocking at the door. He got up to check and saw Changting slip in, looking panic-stricken.

	 

	She said, “My family plans to kill you with a blade; you must flee immediately!”

	 

	Having spoken, she turned and left. Shi, pale with terror, climbed over the wall and fled. Seeing firelight in the distance, he ran towards it and found villagers hunting at night. Relieved, he waited for the hunt to finish and returned home with them.

	 

	Harboring resentment that he could not vent, he thought of going to Bian City to find Wang Chicheng. However, he had an old father at home who had been invalid for a long time. He pondered day and night but could not decide whether to stay or go.

	 

	Suddenly, one day, two carriages arrived at his door. The old man and woman had brought Changting. They said to Shi, “Why did you leave so abruptly that night without saying a word?”

	 

	Upon seeing Changting, Shi’s resentment vanished, so he kept silent about the truth. The old woman urged the couple to perform the wedding bows in the courtyard. Shi was about to prepare a feast, but the old woman declined.

	 

	She said, “I am not a person of leisure and cannot sit enjoying fine food. My old man is senile; if there are things he does not understand, I hope you, son-in-law, will show some consideration for me for Changting’s sake. That would be a great fortune.”

	 

	She boarded her carriage and left. It turned out that the old woman had known nothing of the plot to kill the son-in-law; she only learned of it when the pursuers returned empty-handed. She was very upset and argued with the old man daily, while Changting wept and refused to eat. The old woman had forced the delivery of the daughter; it was not the old man’s wish.

	 

	After Changting entered the house, Shi questioned her and learned the truth. Two or three months later, the Weng family sent for their daughter to visit home. Shi, expecting she would not be allowed to return, forbade it. From then on, the girl often wept.

	 

	A year later, she gave birth to a son named Hui-er and hired a wet nurse to feed him. However, the child cried often and had to be with his mother at night. One day, the Weng family sent a carriage again, saying the old woman missed her daughter dearly. Changting became even more sorrowful, and Shi could not bear to detain her any longer. She wanted to take the child, but Shi would not allow it, so Changting went back alone. At parting, they agreed on a period of one month, but half a year passed with no news. He sent someone to inquire, but the house they had rented was long empty.

	 

	Another two years passed, and all hope was lost. The child cried all night, breaking Shi’s heart. Then Shi’s father fell ill and died, doubling his grief; consequently, Shi became critically ill and lay dying on his mourning mat, unable to receive condolences from friends.

	 

	In his stupor, he suddenly heard a woman weeping as she entered. He looked and saw it was Changting, dressed in mourning clothes. Shi was overcome with great sorrow and fainted away. The maid cried out in alarm; the woman stopped sobbing and massaged him for a long time until he gradually revived.

	 

	Suspecting he was dead, he said, “We are reunited in the underworld.”

	 

	The woman replied, “No. I am unfilial and could not win over my strict father. I was prevented from returning for three years; truly, I have failed you. Just now, a family member passing through from Haidong heard the news of your father’s death. I obeyed my father’s strict command to cut off my feelings as a wife and mother, but I dare not follow an immoral order to neglect the rites of a daughter-in-law. My mother knows I have come, but my father does not.”

	 

	While she spoke, the child threw himself into her arms. Only after she finished speaking did she stroke him, weeping, “I have a father, but my son has no mother!”

	 

	The child wailed too, and the whole room wept.

	 

	She arose and took charge of the household affairs, preparing abundant and clean sacrificial offerings before the coffin. Shi was greatly comforted. However, having been ill for a long time, he could not immediately get up. She asked Shi’s cousin to receive the mourners.

	 

	After the funeral rites were concluded, Shi was able to rise with a staff, and they planned the burial together. Once the burial was over, the woman wanted to take her leave and return to accept her punishment for disobeying her father. Her husband held her back and her son wailed; she suppressed her feelings and stayed. Not long after, someone came to report that her mother was ill.

	 

	She said to Shi, “I came for your father’s sake; will you not let me go for my mother’s sake?”

	 

	Shi consented. She had the wet nurse take the child elsewhere, then left the house in tears. After she left, she did not return for several years. Shi and his son gradually began to forget her.

	 

	One day, at the break of dawn, Shi opened the door to find Changting floating in. As Shi asked in shock, she sat sadly on the couch and sighed, “Raised in the boudoir, I regarded one li as a great distance; now I have traveled a thousand li in a single day and night. I am exhausted!”

	 

	When he questioned her closely, she wanted to speak but stopped. Upon his persistent requests, she wept and said, “If I tell you now, I fear that what is my sorrow will be your joy. In recent years, we moved to the Shanxi border and rented the mansion of an official named Zhao. The landlord and my father got along very well, so my father gave Hongting to his son as a wife. The son was wild and dissolute, and the family was not at peace. My sister came home and complained to father; he kept her and would not let her return for half a year. The son was furious. I don’t know where he hired a sorcerer from, but he sent a spirit to bind my old father with chains and take him away. The whole family was terrified and scattered in an instant.”

	 

	Hearing this, Shi could not help but laugh.

	 

	The woman said angrily, “Though he was unkind, he is my father. I have been your wife for several years, and we have shared only love, not animosity. Now that my family is ruined and scattered, even if you do not grieve for my father, can you not offer me any sympathy? Hearing of it, you dance with joy and have not a single word of comfort. How unjust!”

	 

	She flicked her sleeve and left. Shi chased after her to apologize, but she had already vanished.

	 

	Disappointed and remorseful, he thought it was over. Two or three days later, the old woman and the daughter arrived together. Shi happily greeted them. The mother and daughter both knelt before him. Shocked, he asked why; both wept.

	 

	The daughter said, “I left in anger, but now I cannot stand firm. To come back and beg for help—what face do I have left?”

	 

	Shi said, “My father-in-law is indeed inhuman; but your mother’s kindness and your affection are things I have never forgotten. However, to feel joy at hearing of a disaster is also human nature; why could you not bear it for a moment?”

	 

	The woman said, “I just met my mother on the road and learned that the one who bound my father is your teacher.”

	 

	Shi said, “If that is so, it is easily resolved. However, if the old man does not return, your family remains scattered; but if he does return, I fear your husband and son will weep in sorrow.”

	 

	The old woman swore an oath to clear herself, and the daughter vowed to repay his kindness. Shi then immediately packed his bags and went to Bian City. He inquired at the Xuandi Temple and found that Chicheng had returned not long ago. He entered to pay his respects.

	 

	The priest asked, “Why have you come?”

	 

	Shi saw an old fox in the kitchen, tied up with a rope pierced through its foreleg. He smiled and said, “I have come for this old demon.”

	 

	Chicheng asked why, and Shi replied, “This is my father-in-law,” and told him the whole story.

	 

	The Taoist called the fox cunning and deceitful and was unwilling to release him lightly. But upon Shi’s persistent pleading, he agreed. Shi recounted the fox’s deceits in detail; hearing this, the fox squeezed its body into the stove, appearing ashamed.

	 

	The Taoist laughed and said, “His sense of shame is not entirely gone.”

	 

	Shi got up, led the fox out, and used a knife to cut the rope and pull it out. The fox was in extreme pain and gnashed its teeth. Shi did not pull it out immediately but jerked it, smiling and asking, “Does it hurt, old man? Shall I not pull it out?”

	 

	The fox’s eyes flashed, appearing angry. Once released, it wagged its tail and left the temple. Shi took his leave and returned home.

	 

	Three days prior, someone had already brought news of the old man. The old woman had left first, leaving the daughter to wait for Shi. When Shi arrived, the daughter went out to meet him and knelt.

	 

	Shi raised her up, saying, “If you do not forget our marital affection, there is no need for gratitude.”

	 

	The woman said, “We have moved back to our old home. The village is nearby, so communication will not be obstructed. I wish to go home for a visit and will return in three days. Do you believe me?”

	 

	Shi replied, “The child grew up without a mother and somehow did not die prematurely. I have lived as a widower day after day and have grown used to it. Now, unlike Master Zhao, I have repaid malice with virtue; I have done my utmost for you. If you do not return, it is you who betrays righteousness. Although the distance is short, I will not inquire after you again. So what is there to distrust?”

	 

	The woman left the next day and returned after two days. He asked, “Why so soon?”

	 

	She replied, “My father could not forget how you teased him in Bian City and kept chattering about it. I did not want to hear it anymore, so I came back early.”

	 

	From then on, the wife visited her family frequently, but there was still no exchange of greetings or condolences between the father-in-law and the son-in-law.

	 

	Foxes are fickle in their affections and extremely deceitful. The matter of reneging on the marriage was the same for both daughters, showing their treacherous nature. However, to coerce a marriage is to plant the seeds of regret from the very beginning. Furthermore, since the son-in-law loved the daughter and saved her father, he should have set aside past grievances and transformed him with benevolence. Instead, he teased and humiliated him in his moment of crisis; is it any wonder the fox bore a grudge until the end of his days? The discord between fathers-in-law and sons-in-law in this world is often of this kind.

	 


Chu Suiliang

	 

	A certain Zhao from Changshan rented a house from a wealthy family. He suffered from an abdominal obstruction, was destitute and alone, and was on the verge of death. One day, forcing himself up despite his illness to seek coolness, he moved to lie under the eaves. Upon waking, he saw a peerless beauty sitting beside him. He asked her who she was.

	 

	The woman said, “I have come specifically to be your wife.”

	 

	Zhao was startled and said, “Aside from the fact that a poor man dares not entertain such wild hopes, I am hanging by a thread—what use would I have for a wife?”

	 

	The woman replied, “I can cure you.”

	 

	Zhao said, “My illness cannot be cured overnight; even if there were a good prescription, I have no money to buy medicine!”

	 

	The woman said, “I do not need medicine to cure illnesses.”

	 

	She then placed her hand on Zhao’s abdomen and massaged it vigorously. He felt her palm was as hot as fire. After a while, the lump in his abdomen made a faint sound as if it were breaking apart. A short time later, he felt the urge to use the privy. He hurriedly got up, walked a few paces, undressed, and relieved himself copiously. Sticky fluid flowed out and the hard lumps were completely expelled; he felt refreshed throughout his whole body.

	 

	He returned to lie down in his original spot and asked the woman, “Who are you, my lady? Please tell me your name so that I may worship you like a deity.”

	 

	She answered, “I am a fox immortal. You were Chu Suiliang in the Tang Dynasty and once showed kindness to my family; I have always kept this in my heart, wishing to repay you. I have searched for you day after day and only now have I found you; my long-held wish can finally be fulfilled.”

	 

	Zhao felt ashamed of his filthy appearance and also worried that the soot in his thatched hut would stain her splendid clothes. The woman merely asked him to lead the way. Zhao led her into his home; there was no mat on the dirt floor and the stove was cold and smokeless.

	 

	He said, “Even putting aside such wretched conditions which are an insult to you, and assuming you could endure them, please look at my empty food jar—how am I to support a wife?”

	 

	The woman simply said, “Do not worry.”

	 

	As they spoke, he turned his head and saw that felt mats and bedding had already been arranged on the bed. Just as he was about to ask about it, in another instant, he saw the whole room wallpapered with silver-flecked paper shining like a mirror. Everything had changed: the tables were exquisite and clean, and wine and food were laid out. They then drank happily together. At sunset, they slept together intimately, just like a married couple.

	 

	The landlord heard of this strange occurrence and asked to see her; the woman immediately came out to meet him without any sign of reluctance. News spread in all directions from there, and a great many people came to visit. The woman did not refuse them. If someone held a banquet and invited them, the woman would always go with her husband.

	 

	One day, a provincial graduate present at a gathering secretly harbored lewd thoughts. The woman sensed it immediately and suddenly scolded him. She pushed his head with her hand; his head went through the window lattice while his body remained inside the room. He could neither pull it back in nor push it through, nor could he turn his head. Only after the others begged for his forgiveness did she pull him out.

	 

	After more than a year, the visitors and invitations became increasingly bothersome, and the woman grew quite weary of them. Those who were refused would often curse Zhao.

	 

	On the Dragon Boat Festival, while they were having a convivial drinking party, a white rabbit suddenly leaped in. The woman stood up and said, “The Medicine-Pounding Elder has come to summon me!”

	 

	She said to the rabbit, “Please go ahead.”

	 

	The rabbit hastened out and went straight away.

	 

	The woman ordered Zhao to get a ladder. Zhao brought a long ladder from behind the house, several zhang tall. There was a large tree in the courtyard, so he leaned the ladder against it; the ladder reached even higher than the treetops. The woman climbed up first, and Zhao followed her.

	 

	The woman turned her head and said, “If any relatives or guests wish to follow, you should step forward now.”

	 

	The crowd looked at each other, but no one dared to climb. Only a servant boy of the landlord enthusiastically followed behind them. They climbed higher and higher until the ladder disappeared into the clouds and they could no longer be seen.

	 

	When everyone looked at the ladder, they saw it was actually an old, broken door frame with the wooden panels removed. The group entered the room and found the ashen walls and ruined stove just as they had been before; there was nothing else there. They thought they could ask the servant boy when he returned, but he was gone forever.

	 


Fengxian

	 

	Liu Chishui, a native of Pingle, was handsome and intelligent in his youth. At fifteen, he entered the prefectural academy. However, his parents died early, and he subsequently let his studies go to waste through idleness and dissipation. Though his family possessed only moderate means, he was fond of finery; his bedding and couch were always exquisite.

	 

	One evening, he was invited out for a drink and left without extinguishing his candle. After several rounds of wine, he suddenly remembered this and hurriedly returned. Hearing whispering within his room, he crouched to peek in and saw a young man embracing a beautiful woman, sleeping on his couch. His residence bordered the abandoned mansion of a noble family, where strange occurrences were frequent. Knowing they were foxes, he was not afraid. He entered and shouted, “How can my couch allow others to snore upon it!”

	 

	The two panicked, grabbed their clothes, and fled naked. They left behind a pair of purple silk trousers with a needle pouch attached to the belt. Delighted, and fearing they might steal them back, Liu hid the trousers inside his quilt and slept embracing them.

	 

	Shortly after, a disheveled maid entered through a crack in the door to demand the trousers. Liu smiled and demanded compensation. The maid offered to gift him wine, but he did not respond; she offered gold, but again he did not respond. The maid laughed and left.

	 

	She soon returned and said, “My eldest mistress says: if you return the item, she will repay you with a fine match.”

	 

	Liu asked, “Who are they?”

	 

	She replied, “My family name is Pi. The eldest mistress is named Baxian; the one sleeping on your bed was Master Hu. The second mistress is Shuixian, married to Official Ding of Fuchuan. The third mistress, Fengxian, is even more beautiful than her sisters; surely she would suit your fancy.”

	 

	Fearing they might break their promise, Liu asked her to sit and wait for confirmation.

	 

	The maid left and returned, saying, “The eldest mistress sends word to the gentleman: How can a joyous union be arranged so suddenly? Just now when she spoke to Fengxian, she was scolded severely. However, if you give it some time and wait, know that our family makes no light promises.”

	 

	Liu handed over the trousers.

	 

	Several days passed with no news. At dusk, he returned from outside. No sooner had he closed the door and sat down than the double doors opened of their own accord. Two people entered carrying a young woman in a quilt, holding it by the four corners. “We have delivered the new bride!” they said, laughing as they placed her on the couch and departed.

	 

	He approached to look: she was fast asleep, her breath fragrant with wine, her face flushed in a drunken state, her beauty surpassing anything in the mortal world. Overjoyed, he took her feet and removed her stockings, holding her body to loosen her clothes.

	 

	The girl woke slightly; opening her eyes and seeing Liu, she found her limbs powerless to resist, and could only say hatefully, “That slattern Baxian has sold me!”

	 

	Liu embraced her intimately.

	 

	The girl complained that his skin was cold and smiled faintly, saying, “What night is this, that I meet such a cold person?”

	 

	Liu replied, “Oh you, oh you! What can I do about such a cold person?”

	 

	They then consummated their love. Afterward, she said, “That shameless wench defiled someone’s bed and then traded me for a pair of trousers! I must pay her back a little.”

	 

	From then on, not a night passed that she did not come, and their intimacy was profound. She produced a gold bracelet from her sleeve, saying, “This belongs to Baxian.”

	 

	A few days later, she brought a pair of embroidered shoes, inlaid with pearls and gold, of exquisite craftsmanship, and urged Liu to show them off widely. Liu brought them out to boast to friends and guests. Those wishing to see them had to pay with wine; thus, he treated them as rare commodities.

	 

	One night, the girl came and spoke words of farewell. When he asked in surprise, she replied, “My sister hates me because of the shoes and intends to take the family far away to sever our relationship.”

	 

	Liu was frightened and offered to return the items.

	 

	The girl said, “No need. She is using this to coerce me; if you return them, you fall into her trap.”

	 

	Liu asked, “Why not stay behind alone?”

	 

	She answered, “My parents are going far away, and the whole household of over ten people relies on Master Hu for management. If I do not go along, I fear gossipmongers will create scandals.”

	 

	From then on, she did not return. Two years passed, and his longing for her was intense. While on the road, he happened to encounter a young lady riding a slow horse, led by an old servant. As they passed shoulder to shoulder, she lifted her veil to peek back; her beauty was peerless. Soon, a young man arrived behind her.

	 

	Liu asked, “Who is that lady? She seems quite beautiful.”

	 

	Liu praised her profusely. The young man cupped his hands and laughed, “You praise her too highly! That is my wife.”

	 

	Liu apologized in embarrassment and fear.

	 

	The young man said, “No harm done. Among the Three Ges of Nanyang, you obtained the Dragon; why mention such trifles?”

	 

	Liu was puzzled by his words.

	 

	The young man asked, “Do you not recognize the one who stole sleep on your couch?”

	 

	Only then did Liu realize this was Hu. They exchanged greetings as brothers-in-law and joked happily. The young man said, “My parents-in-law have just returned. I am going to visit them; would you like to come along?”

	 

	Liu was delighted and followed him into the winding mountains. There was a house on the mountain where villagers used to take refuge. The young lady dismounted and entered.

	 

	After a short while, several people came out to look, saying, “Official Liu has come too.”

	 

	He entered to pay respects to the old couple. Another young man was already there, his boots and robes dazzlingly beautiful.

	 

	The old man said, “This is our son-in-law Ding from Fuchuan.”

	 

	They bowed to each other and took their seats. Shortly, wine and roasted meat were served in abundance, and the conversation was congenial.

	 

	The old man said, “Today all three sons-in-law are present; it is a fine gathering. Since there are no outsiders, call the children out for a family reunion.”

	 

	Soon, the sisters all came out. The old man ordered seats to be set up next to their respective husbands. Baxian saw Liu and merely covered her mouth to laugh; Fengxian teased him; Shuixian was slightly less beautiful but serious and gentle, engaging the whole table in conversation while merely holding her wine and smiling.

	 

	The room became filled with mingled shoes and the scent of orchids and musk; the drinking was joyous. Liu saw that musical instruments were prepared by the bed, so he took a jade flute to play a birthday toast to the old man. The old man was pleased and ordered those with skills to perform. The whole group vied to play, except for Ding and Fengxian.

	 

	Baxian said, “It is fine that Master Ding is unskilled; but why do you sit with fingers curled and not extended?” She threw the castanets into Fengxian’s lap, and she began to play a complex rhythm.

	 

	The old man said happily, “The family joy is at its peak! You children can all sing and dance; why not display your best talents?”

	 

	Baxian stood up and grabbed Shuixian, saying, “Fengxian has always had a voice of gold and jade, so I dare not trouble her; we two shall sing ‘The Consort of Luo’.”

	 

	Just as their song and dance ended, a maid brought fruit on a gold tray; no one knew what it was called. The old man said, “This was brought from Cambodia; it is called Tianpoluo.” He scooped up several and placed them before Ding.

	 

	Fengxian was displeased and said, “Does a father-in-law judge his affection for sons-in-law based on their poverty or wealth?”

	 

	The old man smirked but said nothing.

	 

	Baxian said, “Father treats Master Ding as a guest because he is from a different county. But speaking of seniority, is Sister Feng the only one with a fist-sized sour husband?”

	 

	Fengxian remained unhappy; she removed her ornate makeup, handed the drum and clappers to a maid, and sang a stanza from “The Broken Kiln,” weeping as she sang. When the song ended, she flicked her sleeves and left abruptly, leaving the whole company unhappy.

	 

	Baxian said, “That wench’s temper is as bad as ever.” She chased after her, but did not know where she had gone.

	 

	Ashamed, Liu also took his leave and returned home. Halfway home, he saw Fengxian sitting by the roadside. He called out and sat beside her.

	 

	She said, “You are a man; can you not make your bedmate proud? ‘In books, there are houses of gold’—please apply yourself!”

	 

	She lifted her foot and said, “I left in such a hurry that thorns have torn my lined shoe. Do you still have the item you were gifted?”

	 

	Liu produced the shoes. The girl took them and changed into them. Liu begged for her old ones.

	 

	She smiled and said, “You really are a rascal! Who ever saw someone wanting to hide their own bedding items in their bosom? If you love me, I have something to give you.”

	 

	She took out a mirror and gave it to him, saying, “If you wish to see me, you must seek me in your books; otherwise, we shall never meet again.” Having spoken, she vanished.

	 

	Liu returned home in melancholy. Looking into the mirror, he saw Fengxian standing with her back turned, as if watching someone depart from a hundred paces away. Remembering her instructions, he declined guests and devoted himself to study. One day, he saw the person in the mirror suddenly turn to face forward, smiling radiantly, which made him love her even more. When no one was around, he would face the mirror.

	 

	After a month, his determination waned, and he often went out wandering, forgetting to return. When he came back and looked at the mirror image, it looked miserable, as if weeping. When he looked again the next day, she was standing with her back turned as before. He realized this was due to his neglect of his studies. He then closed his doors and studied bitterly day and night without stopping. After a month, the image faced outward again.

	 

	From then on, he tested it: whenever he neglected his work, her expression was sorrowful; after days of bitter study, she would smile. Thus, he hung it up day and night, treating it like a mentor. After two years of this, he passed the examination in one attempt.

	 

	He joyfully said, “Now I can face my Fengxian!”

	 

	He took the mirror and looked: he saw her eyebrows curved and long, her teeth slightly showing, her face beaming with joy, looking as if she were right before his eyes. He loved the sight so much he could not stop staring.

	 

	Suddenly, the person in the mirror laughed and said, “‘A lover in the shadows, a beloved in a painting’—this describes today.”

	 

	Surprised and delighted, he looked around, and Fengxian was already at his side. He grasped her hand and asked about her parents.

	 

	She said, “Since parting, I never went home; I hid in caves, merely to share in your hardships.”

	 

	Liu went to a banquet in the prefecture, and the girl asked to go with him. They rode together, yet people directly across from them could not see her. When they were about to return, she secretly plotted with Liu to pretend he had married a wife in the prefecture. Once she “arrived,” she came out to meet guests and managed the household affairs. Everyone was amazed by her beauty, unaware that she was a fox.

	 

	Liu was a student of the Fuchuan magistrate and went to pay his respects. He met Ding, who warmly invited him to his home and treated him with great ceremony.

	 

	Ding said, “My parents-in-law have moved again recently. My wife has gone to visit them and will return soon. I shall send a letter and come to offer congratulations.”

	 

	Liu initially suspected Ding was also a fox, but upon detailed inquiry into his clan and lineage, he learned Ding was the son of a great merchant in Fuchuan. Originally, Ding was returning late from a villa when he met Shuixian walking alone. Seeing her beauty, he glanced at her. The girl asked to hitch a ride. Ding was pleased, took her to his study, and slept with her. Later, seeing her enter through a lattice window crack, he realized she was a fox.

	 

	The girl said, “Do not be suspicious. Because you are sincere and honest, I wished to entrust myself to you.” Ding doted on her and never married another.

	 

	Liu returned home and borrowed a large mansion from a noble family to prepare guest quarters and bedrooms, cleaning them until they shone. However, he was distressed by the lack of furnishings. Overnight, the decorations became resplendent.

	 

	A few days later, over thirty people arrived with flags, colorful silks, and wine gifts; carriages and horses filled the steps and alleys. Liu bowed to the old man, Ding, and Hu, leading them into the guest hall; Fengxian welcomed the old woman and her two sisters into the inner chambers.

	 

	Baxian said, “The little wench is noble now; she won’t resent the matchmaker anymore. —Do the bracelet and shoes still exist?”

	 

	The girl searched for them and handed them over, saying, “The shoes are still here, but they have been seen by a thousand people.”

	 

	Baxian hit her on the back with a shoe, saying, “I’ll beat you for depositing them with Master Liu.” She then threw them into the fire, chanting:

	 

	“New as flowers bloom, old as flowers fade;

	Treasured and never worn, Chang’e borrows them.”

	 

	Shuixian also chanted on her behalf:

	 

	“Once caging bamboo shoots, worn to the praise of thousands;

	If Chang’e saw them, she’d pity how thin they are.”

	 

	Fengxian stirred the fire and said:

	 

	“Every night up to the blue sky, one morning left the lover;

	Left a slender shadow, for all the world to see.”

	 

	She then twisted the ashes into a tray, piling them into more than ten mounds. Seeing Liu approaching, she pretended to gift them to him, but he saw only embroidered shoes filling the tray, all in the original style. Baxian hurriedly came out and pushed the tray to the ground; there were still one or two left on the ground, so she crouched and blew on them, and the traces finally vanished.

	 

	The next day, because of the long journey, Ding and his wife returned first. Baxian loved playing with her sister, and despite the old man and Hu repeatedly urging her, she only came out at noon and left with the group.

	 

	When they first arrived, their entourage was overly grand, and spectators gathered like a market. Two bandits spied the beautiful women and lost their souls, plotting to rob them on the road. They scouted their departure from the village and tailed them. Keeping a distance of less than an arrow’s flight, the horses galloped extremely fast, and they could not catch up.

	 

	At one point, two cliffs flanked the road, and the carriage slowed slightly. The bandits caught up, roaring with knives in hand, causing the retinue to flee. When they dismounted and opened the curtain, an old woman was sitting there. Just as they suspected they had mistakenly robbed the mother, they looked around to find their right arms injured by soldiers, and they were instantly bound.

	 

	Looking closely, the cliffs were not cliffs, but the Pingle city gate; the person in the carriage was the mother of metropolitan graduate Li, returning from the countryside. A bandit who arrived later had his horse’s legs cut and was also bound. The gate guards seized them and sent them to the prefect, where they confessed upon interrogation. There was a major bandit still at large; upon questioning, it was revealed to be him.

	 

	The following spring, Liu passed the highest exams. Fengxian, fearing she attracted disaster, declined all congratulations from her supernatural relatives. Liu also never married another. When he became a ministry official, he took a concubine and had two sons.

	 

	Alas! The attitudes of warmth and coldness are indeed no different between immortals and mortals! ‘If one does not exert oneself in youth, one will only grieve in vain when old.’ It is a pity there are no competitive beauties to act as mirror reflections of sorrow and laughter. I wish the countless immortals of the Ganges sands would all send their lovely daughters to marry into the human world; then, in the sea of poverty, there would be fewer suffering sentient beings.

	



	


Fourth Sister Hu

	 

	Scholar Shang was a native of Taishan. He lived alone in a quiet study. One autumn night, when the Silver River shone high and bright and a luminous moon hung in the sky, he paced back and forth in the floral shadows, his mind filled with romantic longings.

	 

	Suddenly, a young woman climbed over the wall and approached him, smiling. “Sir Scholar,” she asked, “why are you so lost in thought?”

	 

	Shang went closer to look at her; her beauty was like that of a celestial being. Surprised and delighted, he embraced her and led her inside, where they engaged in the utmost intimacy.

	 

	She introduced herself, saying, “My surname is Hu, and I am called Third Sister.”

	 

	When asked where she lived, she merely smiled and remained silent. Shang did not press the matter, wishing only for their continued happiness. From then on, not a single evening passed without her visiting.

	 

	One night, as they sat knee-to-knee by the lamp behind the curtains, Shang, filled with adoration, gazed at her fixedly. The woman laughed and asked, “Why do you stare at me like a tiger watching its prey?”

	 

	He replied, “I view you as a red peony or a green peach; even if I gazed at you the whole night through, I would never tire of it.”

	 

	Third Sister said, “I am of plain constitution, yet I receive such high favor from you. If you were to see my Fourth Sister, I do not know how overwhelmed you would be.”

	 

	Shang became even more excited; regretting that he had not yet seen her beauty, he knelt for a long time and implored her. The following evening, she indeed arrived with Fourth Sister. She was just of marriageable age; her face was like a lotus dripping with dew, or an apricot blossom moistened by mist. She smiled captivatingly, her charm and beauty surpassing all description. Shang was ecstatic and invited them to sit.

	 

	While Third Sister laughed and chatted with Shang, Fourth Sister merely played with her embroidered sash, her head bowed. Before long, Third Sister rose to leave. The younger sister attempted to follow, but Shang held onto her and would not let go, looking to Third Sister and saying, “My dear, please say a word on my behalf.”

	 

	Third Sister laughed and said, “The mad youth is desperate with passion! Sister, do stay for a short while.”

	 

	Fourth Sister remained silent, and the elder sister departed. The two then enjoyed the utmost intimacy. Afterward, using their arms as pillows, they confided their life stories to one another without holding anything back. Fourth Sister confessed that she was a fox. Shang, enamored by her beauty, did not find this strange.

	 

	Fourth Sister then said, “My elder sister is vicious; she has already killed three men. Anyone she bewitches invariably dies. Since I have been fortunate enough to receive your doting love, I cannot bear to see you perish. You must cut ties with her immediately.”

	 

	Frightened, Shang asked how to manage this.

	 

	Fourth Sister replied, “Although I am a fox, I have obtained the orthodox methods of the immortals. I shall write a charm for you to paste on your bedroom door; it will repel her.” She then wrote the charm.

	 

	When dawn broke, Third Sister arrived. Seeing the charm, she retreated, saying, “That little wench is ungrateful; now that she has devoted herself to her new groom, she forgets the matchmaker. You two are destined to be together, so I shall not seek revenge, but was this really necessary?” With that, she left directly.

	 

	A few days later, Fourth Sister went elsewhere, promising to return the following night. That day, Shang happened to step out to gaze at the view. At the foot of the mountain, there was an oak forest. From the dense overgrowth emerged a young woman, who also possessed considerable charm.

	 

	Approaching Shang, she said, “Scholar, why are you so slavishly devoted to the Hu sisters every day? They cannot give you even a single coin.”

	 

	She immediately handed a string of cash to Shang, saying, “Take this home first and buy some fine wine. I will bring some small dishes shortly to enjoy with you.”

	 

	Shang pocketed the money and returned home, doing exactly as instructed. A short while later, the woman arrived. She placed a roast chicken and a salted pork shoulder on the table, then drew a small knife to carve the meat into slices. As she poured the wine, she teased and joked, creating an atmosphere of extraordinary conviviality. Subsequently, she extinguished the candle and climbed into bed, where her behavior was excessively lewd and wanton. They did not rise until dawn.

	 

	Just as she was sitting at the head of the bed, holding her foot to change her shoes, they suddenly heard voices. They listened closely, but the intruders had already entered the curtains: it was the Hu sisters.

	 

	Upon seeing them, the woman fled in panic, leaving her shoe behind on the bed. The two sisters scolded, “Filthy fox! How dare you sleep with a human!”

	 

	They chased after her, returning only after some time had passed. Fourth Sister reproached Shang, saying, “You have no self-respect, mating with such a filthy fox! I can no longer be near you!”

	 

	She then turned to leave in anger. Terrified, Shang threw himself to the ground, begging pitifully for forgiveness. Third Sister interceded from the side. Fourth Sister’s anger abated slightly, and they were reconciled as before.

	 

	One day, a man from Shaanxi rode a donkey up to the gate and announced, “I have been searching for these monsters for a very long time, and only today have I found them.”

	 

	Shang’s father, finding his words strange, asked for the reason behind them.

	 

	The man replied, “I spend my days wandering the misty waves and traveling the four corners of the earth. Out of a year of twelve months, I am away from my hometown for eight or nine. My younger brother was bewildered and killed by monsters. When I returned and learned of this, I was filled with grief and hatred, and I swore to find and exterminate them. I have rushed thousands of li, finding absolutely no trace until now. They are currently in your home. If they are not eliminated, someone here will follow my brother to the grave.”

	 

	At that time, Shang was very close with the girl, and his parents had vaguely noticed it. Hearing the guest’s words, they were terrified; they invited him in and asked him to perform his magic. The man took out two bottles and placed them on the ground, chanting incantations for a long time. Four clouds of black mist appeared and threw themselves into the bottles.

	 

	The guest rejoiced, saying, “The whole family is here.”

	 

	He then wrapped the mouths of the bottles with pig bladders and sealed them very tightly. Shang’s father was also pleased and insisted the guest stay for a drink. Shang felt heartbroken; he approached the bottles to peek and heard Fourth Sister speaking from within: “To sit and watch without saving me—how can you be so ungrateful?”

	 

	Shang was deeply moved. He frantically tried to open the seal, but the knot could not be untied. Fourth Sister spoke again: “You need not do that. Just knock over the flag on the altar and pierce the bladder with a needle to make a hole; I will come out immediately.”

	 

	Shang did as she asked. Indeed, a wisp of white gas issued from the hole and rose into the sky, disappearing. When the guest came out and saw the flag lying on the ground, he was shocked and exclaimed, “It has escaped! This must be the young master’s doing.”

	 

	He shook the bottle and put his ear to it, saying, “Fortunately, only one was lost. This creature was destined not to die, so it may yet be pardoned.” He then took the bottles and left.

	 

	Later, while Shang was in the fields supervising the servants harvesting wheat, he saw Fourth Sister sitting under a tree in the distance. Shang approached her, took her hand, and asked after her well-being.

	 

	She said, “Ten years have passed since we parted. Now, my Great Elixir is complete. However, I have not forgotten my thoughts of you, so I have come to pay my respects once more.”

	 

	Shang wanted to return home with her, but she said, “I am not who I used to be; I cannot be tainted by worldly emotions. We shall meet again later.” Having spoken, she vanished.

	 

	More than twenty years later, Shang happened to be living alone when he saw Fourth Sister arrive. Shang happily spoke with her.

	 

	She said, “My name is now listed in the register of immortals, and I should not tread upon the mortal world again. However, moved by your affection, I have come to respectfully inform you of the date of your death. You should arrange your affairs early. Do not be sorrowful or anxious; I shall deliver you to become a Ghost Immortal, which is free from suffering.” She then departed.

	 

	On that day, Shang indeed passed away. Scholar Shang was a relative and close friend of my friend Li Wenyu, who once saw him personally.

	 


Fox Concubine

	 

	Liu Dongjiu of Laiwu held office in Fenzhou. Sitting alone in his government office one day, he heard laughter and chatter approaching from outside the pavilion. Entering the room were four women: one about forty, one perhaps thirty, one twenty-four or twenty-five, and the last a young girl with unbound hair. They stood side-by-side before his desk, looking at each other and smiling.

	 

	Liu knew the government offices were often haunted by foxes, so he paid them no heed. After a short while, the young girl took out a red handkerchief and playfully tossed it onto his face. Liu picked it up and threw it out the window, continuing to ignore them. The four women smiled and left.

	 

	One day, the eldest woman came and said to Liu, “My younger sister is destined for you; I hope you will not reject her humble self.”

	 

	Liu agreed casually. The woman then left. Shortly after, she returned with a maid, escorting the young girl, and made her sit shoulder-to-shoulder with Liu. She said, “A fine pair of phoenixes; tonight you shall join in wedlock. Serve Master Liu diligently; I am leaving.”

	 

	Liu looked at her closely; her radiance and beauty were unmatched. He then became intimate with her. When he asked about her origins, the girl said, “I am indeed not human, yet I am actually human. I was the daughter of the previous official. I was bewitched by a fox and died suddenly, buried within this garden. The foxes used magic to revive me, so now I float about like a fox.”

	 

	Liu then used his hand to probe her buttocks. The girl sensed it and laughed, “Do you suppose a fox has a tail?”

	 

	She turned around and said, “Please, try touching it.”

	 

	From then on, she stayed and did not leave. Whether walking or sitting, the little maid was always with her. The household staff all treated her with the respect due to a concubine. When maids and old women came to pay their respects, her rewards were very generous.

	 

	It happened to be Liu’s birthday. The guests were numerous, totaling over thirty tables, requiring many cooks. Although summons had been issued in advance, only one or two arrived. Liu was extremely angry.

	 

	The girl knew this and said, “Do not worry. Since the cooks are insufficient, it is better to send away even those who came. Though I am lacking in talent, thirty tables are not hard to manage.”

	 

	Liu was pleased and ordered the fish, meat, ginger, and cinnamon to be moved to the inner quarters. The household heard only the sound of knives and chopping blocks, rapid and incessant. A table was set just inside the door, and the servers placed trays upon it; when they turned back to look, the dishes were already filled. They took them away and returned; more than ten people went back and forth, yet the supply was inexhaustible.

	 

	At the end, the servers came asking for soup-cakes. A voice from inside said, “The master never ordered this beforehand; how can I manage it in an instant?”

	 

	Then it said, “There is no choice; I shall borrow them.”

	 

	A short while later, she called for them to take the soup-cakes. Looking at them, there were over thirty bowls steaming on the table. After the guests had left, she said to Liu, “You should pay money to compensate such-and-such family for their soup-cakes.”

	 

	Liu sent someone with the payment. That family had just lost their soup-cakes and were all marveling at the disappearance; when the messenger arrived, their doubts were resolved.

	 

	One evening, while drinking at night, Liu happened to miss the bitter green wine of Shandong. The girl asked to fetch some. She went out the door and returned after a while, saying, “There is a jar outside the door; it can supply you for several days.”

	 

	Liu looked and indeed found wine; it was truly the “Jar-Top Spring” from his home.

	 

	Several days later, Liu’s wife sent two servants to Fenzhou. On the road, one servant said, “I hear the Fox Lady rewards people generously. If I get reward money this time, I can buy a fur coat.”

	 

	The girl in the office already knew this and said to Liu, “People from your home are arriving. It is hateful that the coarse slave is so rude; I must punish him.”

	 

	The next day, as soon as the servant entered the city, he suffered a severe headache. Upon arriving at the office, he held his head and screamed. Everyone proposed administering medicine.

	 

	Liu laughed and said, “No need to treat it; when the time comes, he will heal on his own.”

	 

	Everyone suspected he had offended the Concubine. The servant thought to himself: I just arrived and haven’t even unpacked; how could I have committed an offense? Having nowhere to appeal, he kneeled aimlessly and begged.

	 

	A voice from behind the curtain said, “If you called me ‘Lady,’ that would be that; why call me ‘Fox’?”

	 

	The servant realized his mistake and kowtowed incessantly. She spoke again, “Since you want a fur coat, how can you be rude again?”

	 

	After a moment, she said, “You are healed.”

	 

	As soon as she spoke, the servant’s illness vanished as if lost. The servant bowed and prepared to leave when suddenly a bundle was thrown from the curtain. “This is a lambskin coat; you may take it.”

	 

	The servant opened it and looked; inside was five taels of silver. Liu asked for news from home. The servant said all was well, except that one night a jar of stored wine had gone missing. Checking the date, it was the very night the girl had fetched the wine. The group feared her divinity and called her the “Holy Immortal.”

	 

	Liu had a small portrait painted of her. At that time, Zhang Daoyi was the Education Intendant. Hearing of her wonders, he visited Liu based on their ties as fellow townsmen, wishing to beg for a glimpse of her. The girl refused. Liu showed him the portrait, and Zhang forcibly took it with him.

	 

	Upon returning, he hung it to the right of his seat and prayed to it morning and night, saying, “With your beautiful quality, where could you not go? Yet you entrust yourself to a hairy old man! I am certainly not worse than Dongjiu; why not grant me a favor?”

	 

	The girl in the office suddenly said to Liu, “Master Zhang is rude; I must punish him slightly.”

	 

	One day, just as Zhang was praying, it seemed as though someone struck his forehead with a ruler. It crashed down and was extremely painful. Terrified, he returned the scroll. Liu questioned the messenger, who hid the cause and gave a false answer.

	 

	Liu laughed, “Does your master’s forehead not hurt?”

	 

	Unable to deceive him, the messenger told the truth.

	 

	Shortly after, Liu’s son-in-law, Scholar Qi, came and asked to pay his respects to her. The girl firmly declined. Qi requested it insistently.

	 

	Liu said, “A son-in-law is not an outsider; why refuse so deeply?”

	 

	The girl said, “If the son-in-law sees me, I must give him a gift. He expects much from me, and I calculate I cannot satisfy his ambition, so I just did not want to see him.”

	 

	Since he insisted firmly, she promised to see him in ten days. When the date arrived, Qi entered, bowed across a curtain, and briefly exchanged greetings. Her appearance was indistinct, and he dared not scrutinize her. He retreated, but after a few steps, he turned his gaze back to stare.

	 

	He only heard the girl say, “The son-in-law turned his head!”

	 

	Having said this, she laughed loudly, shrill like the cry of an owl. Qi heard it and his legs went soft; he tottered as if he had lost his soul. After leaving, he sat for a while before he could settle down. He then said, “Hearing that laugh just now was like listening to a thunderclap; I actually didn’t feel my body was my own.”

	 

	A short while later, a maid, on the girl’s order, presented Qi with twenty taels of silver. Qi accepted it and said to the maid, “The Holy Immortal lives with my father-in-law daily; surely she knows my nature is extravagant and I am not accustomed to using small change?”

	 

	Hearing this, the girl said, “I knew it was so. My purse is currently empty. Recently, I went with companions to Bianliang. The city was occupied by the River God, and the treasuries were all submerged in water. We entered the water and each obtained a tiny amount; how can I satisfy an insatiable demand? Moreover, even if I could give a generous gift, his fortune is thin and he could not bear it.”

	 

	The girl knew all things beforehand; whenever there were doubts or difficulties, discussing them with her always resulted in a solution. One day, while sitting together, she suddenly looked up at the sky in great shock and said, “A great calamity is approaching; what can be done!”

	 

	Liu asked about his family in alarm.

	 

	She said, “The rest are all well, only the second son is a cause for anxiety. This place will soon become a battlefield. You must seek a commission to go far away to avoid the disaster.”

	 

	Liu followed her advice. He begged his superiors and obtained a task transporting provisions to the Yunnan-Guizhou region. The journey was long and distant, and those who heard of it offered condolences, but the girl alone congratulated him. Shortly after, Jiang Xiang rebelled, and Fenzhou fell and became a rebel den. Liu’s second son came from Shandong and happened to encounter the upheaval, whereupon he was killed. The city fell, and the officials all suffered in the disaster; only Liu avoided it because he was away on official business.

	 

	When the bandits were pacified, Liu finally returned. Soon after, he was implicated in a major legal case. He became so poor he could not afford morning or evening meals, yet those in power demanded many bribes, so he was distressed to the point of wanting to die.

	 

	The girl said, “Do not worry. There are three thousand taels under the bed that can supply your expenses.”

	 

	Liu was overjoyed and asked, “Where was it stolen from?”

	 

	She replied, “The ownerless things of the world are inexhaustible; what need is there to steal?”

	 

	Liu used the money to plan his escape and returned home. The girl followed him. A few years later, she suddenly left, leaving behind a paper packet with several items as a gift. Among them was a small banner used by mourning families to hang on doors, about two inches long. Everyone considered it ominous. Liu died soon after.

	 


Fox Dream

	 

	My friend Bi Yian was unconventional and stood out from the crowd, taking pride in his bold and unrestrained nature. He was plump in appearance and had a heavy beard. He was well-known within the scholarly community.

	 

	Once, on account of some business, he went to the country villa of his uncle, the Prefect, and rested in the upper story of the building. It was rumored that the building was frequented by foxes. Whenever Bi read the Tale of Qingfeng, his heart would yearn for such an encounter, and he regretted never having met one. Thus, while upstairs, he focused his mind and concentrated his thoughts on this desire.

	 

	Afterward, he returned to his study; the day was already growing dark. It was a sweltering summer month, so he lay down to sleep facing the open door. In his sleep, he felt someone shaking him. He woke and looked around to see a woman, over forty years of age but still possessing a graceful elegance.

	 

	Bi started up in surprise and asked who she was. She smiled and said, “I am a fox. Having received your focused concentration, I was secretly moved and accepted it.”

	 

	Bi was delighted to hear this and began to tease and flirt with her. The woman laughed and said, “I am getting on in years. Even if you do not find me repulsive, I would feel ashamed of myself. I have a young daughter who has reached marriageable age; she can serve you as a wife. Tomorrow night, ensure no one else is lodging in your room, and we shall come.” Having said this, she left.

	 

	When night came, he burned incense and sat waiting. The woman indeed arrived with her daughter. The girl’s demeanor was refined and graceful, unmatched in this world.

	 

	The woman said to her daughter, “You have a predestined bond with Master Bi, so you must stay here. Return early tomorrow morning; do not sleep in.”

	 

	Bi held her hand and led her behind the bed curtains, where they treated each other with the utmost intimacy. When it was over, she laughed and said, “You fat man, you are so heavy and clumsy, it is unbearable!”

	 

	She left before dawn. The next evening she came by herself and said, “My sisters wish to congratulate the new groom on my behalf. Tomorrow, I must ask you to deign to go with me.”

	 

	He asked, “Where?”

	 

	She replied, “My eldest sister is hosting the feast; it is not far from here.”

	 

	Bi waited for her as planned. A long time passed and she did not arrive; he grew tired and lethargic. Just as he laid his head upon the desk, the girl suddenly entered and said, “I have made you wait a long time.” She then took his hand and they walked.

	 

	Suddenly, they arrived at a place with a large courtyard. Going straight up to the central hall, he saw lamps and candles shimmering like bright stars. Presently the hostess appeared, nearly twenty years of age, lightly made up and extremely beautiful. After curtsying and offering her congratulations, just as they were about to take their seats, a maid entered and announced, “The Second Lady has arrived.”

	 

	A young woman entered, about eighteen or nineteen years old. She smiled at Bi’s lover and said, “So, Little Sister has finally ‘broken the melon’. Is the new groom to your liking?”

	 

	The girl hit her sister’s back with her fan and glared at her. The Second Lady said, “I remember when we were children, wrestling for fun. You were ticklish when anyone counted your ribs; even if one just blew on their fingers from afar, you would laugh uncontrollably. You would get angry and say I ought to marry the little prince of the Pygmy Kingdom. I told you that you, you little minx, would one day marry a bearded man who would prick and rupture your little lips. Now it has indeed come true.”

	 

	The Eldest Lady laughed and said, “No wonder Third Sister is cursing you in anger! With the new groom right here, you are being downright silly and unruly!”

	 

	Soon, they drew their seats together and passed around the wine cups, feasting and laughing with great joy. Suddenly, a young girl arrived holding a cat. She was about eleven or twelve years old; her child’s hair was barely dry, yet her beauty and charm penetrated to the bone.

	 

	The Eldest Lady said, “Does Fourth Sister also want to see her brother-in-law? There is no place to sit here.” So she lifted the girl onto her knee and fed her delicacies and fruit.

	 

	After a while, she moved the girl to the Second Lady’s lap, saying, “She is pressing on my legs and making them ache!”

	 

	The Second Sister said, “You little minx, you are so big and heavy as a hundred weights; I am too frail to bear it. Since you want to see your brother-in-law, and he is strong and sturdy, his fat knees can handle the sitting.” She then grabbed the girl and placed her in Bi’s lap.

	 

	In his arms, she felt fragrant and soft, as light as if she were nothing. Bi held her and they drank from the same cup.

	 

	The Eldest Lady said, “Little minx, do not drink too much. If you get drunk and lose your manners, your brother-in-law might laugh at you.” The young girl smiled happily and played with the cat, which let out a sharp cry.

	 

	The Eldest Lady said, “Throw it away! You’ll get fleas and lice from holding it!”

	 

	The Second Lady said, “Let us use the cat for a drinking game. Pass a chopstick around; whoever has it when the cat meows must drink.” They followed her suggestion.

	 

	Whenever it reached Bi, the cat meowed. Bi, being a heavy drinker, drained several cups in a row. He then realized the young girl was pinching the cat to make it cry, and everyone laughed uproariously.

	 

	The Second Sister said, “Little Sister, go off to bed! You will crush our guest to death, and I fear Third Sister will blame us.” The young girl then picked up the cat and left.

	 

	The Eldest Sister, seeing Bi’s capacity for alcohol, took off her hair bun, filled it with wine, and urged him to drink. The bun looked as if it could hold only a liter, yet when he drank from it, it seemed to contain several gallons. When he drained it and looked closer, it was actually a lotus leaf. The Second Lady also wanted to toast him, but Bi declined, saying he could drink no more.

	 

	The Second Lady took out a rouge box, no larger than a pellet, poured wine into it, and said, “Since you cannot drink much, just take this as a token of my regard.”

	 

	Bi looked at it; it seemed one sip would finish it. Yet he took a hundred sips, and it never ran dry. His lover, standing beside him, swapped the box for a small lotus-shaped cup, saying, “Do not let yourself be tricked by that wicked one.” She placed the box on the table, and it turned into a huge bowl.

	 

	The Second Lady said, “What business is it of yours? He has been your groom for only three days, yet you are already so protective!”

	 

	Bi held the cup to his lips and drained it instantly. It felt soft and sleek in his hand; upon examining it, he saw it was not a cup at all, but a silk shoe, exquisitely lined and decorated.

	 

	The Second Lady snatched it back, cursing, “You cunning minx! When did you steal my shoe? No wonder my foot felt freezing cold!” She stood up and went into the room to change her shoes.

	 

	The girl signaled Bi to leave the table and say his farewells. She escorted him out of the village and sent him on his way back alone. Suddenly, he woke up and realized it had all been a dream; yet his nose and mouth were reeking of alcohol, and the smell of wine was still strong. He found this very strange.

	 

	At dusk, the girl came and asked, “Did you not drink yourself to death last night?”

	 

	Bi replied, “I was just suspecting it was a dream.”

	 

	The girl said, “My sisters were afraid of your wild behavior, so they cast it as a dream, but in truth, it was not a dream.”

	 

	The girl often played Weiqi with Bi, and Bi always lost. She laughed and said, “You are addicted to this game every day, so I assumed you must be a master. Now I see you are merely average.”

	 

	Bi asked for instruction. The girl said, “The art of Weiqi lies in self-realization; how can I help you? However, by constant association day and night, perhaps you will improve.”

	 

	After a few months, Bi felt he had improved slightly. The girl tested him, laughed, and said, “Not yet, not yet.”

	 

	When Bi went out to play with his former chess companions, they noticed a difference in his skill and were all amazed.

	 

	Bi was a frank and straightforward man who could not keep a secret, and he let slip a few details. The girl already knew; she scolded him, saying, “It is no wonder that those of my kind do not associate with wild scholars! I repeatedly told you to be secretive, yet you still behave like this!” She was angry and made to leave.

	 

	Bi apologized profusely, and the girl relented slightly; however, from that point on, her visits became increasingly rare.

	 

	More than a year passed. One evening she came and sat stiffly facing him. He asked to play chess, but she refused; he asked to go to bed, but she refused. She remained melancholy for a long time, then asked, “How do I compare to Qingfeng in your eyes?”

	 

	He replied, “You probably surpass her.”

	 

	She said, “I am ashamed that I am not her equal. However, the Master of Liaozhai is a literary friend of yours. Please trouble him to write a biography for me; perhaps in a thousand years, there will be someone who loves and remembers me as you do.”

	 

	Bi said, “I have long intended to do so, but I kept it secret to obey your previous instructions.”

	 

	The girl said, “I gave those instructions before, but now that we are about to part, what need is there for concealment?”

	 

	He asked, “Where are you going?”

	 

	She replied, “Fourth Sister and I have been recruited by the Queen Mother of the West to serve as Envoys of Flowers and Birds, so we can no longer come here. In the past, one of my sisters was with your cousin; by the time they parted, she had already borne two daughters who are not yet married. Fortunately, you and I have no such entanglements.”

	 

	Bi asked for parting words. She said, “If you calm your excessive spiritedness, your faults will naturally be few.” She then stood up, took his hand, and said, “Walk with me a ways.”

	 

	They walked for about a mile. Shedding tears, they parted ways, and she said, “If we both have the will, there may yet be a time we meet again.” Then she left.

	 

	On the nineteenth day of the twelfth month of the twenty-first year of Kangxi, Master Bi slept head-to-foot with me in the Chuoran Hall and recounted this strange tale in detail. I said, “With a fox like this, the pen and ink of Liaozhai are glorified.” Thus, I have recorded it.

	 


Fox Girl

	 

	Yi Gun was a native of Jiujiang. One night, a woman came to him, and they slept together. Although he knew in his heart that she was a fox spirit, he was enamored by her beauty and kept it a secret from everyone; even his parents did not know.

	 

	Over time, his body became emaciated and frail. His parents questioned him exhaustively, and only then did he tell them the truth. His parents were deeply distressed; they had people take turns sleeping with him and also employed charms and spells, but in the end, they could not prevent her from coming. However, when his father personally shared the quilt with him, the fox did not come; but if they swapped in another person, she arrived again.

	 

	Yi asked the fox about this.

	 

	The fox said, “How can worldly talismans and incantations control me? However, we too possess a sense of moral order; how could I engage in intimacy in front of your father!”

	 

	Upon hearing this, the father accompanied his son even more diligently without leaving, and the fox finally stopped coming.

	 

	Later, when rebel bandits ran rampant, the villagers all fled, and Yi lost contact with his family. He fled into Mount Kunlun, looking around at the desolation. As the sun set, he became terrified. Suddenly, he saw a woman approaching; looking closely, it was the fox girl. Meeting amidst the chaos of separation, they felt relieved and happy.

	 

	The girl said, “The sun has already set in the west; you stay here for now. I will look for a good spot and temporarily build a room to shelter us from tigers and wolves.”

	 

	She walked a few paces north and squatted in the thick grass; he did not know what she was doing. After a short while she returned, pulled Yi toward the south for about ten paces, and then dragged him back. Suddenly, he saw a thousand great trees surrounding a tall pavilion with copper walls and iron pillars, and a roof that looked like gold leaf. Inspecting it closely, the walls reached his shoulders. There were no doors or windows on any side, but the top of the wall was lined with densely packed hollows. The woman used these as footholds to cross over, and Yi followed her.

	 

	Once inside, suspecting that this golden house could not have been built by human hands, he asked where it came from.

	 

	The woman laughed and said, “You stay here, and tomorrow I will give it to you. With millions in gold and iron, it will be enough to feed and clothe you for half a lifetime.”

	 

	Shortly after, she bade him farewell. Yi pleaded with her to stay, and she finally agreed.

	 

	“Having been rejected by humans,” she said, “I had resolved to cut ties forever; yet now I cannot remain firm in my resolve.”

	 

	When he woke up, the fox girl was gone; he did not know when she had left. At daybreak, he climbed over the wall and left. Looking back at where he had slept, there was no pavilion or house; there were only four needles stuck inside a finger ring, with a rouge box covering them. The great trees were merely clumps of brambles and old thorny bushes.

	 


Fox of Fenzhou

	 

	Assistant Prefect Zhu of Fenzhou lived in an official residence inhabited by many foxes. One night, as the official sat up, a woman walked back and forth beneath the lamp. At first, he assumed she was a wife from his household and did not bother to pay attention; but when he raised his eyes, he realized he did not recognize her at all, yet her appearance was radiant and stunning. He knew in his heart she was a fox, but being fond of her beauty, he hastily called her over.

	 

	The woman stopped her steps and laughed, saying, “To address someone with such a harsh voice—who is your maidservant?”

	 

	Zhu laughed and stood up, pulling her down to sit and apologizing for his transgression. They then became intimate, and for a long time, they enjoyed the affection of husband and wife.

	 

	Suddenly, she said to him, “Your rank is due to be promoted, but our parting is days away.”

	 

	He asked, “When?”

	 

	She replied, “Imminently. However, just as congratulators arrive at the door, mourners will be at the gate; you will not be able to serve in office.”

	 

	Three days later, the notification of promotion indeed arrived. The next day, he received the obituary of his mother. The official resigned from his post and wished to return home with the fox. She refused. She saw him off at the river, but he insisted she board the boat.

	 

	The woman said, “You simply do not know: foxes cannot cross the river.”

	 

	Zhu could not bear to part and lingered by the riverbank. Suddenly, the woman went out, saying she was going to visit an old acquaintance. After a while she returned, and immediately a guest came to return the call. The woman spoke with him in another room.

	 

	When the guest left, she came back and said, “Please go ahead and board the boat; I will cross with you to see you off.”

	 

	Zhu asked, “Earlier you said you could not cross; why do you say this now?”

	 

	She replied, “The one I visited just now was none other than the River God. Because of you, I made a special request of him. He has granted me a limit of ten days for the round trip, so I can stay with you briefly.”

	 

	They then crossed together. On the tenth day, she indeed bade farewell and departed.

	 


Hongyu

	 

	Old Man Feng of Guangping had a son styled Xiangru. Both father and son were government students. The old man was nearly sixty years old, upright and unyielding by nature, but his household was frequently empty of provisions. Over the course of a few years, his wife and daughter-in-law passed away one after another, leaving him to draw water and pound rice himself.

	 

	One night, Xiangru was sitting under the moon when he suddenly saw a girl from the eastern neighbor’s house peeking over the wall. He looked at her and found her beautiful. He approached her, and she smiled. He beckoned to her; she neither came nor left. He persisted in his invitation, and finally, she used a ladder to cross over, and they spent the night together.

	 

	When asked her name, she replied, “I am Hongyu, the neighbor’s daughter.”

	 

	The scholar fell deeply in love and proposed a lifelong commitment. The girl agreed. She came and went every night for about half a year.

	 

	One night, the old man woke up and heard laughter coming from his son’s room. He peeked in, saw the girl, and became furious. He called his son out and scolded him: “You beast! What are you doing? In such a desolate state, instead of studying bitterly, you learn to be dissolute? If people know of this, it destroys your virtue; if they don’t, it shortens your lifespan!”

	 

	The scholar knelt and threw himself to the ground, weeping and professing his repentance.

	 

	The old man then scolded the girl: “A girl who does not keep the precepts of the boudoir not only stains herself but stains others. If this matter is exposed by a single hair, it will bring more than just shame to my humble home!”

	 

	Having finished scolding, he returned to bed in anger.

	 

	The girl wept and said, “Your father’s reproach is truly shameful and humiliating! The affinity between us has ended.”

	 

	The scholar said, “With my father present, I cannot decide for myself. If you have affection for me, we must endure this insult for the sake of our love.”

	 

	The girl’s words were decisive. The scholar broke into tears. She stopped him, saying, “I have no matchmaker’s words nor parental orders with you. Climbing walls and drilling through gaps, how can we grow old together? There is a fine match available nearby; you can betroth her.”

	 

	He told her he was poor.

	 

	The girl said, “Wait for me tomorrow night. I will plan this for you.”

	 

	The next night, the girl indeed arrived and presented the scholar with forty taels of white silver. She said, “Sixty li from here, in Wu Village, is the Wei family. Their daughter is eighteen. Because they set a high price, she has not yet been sold. If you entice them with a heavy sum, they will surely agree.”

	 

	Having spoken, she bid farewell and left.

	 

	The scholar took an opportunity to speak to his father, expressing a desire to go and evaluate the match, but he hid the silver and dared not mention it. The old man, reckoning they had no funds, stopped him.

	 

	The scholar gently argued, “There is no harm in just trying.”

	 

	The old man nodded.

	 

	The scholar then borrowed a servant and a horse and went to the Wei family. Wei was a rustic farmer; the scholar called him out and spoke with him privately. Wei knew the scholar came from a distinguished clan, and seeing his dignified and open manner, he approved of him in his heart, but worried he would be stingy with money.

	 

	The scholar listened to his hesitant speech, understood his intent, and emptied his purse onto the table. Wei was delighted and asked a neighbor scholar to act as a go-between, writing the engagement on red paper.

	 

	The scholar entered to pay respects to the mother. The dwelling was cramped; the girl stood beside her mother using her as a screen. He stole a glance at her; although she wore thorns and cotton cloth, her expression was radiant and beautiful. He was secretly pleased.

	 

	Wei borrowed a house to host his son-in-law and said, “Young master need not come personally to fetch her. Wait until we make up a few clothes, and we will carry her to you.”

	 

	The scholar agreed on a date and returned. He lied to his father, saying Wei loved their pure lineage and did not demand money. The old man was also pleased. On the appointed day, Wei indeed sent his daughter. The wife was diligent and thrifty, possessing the virtue of obedience; the couple’s harmony was very deep. Two years later, she gave birth to a boy named Fu-er.

	 

	It happened to be the Qingming Festival, and the couple carried their son to sweep the ancestral graves, where they encountered a local gentry member named Song. Song had been a Censor but was dismissed for bribery. Living in retirement, he fanned the flames of tyranny and cruelty. He was also returning from sweeping graves that day, and upon seeing the wife, he found her ravishing.

	 

	He asked the villagers and learned she was the scholar’s wife. Assuming the Fengs were poor scholars, he tried to entice them with heavy bribes, hoping to sway them, and hinted this to the family.

	 

	When the scholar heard this, anger showed on his face. But realizing the difference in power, he suppressed his rage, forced a smile, and returned home to tell his father. The old man was enraged; he ran out and, facing Song’s servants, pointed at the sky and sketched on the ground, cursing them in a myriad of ways. The servants scurried away like rats.

	 

	Song was also furious and sent several men to break into the scholar’s home. They beat the old man and the son, the commotion boiling like a cauldron. Hearing this, the wife abandoned the child on the bed and let down her hair, screaming for help. The group seized her and carried her off, departing in a tumult. Father and son lay injured and groaning on the ground, while the baby cried wa-wa inside the room. Neighbors took pity on them and helped them onto their beds.

	 

	After a day, the scholar could rise with a cane, but the old man, consumed by rage, refused to eat; he vomited blood and soon died. The scholar wept bitterly. Carrying his son, he filed lawsuits, going as high as the Governor-General, suing almost everywhere, but in the end, he could not get justice.

	 

	Later, he heard his wife had died refusing to yield, which increased his sorrow. Injustice blocked his chest and throat, with no road to relief. He often thought of lying in wait to assassinate Song, but worried about Song’s numerous guards, and he had no one to entrust with his son. Day and night he mourned and thought, his eyes never closing in sleep.

	 

	Suddenly, a man came to mourn at his house. He had a curly beard and a broad jaw; the scholar had never met him before. He invited the man to sit, intending to ask his town and clan.

	 

	The guest abruptly said, “You have the vengeance of a murdered father and a stolen wife; have you forgotten to exact it?”

	 

	The scholar suspected he was a spy for the Song family and gave a vague, polite answer.

	 

	The guest’s eyes glared as if they would split; he suddenly stood to leave, saying, “I took you for a man, but now I know you are a worthless fellow not worth mentioning!”

	 

	The scholar realized he was extraordinary, knelt, and held him back, saying, “I truly feared the Song family was baiting my tongue. Now I will truthfully lay bare my heart and stomach: I have been sleeping on brushwood and tasting gall for a long time. But I pity this creature in swaddling clothes, fearing my ancestral line will fall. You are a righteous man; can you be a guardian to my orphan?”

	 

	The guest said, “That is the business of women and girls; it is not what I can do. That which you wish to entrust to others, please take upon yourself; that which you wish to take upon yourself, I am willing to do in your stead.”

	 

	Hearing this, the scholar kowtowed until his head struck the ground.

	 

	The guest left without looking back. The scholar chased after him to ask his name. He replied, “If I fail, I won’t let you receive the blame; if I succeed, I won’t let you receive the credit.” And so he left.

	 

	Fearing disaster would implicate him, the scholar took his son and fled. That night, the entire Song household was asleep when someone crossed the layered walls and entered, killing the Censor, his two sons, one daughter-in-law, and a maid.

	 

	The Song family filed a report with the officials. The officials were greatly shocked. The Song family insisted it was Xiangru, so runners were sent to capture him. The scholar had fled, his whereabouts unknown, which made the suspicion seem even more true. Song’s servants and official runners searched everywhere in the darkness.

	 

	At night, they reached the Southern Mountains and heard a child crying; following the sound, they found him. They bound him and marched him away. The child cried even more angrily, so the group snatched the child and threw him away. The scholar was so filled with injustice and rage he wanted to die.

	 

	He saw the Magistrate. The Magistrate asked, “Why did you kill people?”

	 

	The scholar said, “Injustice! I fled by night and rested by day, carrying a crying baby; how could I climb walls and kill people?”

	 

	The Magistrate said, “If you didn’t kill anyone, why flee?”

	 

	The scholar was out of words and could not defend himself. He was thrown into prison.

	 

	The scholar wept, “My death is not worth regretting, but what crime has the orphan committed?”

	 

	The Magistrate said, “You killed many of their sons; if they kill your son, what is there to complain about?”

	 

	The scholar was stripped of his degree and repeatedly subjected to cruel tortures, but ultimately gave no confession.

	 

	That night, just as the Magistrate lay down, he heard something strike his bed, vibrating with a loud sound. He shouted in great fear. The whole family started up in alarm; gathering together to shine a light, they found a short knife, sharp as frost, chopped into the bed more than an inch deep, so firm it could not be pulled out. Upon seeing it, the Magistrate lost his soul and spirit. He ordered guards with spears to search everywhere, but there was no trace of anyone.

	 

	He was secretly terrified. Furthermore, since the Song men were dead and no longer to be feared, he reported the details to his superiors, arguing for the scholar’s innocence, and finally released him.

	 

	The scholar returned home. The jars contained not a pint or peck of grain; he faced the four bare walls in solitude. Fortunately, neighbors took pity and gifted him food and drink, allowing him to scrape by. When he thought that his great vengeance was taken, he felt a solitary, expansive joy; when he thought of the cruel disaster that had nearly exterminated his family, tears fell like rain; and when he thought of his half-life of piercing poverty and his ancestral line discontinued, he would cry aloud in deserted places, unable to control himself.

	 

	This went on for half a year, and the hunt for the killer relaxed. He then petitioned the Magistrate, begging for the return of Mistress Wei’s bones. After burying her and returning, he was so overwhelmed with grief he wished to die. Tossing and turning on his empty bed, he saw no road to life.

	 

	Suddenly, there was someone knocking at the door. He focused his mind to listen quietly and heard someone outside talking in low murmurs to a small child. The scholar hurriedly got up to peek; it seemed to be a woman.

	 

	As soon as the door opened, she asked, “Your great grievance has been snowed away; I trust you have been well?”

	 

	The voice was familiar, but in the haste of the moment, he could not recall it. Lighting a candle, he saw it was Hongyu. She was leading a small boy who was laughing and playing by her legs. The scholar had no time to ask questions; he embraced the woman and wept loudly. The woman was also sorrowful.

	 

	After a moment, she pushed the boy forward, saying, “Have you forgotten your father?”

	 

	The boy tugged at the woman’s clothes and looked at the scholar with bright eyes. Examining him closely, it was Fu-er.

	 

	Greatly shocked, the scholar wept and asked, “Where did the child come from?”

	 

	The woman said, “I will tell you the truth: when I said I was a neighbor’s daughter, that was a lie. I am actually a fox. That night I was walking and saw the child crying at the mouth of the valley, so I carried him to Shaanxi and raised him. Hearing that the great tribulation has settled, I brought him back to reunite with you.”

	 

	The scholar wiped away his tears and bowed in thanks. The child stayed in the woman’s bosom as if clinging to his mother, and indeed could no longer recognize his father.

	 

	Before the sky was bright, the woman abruptly got up. When asked why, she replied, “I wish to leave.”

	 

	The scholar knelt naked on the bed, weeping so hard he could not look up.

	 

	The woman laughed and said, “I am only teasing you. Now that the household must be started anew, we cannot do without rising early and sleeping late.”

	 

	She then cut away the brush and wielded the broom, working like a man. The scholar worried about their poverty and lack of supplies.

	 

	The woman said, “You just lower your curtains and study; do not ask about surplus or scarcity, and we shall probably not starve to death.”

	 

	She then took out money to buy weaving tools, rented several dozen mu of land, and hired laborers to farm. Shouldering a hoe to clear weeds and pulling vines to repair the roof, she made this her daily routine. The villagers, hearing of the wife’s virtue, were even more happy to assist them. In about half a year, the household was bustling and prosperous, like a wealthy family.

	 

	The scholar said, “From the ashes, you have rebuilt everything with bare hands. But one thing is not yet settled. What shall we do?”

	 

	When she questioned him, he replied, “The exam period is approaching, but my scholar’s robes and title have not yet been restored.”

	 

	The woman laughed and said, “I already sent four taels of silver to the Director of Studies; your name has been restored to the registry. If we waited for you to speak, it would have been missed long ago.”

	 

	The scholar marveled at her even more. In that session, he passed the provincial exam. At that time, he was thirty-six years old. His fertile fields connected by footpaths, and his great house was spacious. The woman was slender and graceful, looking as if she might float away with the wind, yet she worked harder than a peasant wife; though she toiled through the severe winter, her hands were as smooth as grease. She said she was twenty-eight, but to others, she appeared usually as someone of around twenty.

	 

	The son was worthy, the father was virtuous, thus the recompense was heroic. Not only was the human a hero, but the fox was also a hero. The encounter was truly strange! However, as for that leisurely official—making one’s hair stand on end—when the knife vibrated entering the wood, why was it spared from moving half a foot over onto the bed? If Su Zimei were to read this, he would surely drain a cup of wine and say, ‘What a pity the blow did not hit home!’

	 


Jiaona

	 

	Scholar Kong Xueli was a descendant of Confucius. He was a man of refined character and skilled in poetry. A close friend of his served as the Magistrate of Tiantai and sent a letter inviting him to visit. Kong went, but just as he arrived, the Magistrate passed away. Left destitute and unable to return home, Kong took up residence in the Putuo Temple, where he was hired by the monks to copy documents.

	 

	Over a hundred paces west of the temple stood the residence of Mr. Shan. Mr. Shan was the scion of a prominent family, but due to a major lawsuit, his fortune had withered. With few family members left, he had moved to the countryside, leaving the mansion empty. One day, during a heavy snowstorm when the roads were devoid of travelers, Kong happened to pass by the gate. A young man emerged; his bearing was exceptionally elegant and handsome. Upon seeing Kong, the young man hastened to bow, offered brief words of sympathy regarding his situation, and invited him inside. Kong, charmed by him, gladly followed him in.

	 

	The rooms were not particularly vast, but brocade curtains hung everywhere, and the walls were adorned with calligraphy and paintings by ancients. On a desk lay a book titled Records of Langhuan. Flipping through it, Kong found it contained things he had never seen before. Assuming the young man was the owner of the Shan mansion, Kong did not inquire about his lineage. The young man asked in detail about Kong’s travels and, taking pity on him, suggested he set up a school to teach students.

	 

	Kong sighed and said, “For a traveler in a strange land, who will act as my Caoqiu?”

	 

	The young man replied, “If you do not reject me for my dullness, I would be willing to become your pupil.”

	 

	Kong was delighted but dared not assume the role of a master, suggesting instead that they be friends. He then asked, “Why has this house been locked up for so long?”

	 

	“This is the Shan estate,” the answer came. “Because the owner moved to the countryside, it has long been vacant. My surname is Huangfu. My ancestors lived in Shaanxi, but because our home was destroyed by a wildfire, we have borrowed this place for temporary shelter.”

	 

	Only then did Kong realize the young man was not a member of the Shan family. That evening, they talked and laughed with great joy, and the young man kept Kong to share his bed. At daybreak, a servant boy lit a charcoal fire in the room. The young man rose first and went into the inner quarters, while Kong was still sitting up in his bedding.

	 

	The servant entered and announced, “The Old Master is here.”

	 

	Kong started up in alarm. An old man entered, his hair and beard completely white. He thanked Kong profusely, saying, “Sir, you did not discard my stubborn son, but were willing to bestow your teachings upon him. My boy is just beginning to learn his letters; please do not treat him as an equal due to your friendship, but rather discipline him.”

	 

	He then presented a set of brocade clothes, a marten hat, socks, and shoes. Once he saw that Kong had washed and combed his hair, he called for wine and food. The tables, couches, and coverings were of unknown materials, dazzling the eyes with their brilliance. After several rounds of wine, the old man excused himself and left, leaning on his staff.

	 

	After the meal, the young gentleman presented his coursework. It consisted entirely of ancient-style prose and poetry, with no “eight-legged essays.” When asked about this, he smiled and said, “I do not seek official advancement.”

	 

	By dusk, they drank again. “Let us enjoy ourselves to the fullest tonight,” the young man said, “for tomorrow it will not be permitted.” He called to the servant boy: “See if the Old Master is asleep. If he is, you may quietly summon Xiangnu.”

	 

	The servant left and soon returned carrying a pipa in an embroidered case. A short while later, a maidservant entered. She was adorned in red and was exquisitely beautiful. The young man ordered her to play the “Lament of the Xiang River Concubines.” She used an ivory plectrum to pluck the strings; the melody was impassioned and mournful, with a rhythm unlike anything usually heard. He then ordered her to serve wine in large goblets. They did not stop until the third watch of the night.

	 

	The next day, they rose early to study together. The young gentleman was incredibly intelligent; he could memorize anything after a single reading. After two or three months, his writing was startlingly brilliant. They agreed to drink together every five days, and every time they drank, Xiangnu was summoned.

	 

	One night, warmed by wine, Kong fixed his gaze upon her. The young gentleman understood his thoughts and said, “This maid was raised by my father. Since you, brother, are alone and far from home, I have long been thinking on your behalf day and night. I shall find a good match for you.”

	 

	Kong replied, “If you wish to show me kindness, she must be exactly like Xiangnu.”

	 

	The young gentleman laughed. “You truly are one who ‘has seen little and finds much to be strange.’ If you consider her to be the best, then your desires are easily satisfied.”

	 

	Half a year passed. Kong wished to take a stroll in the outskirts, but when he reached the gate, he found the double doors locked from the outside. When he asked about it, the young gentleman said, “My father fears that social interactions will distract from my studies, so he has closed us off from guests.” Kong felt at peace with this.

	 

	As the summer heat became intense, they moved their study to a garden pavilion. Suddenly, a swelling appeared on Kong’s chest, first the size of a peach, then swelling overnight to the size of a bowl. He groaned in agony. The young gentleman attended to him day and night, neglecting his own sleep and food. After a few days, the infection worsened, and Kong could no longer eat or drink. The Old Master also came and sighed as he looked at him.

	 

	The young gentleman said, “I was thinking the other night that my little sister, Jiaona, could cure this condition. I sent someone to Grandmother’s house to call her back; why has she not arrived?”

	 

	Just then, a servant entered and announced, “Miss Jiaona has arrived. Her aunt and cousin A-Song have come with her.”

	 

	Father and son quickly went inside. A short while later, they brought the sister out to see Kong. She was about thirteen or fourteen years old, with eyes that flowed with intelligence and a slender figure like a willow branch. When Kong saw her beauty, he instantly forgot his groans and pain, and his spirits lifted.

	 

	The young gentleman said to her, “This is my good friend, whom I treat as a brother. Little sister, please treat him well.”

	 

	The girl composed her shy expression, rolled up her long sleeves, and approached the couch to examine him. As she touched him, Kong perceived a fragrance surpassing that of orchids. She smiled and said, “It is expected that you would have this illness; your heart pulse is agitated. Although the condition is critical, it can be cured. However, the flesh has already congealed; we must cut away the skin and remove the meat.”

	 

	She removed a gold bracelet from her arm and placed it over the infected area, slowly pressing down. The swelling protruded an inch or so above the bracelet, while the remaining swelling at the base was entirely constricted within it, no longer spreading wide as a bowl. She then lifted her silk lapel with one hand and untied a knife from her sash. The blade was thinner than paper. Holding the bracelet and grasping the knife, she lightly cut around the base. Purple blood gushed out, staining the bed mats. Yet, greedy for her enchanting presence, Kong not only felt no pain but feared the surgery would end too quickly, ending their proximity. In moments, the rotten flesh was cut away, appearing like a gall severed from a tree.

	 

	She called for water to wash the wound. Then, she spat a red pill the size of a bullet from her mouth, placed it on the flesh, and pressed it, making it rotate. After one rotation, he felt a blazing heat; after the second, a soothing itch; after the third, a refreshing coolness permeated his body, sinking into his marrow. The girl took the pill back into her mouth and swallowed it, saying, “You are cured.” She then walked away with quick steps.

	 

	Kong leaped up and ran to thank her, his chronic illness gone as if it were nothing. However, he could not stop thinking about her beautiful face; he suffered uncontrollably from longing. From then on, he abandoned his books and sat in a daze, finding no joy in anything.

	 

	The young gentleman noticed this and said, “I have searched for a good match for you.”

	 

	“Who is it?” Kong asked.

	 

	“It is also a relative of mine.”

	 

	Kong sat lost in thought for a long time, then simply said, “There is no need.” Turning to face the wall, he recited: “‘Having seen the vast ocean, one troubles not with mere rivers; except for Wushan, no cloud is a cloud.’“

	 

	The young gentleman understood his meaning and said, “My father admires your great talent and has often wished to form a marriage alliance. However, he has only one young daughter, and she is too childish. I have a cousin, A-Song, the daughter of my aunt. She is eighteen years old and quite refined. If you do not believe me, Cousin Song walks in the garden every day. If you wait in the front wing, you can see her.”

	 

	Kong followed his instructions and indeed saw Jiaona coming with a beautiful woman. With painted brows curved like moths and small feet stepping like a phoenix, she was an equal match for Jiaona in beauty. Kong was overjoyed and asked the young gentleman to act as a matchmaker.

	 

	The next day, the young gentleman came out from the inner quarters and congratulated him, “It is arranged.”

	 

	They cleared a separate courtyard to hold the wedding ceremony for Kong. That evening, amidst the clamor of drums and flutes, with dust and silks flying, Kong felt that the celestial being he had gazed upon was suddenly sharing his bed curtains. He began to suspect that the Palace of Broad Cold was not necessarily in the clouds. After the marriage was consummated, he was extremely satisfied.

	 

	One evening, the young gentleman said to Kong, “I can never forget the kindness of your instruction. Recently, Mr. Shan has resolved his lawsuit and is returning. He demands his house back urgently, so my family intends to leave this place and move west. It will be difficult for us to gather again, and parting sorrows weigh upon my heart.”

	 

	Kong wished to go with them. The young gentleman advised him to return to his own hometown, but Kong found that difficult. The young gentleman said, “Do not worry, I can send you off immediately.”

	 

	Before long, the Old Master brought A-Song out and presented Kong with one hundred taels of gold. The young gentleman grasped Kong and his wife by the hands and instructed them to close their eyes and not look. They felt themselves floating in the air, with only the sound of wind in their ears. After a long time, he said, “We have arrived.”

	 

	Opening his eyes, Kong saw his native village. He finally realized that the young gentleman and his family were not human. Happily, he knocked on his family’s gate. His mother came out, surprised beyond expectation. Seeing the beautiful wife, she joined them in their joy and relief. When Kong looked back, the young gentleman had vanished.

	 

	A-Song served her mother-in-law with filial piety; her beauty and reputation for virtue were heard far and wide.

	 

	Later, Kong passed the imperial examinations, becoming a presented scholar, and was appointed as the Judicial Officer of Yan’an. He took his family to his post, but his mother did not go due to the long distance. A-Song gave birth to a son named Xiaohuan. Eventually, Kong was dismissed from office for offending an Inspector and was stuck there, unable to return home.

	 

	One day while hunting in the countryside, he met a handsome young man riding a black colt who frequently looked back at him. Looking closely, it was the young Master Huangfu. Pulling on the reins, they stopped their horses, filled with a mix of sadness and joy. The young man invited Kong to go with him. They arrived at a village where the trees were so dense they obscured the sun. Entering the house, Kong saw gold doorknobs and studs; it was clearly the home of an aristocratic family.

	 

	When asked about his sister, the young man said she had married; his mother-in-law had passed away, which they mourned deeply together. After staying the night, Kong left, returning later with his wife. Jiaona also arrived; she picked up Kong’s son, bounced him, and teased, “Sister, you’ve mixed up our bloodline!”

	 

	Kong bowed to thank her for her past kindness. She laughed and said, “My brother-in-law is a noble man now. The wound has healed; have you forgotten the pain?”

	 

	Her husband, Mr. Wu, also came to pay his respects. They stayed for two nights before leaving.

	 

	One day, the young gentleman appeared with a worried expression and said to Kong, “Heaven is sending down a terrible calamity. Can you save us?”

	 

	Kong did not know what was wrong, but he immediately pledged himself to the task. The young gentleman rushed out and summoned the entire household to enter and bow in the hall. Kong was terrified and asked urgently what was happening.

	 

	The young gentleman said, “I am not human, but a fox. Today, we face a tribulation of thunder. If you are willing to risk your life to help us, my whole family may hope to survive. If not, please take your child and leave so you are not implicated.”

	 

	Kong swore to live or die with them. The young gentleman then had him stand with a sword at the gate, instructing him, “When the thunder crashes, do not move!”

	 

	Kong did as instructed. Indeed, he saw dark clouds turn the day into night, making it as black as lacquer. Looking back at the residence, the grand gates were gone; he saw only a towering burial mound and a giant, bottomless hole. While he stood in shock, a thunderclap shook the mountains; violent rain and wild wind uprooted old trees. Kong was blinded and deafened, but he stood firm and did not move an inch.

	 

	Suddenly, amidst the thick smoke and black mists, he saw a demonic entity with a sharp beak and long claws snatch a person from the hole and fly straight up with the smoke. Catching a glimpse of the clothes and shoes, Kong thought it looked like Jiaona. He immediately leaped from the ground and struck the entity with his sword, causing it to fall from the air. Suddenly, a crashing thunderbolt exploded. Kong collapsed and died.

	 

	A short while later, the sky cleared. Jiaona regained consciousness. Seeing Kong dead beside her, she wept loudly, “Master Kong died for me; why should I live?”

	 

	A-Song also came out, and together they carried Kong back. Jiaona had A-Song hold his head while her brother used a gold hairpin to pry open his teeth. She then held his chin, used her tongue to pass the red pill into his mouth, and pressed her lips to his, blowing air into him. The red pill went down his throat with the air, making a gurgling sound. After a while, he woke up.

	 

	Seeing his family gathered before him, it felt like waking from a dream. The whole family was reunited, their fear turning to joy. Kong felt that the grave-mound was not a suitable place to live for long, so he proposed they all return to his hometown. The hall was filled with agreement, but only Jiaona looked unhappy. Kong invited her and Mr. Wu to come along, but she worried that her parents-in-law would not want to leave their young grandson. They discussed it all day without result.

	 

	Suddenly, a young servant from the Wu household arrived, sweating and breathless. Startled, they questioned him and learned that the Wu family had suffered the same calamity that very day, and the entire household had perished. Jiaona stamped her foot in grief, weeping uncontrollably. Everyone comforted her. Thus, the plan to return together was decided.

	 

	Kong went into the city to attend to his affairs for a few days, then they packed their bags overnight and left. Upon returning home, Kong gave a vacant garden over to the young gentleman to live in, keeping the gate constantly locked. Only when Kong and A-Song arrived would the lock be opened. Kong, the young gentleman, and his sister would drink, play chess, and talk as if they were one family.

	 

	Xiaohuan grew up to be handsome and refined, with a hint of the fox in his bearing. Whenever he went out into the city, everyone knew he was the son of a fox.

	 

	Regarding Scholar Kong, I do not envy him his beautiful wife, but I envy him his intimate friend. Looking at his face can make one forget hunger; listening to his voice can make one smile. Having such a fine friend to converse and banquet with from time to time is a ‘spiritual communion’ that far surpasses sexual intimacy.

	 


Lianxiang

	 

	Scholar Sang, named Xiao, courtesy name Ziming, was a native of Yizhou. Orphaned at a young age, he lived and taught at Honghua Wharf. Sang was quiet and dignified, content in his own company. He went out twice a day to take meals at his eastern neighbor’s house; otherwise, he sat firmly in his room.

	 

	The student from the eastern house once visited him and jokingly asked, “Living alone, do you not fear ghosts and foxes?”

	 

	Sang laughed and replied, “Why should a man fear ghosts and foxes? If a male comes, I have a sharp sword; if a female comes, I shall open the door and welcome her.”

	 

	The neighbor returned home and conspired with a friend to have a prostitute climb over the wall with a ladder and knock on Sang’s door by flicking her fingers. Sang peeked out and asked who it was. The prostitute claimed to be a ghost. Sang was terrified, his teeth chattering audibly. The prostitute hesitated, then left.

	 

	The next morning, the neighbor went to Sang’s study. Sang recounted what he had seen and announced he was going to move back home. The neighbor clapped his hands and said, “Why didn’t you open the door and welcome her?”

	 

	Sang suddenly realized it was a hoax and remained there as before.

	 

	Six months passed. One night, a woman knocked on his door. Sang suspected it was his friend playing another prank, so he opened the door and invited her in. She was a beauty capable of toppling kingdoms. Surprised, he asked where she came from.

	 

	“I am Lianxiang,” she said. “A prostitute from the western house.”

	 

	Since there were indeed many brothels at the wharf, he believed her. They extinguished the candle and went to bed, sharing intense intimacy. From then on, she visited every three to five nights.

	 

	One evening, as Sang sat alone in contemplation, a woman fluttered into the room. Sang assumed it was Lianxiang and rose to greet her, but upon seeing her face, he realized she was someone else: about fifteen or sixteen years old, with long sleeves and loose hair, elegant and graceful, her movements hesitant as if unsure whether to advance or retreat.

	 

	Greatly startled, he suspected she was a fox. The woman said, “I am a girl from a good family, surnamed Li. I admire your elegance and refined taste, and hope you might cast a glance upon me.”

	 

	Sang was delighted. He took her hand, but it was cold as ice. He asked, “Why are you so cold?”

	 

	“I have a frail constitution,” she replied. “Having been exposed to the frost and dew of the night, how could I not be cold?”

	 

	She then undid her silk jacket; she was indeed a virgin. The woman said, “For the sake of this romantic destiny, I have surrendered my chaste body tonight. If you do not disdain my ugliness, I wish to serve you on your pillow and mat regularly. Is there anyone else in this room?”

	 

	Sang replied, “No one else, only a prostitute from the neighborhood, but she does not come often.”

	 

	The woman said, “You must carefully avoid her. I am not of the same class as those from the brothels. You must keep this secret; let us meet when she is not here.”

	 

	When the cock crowed, she prepared to leave and gifted him an embroidered shoe, saying, “This is what I wear on my foot. Playing with it is enough to convey your longing, but be careful not to play with it when others are present!”

	 

	He accepted it and examined it; it was pointed and curved like an awl used for untying knots. He loved it dearly. The next evening, when no one was around, he took it out to admire it. The woman suddenly drifted in, and they shared intimate joy. From then on, whenever he took out the shoe, the woman would appear in response to his thoughts. He found this strange and questioned her.

	 

	She laughed and said, “It just happened to be the right time.”

	 

	One night, Lianxiang came and exclaimed in shock, “Sir, why is your vitality so depleted?”

	 

	Sang said, “I don’t feel it.”

	 

	Lianxiang then bid him farewell, agreeing to return in ten days. After she left, Li came every single night without fail. She asked, “Why has your lover not come for so long?”

	 

	Sang told her about the agreement.

	 

	Li laughed and asked, “How do I compare to Lianxiang in beauty?”

	 

	“You can be called a pair of peerless beauties,” he replied. “But Lady Lian’s skin is warmer.”

	 

	Li changed color and said, “You say we are equally beautiful only to my face. She must be an immortal from the moon palace, and I certainly cannot compare.”

	 

	She was unhappy. She then counted on her fingers, calculating that the ten-day period was up. She instructed him not to leak a word, planning to spy on Lianxiang secretly.

	 

	The next night, Lianxiang arrived as expected, laughing and talking cheerfully. But when they went to bed, she was horrified and said, “You are in danger! I haven’t seen you for ten days; why are you so utterly exhausted? Can you guarantee you haven’t had other encounters?”

	 

	Sang asked why she said this.

	 

	She replied, “I tested your spirit and qi. Your pulse is erratic like tangled silk; this is a ghost disease.”

	 

	The following night, Li came. Sang asked, “You spied on Lianxiang; what is she like?”

	 

	“Beautiful indeed,” Li said. “I maintained that there was no such beauty in the world; she is indeed a fox. When she left, I tailed her. She lives in a burrow on South Mountain.”

	 

	Sang suspected Li was jealous, so he just casually agreed.

	 

	The next evening, he teased Lianxiang, saying, “I honestly didn’t believe it when people said you were a fox.”

	 

	Lianxiang urgently asked, “Who said that?”

	 

	He laughed. “I’m just teasing you.”

	 

	Lianxiang said, “How are foxes different from humans?”

	 

	“Those who are bewildered by them fall ill, and in extreme cases, die. That is why they are feared,” he replied.

	 

	Lianxiang said, “Not so. At your age, your essence can recover three days after intercourse. Even if it were a fox, what harm would there be? If you were to chop down the tree of vitality day after day, humans would be more dangerous than foxes. Of all the consumption-ridden corpses and ghosts who died of dissipation in the world, did they all die from fox bewitchment? However, someone must be gossiping about me.”

	 

	Sang vigorously denied it, but Lianxiang questioned him forcefully. Sang had no choice but to reveal the truth.

	 

	Lianxiang said, “I was wondering why you were so exhausted. But how could it reach this extreme? Could it be that she is not human? Say nothing. Tomorrow night, I shall spy on her just as she spied on me.”

	 

	That night Li arrived. They exchanged only a few words when she heard a cough outside the window and fled in haste.

	 

	Lianxiang entered and said, “You are doomed! That is a true ghost! If you cling to her beauty and do not cut her off quickly, the road to the netherworld is near!”

	 

	Sang thought she was jealous and remained silent.

	 

	Lianxiang said, “I know you cannot forget your feelings for her, but I cannot bear to watch you die. Tomorrow, I will bring medicine to purge the yin poison for you. Fortunately, the root of the illness is still shallow; you should be cured in ten days. Please let me sleep in your bed to watch over your recovery.”

	 

	The next night, she indeed brought a dose of medicine and fed it to Sang. Moments later, he had severe diarrhea, passing two or three movements. He felt his internal organs become clean and empty, and his spirit was instantly refreshed. Although he was grateful to her, he still did not believe Li was a ghost.

	 

	Lianxiang shared his quilt every night, cuddling him. When Sang wanted to be intimate, she stopped him. After a few days, his skin filled out and he regained his health. When Lianxiang prepared to leave, she earnestly instructed him to cut ties with Li. Sang falsely agreed.

	 

	As soon as he closed the door and trimmed the lamp, he took the shoe and thought of Li deeply. Li suddenly arrived. Having been cut off for several days, she looked quite resentful.

	 

	Sang said, “She acted as a witch doctor for me these past nights; please do not be angry. My love lies with you.”

	 

	Li was somewhat pleased. On the pillow, Sang whispered, “I love you deeply, yet there are those who say you are a ghost.”

	 

	Li was tongue-tied for a long while, then cursed, “It must be that slutty fox confusing your ears! If you do not break with her, I will not come back!”

	 

	She then began to weep and sob. Sang comforted her with a hundred apologies until she stopped.

	 

	The next night, Lianxiang came and knew Li had returned. She was furious. “Do you insist on dying?”

	 

	Sang laughed and said, “Why are you so jealous?”

	 

	Lianxiang became even angrier. “You plant the root of death, and I remove it for you, yet you call it jealousy. If I were not jealous, what then?”

	 

	Sang made up an excuse to tease her, saying, “She says my illness from the other day was actually caused by a fox’s curse.”

	 

	Lianxiang sighed. “It is truly as you say. You are deluded and will not awaken. If something unforeseen happens, how will I explain myself with a hundred mouths? Please let me take my leave from now on. A hundred days from now, I will visit you on your deathbed.”

	 

	He tried to make her stay, but he could not. She left in anger.

	 

	From then on, he and Li were together day and night. After about two months, Sang felt extremely exhausted. At first, he tried to reassure himself, but day by day he grew thinner and could only drink a bowl of thin gruel. He wanted to return to his family home to be cared for, but he was too attached to Li to leave abruptly. He delayed for a few days, until he was bedridden and could not rise.

	 

	The neighbor student saw how ill and exhausted he was and sent a servant boy daily to bring him food and drink. Only at this point did Sang suspect Li.

	 

	He said to her, “I regret not listening to Lianxiang’s words, and now I have come to this!”

	 

	He finished speaking and closed his eyes. After a while, he revived and looked around; Li was already gone. From then on, she vanished completely.

	 

	Sang lay emaciated in his empty studio, longing for Lianxiang as one longs for a good harvest. One day, while he was deep in thought, someone suddenly lifted the curtain and entered—it was Lianxiang.

	 

	She approached his bed and mocked him, “Country bumpkin, was I lying?”

	 

	Sang choked with sobs for a long time, admitting his guilt and begging for salvation.

	 

	Lianxiang said, “The disease has entered the chaotic region between heart and diaphragm; there is truly no cure. I merely came to bid you farewell properly, to prove I was not jealous.”

	 

	Sang was overcome with grief. “There is something under my pillow. Please destroy it for me.”

	 

	Lianxiang searched and found the shoe. She held it up to the lamp, turning it over and examining it playfully. Suddenly, Li entered. Seeing Lianxiang, she turned to flee. Lianxiang used her body to block the door. Li was cornered and distressed, not knowing where to go. Sang scolded her, and Li could not answer.

	 

	Lianxiang laughed and said, “Only today do I get to face you, Auntie. You used to say Master Sang’s old illness was caused by me; how is it now?”

	 

	Li bowed her head and apologized.

	 

	Lianxiang said, “Beautiful as you are, why do you turn love into enmity?”

	 

	Li threw herself to the ground, weeping, begging for pity and rescue. Lianxiang helped her up and questioned her about her life.

	 

	Li said, “I am the daughter of Assistant Prefect Li. I died young and was buried outside the wall. I am like a spring silkworm that has died, yet the thread is not exhausted. To be intimate with the Master was my desire; to cause his death was truly not my intention.”

	 

	Lianxiang asked, “I have heard that ghosts benefit from a person’s death because they can then be together forever. Is that not so?”

	 

	Li replied, “Not so. When two ghosts meet, there is no joy in it. If there were joy, are there not plenty of young men in the netherworld?”

	 

	Lianxiang said, “How foolish! Night after night pursuing intimacy—even a living human cannot withstand it, let alone a ghost!”

	 

	Li asked, “Foxes can kill people; what technique do you use that you alone do not?”

	 

	Lianxiang said, “Those are the type who drain essence to supplement themselves; I am not of that kind. Therefore, in this world, there are foxes who do not harm people, but there are absolutely no ghosts who do not harm people, because their yin energy is too dominant.”

	 

	Hearing this, Sang realized that both fox and ghost were real. Fortunately, he was accustomed to them and was not terrified. But thinking of his life hanging by a thread, he burst into loud, agonized weeping.

	 

	Lianxiang turned to Li and asked, “How shall we treat the Master?”

	 

	Li blushed and deferentially apologized for her inability.

	 

	Lianxiang laughed. “I fear that when the Master becomes strong and healthy, the vinegar-jar wife will want to eat yangmei fruit.”

	 

	Li gathered her sleeves and bowed. “If there is a physician with the hand of a master who can ensure I do not fail the Master, I would bury my head in the earth. How would I dare show my face in the human world again?”

	 

	Lianxiang opened her bag and took out some medicine, saying, “I knew this day would come. After we parted, I gathered herbs from the Three Mountains. It took three months to complete the ingredients. Even for those dying of consumption or supernatural poisoning, there is none who does not revive upon taking it. However, the illness originated from you and was induced by you, so I must ask for your assistance to make it effective.”

	 

	Li asked, “What is needed?”

	 

	Lianxiang said, “Just a drop of fragrant saliva from your cherry mouth. I will place a pill in his mouth; please press your lips to his and spit it down.”

	 

	Li blushed to her cheeks, lowered her head, and looked sideways at her shoe.

	 

	Lianxiang teased, “The only thing little sister is proud of is her shoe.”

	 

	Li was even more ashamed, looking up and down as if looking for a place to hide.

	 

	Lianxiang said, “This is a skill you are practiced at; why be stingy now?”

	 

	She placed the pill in Sang’s mouth and urged Li again. Li had no choice but to spit it into him. Lianxiang said, “Again!” Li spat again. After three or four times, the pill was swallowed.

	 

	After a short while, Sang’s belly rumbled like thunder. Lianxiang put in another pill, and this time she herself pressed her lips to his and transferred her qi to him. Sang felt a fire in his dantian, and his spirit was revitalized.

	 

	Lianxiang said, “He is cured!”

	 

	Hearing the cock crow, Li hesitated and left. Lianxiang reasoned that since he was newly recovered, he still needed care, and going out for food was not a good plan. She locked the outer door from the inside, pretending Sang had returned home to cut off social intercourse, and she nursed him day and night.

	 

	Li also came every evening to serve and assist diligently, treating Lianxiang like an elder sister. Lianxiang also deeply pitied and loved her.

	 

	After three months, Sang was as healthy as before. Li then stopped coming for several nights. Occasionally, when she did come, she would take one look and leave. When they were face to face, she seemed depressed and unhappy. Lianxiang often tried to keep her to share the bed, but she refused. Sang chased after her and carried her back; her body was light as a straw effigy. The girl could not escape, so she lay down with her clothes on, curling her body up until she was no more than two feet long. Lianxiang pitied her even more and secretly told Sang to hold her intimately; however, even when shaken, she would not wake. Sang fell asleep, and when he woke to look for her, she was gone.

	 

	After more than ten days, she did not return again. Sang missed her terribly and often took out the shoe to fondle it.

	 

	Lianxiang said, “Such a graceful and lovely girl; even I feel pity for her, let alone a man.”

	 

	Sang said, “In the past, playing with the shoe made her arrive. I suspected it then, but I never anticipated she was a ghost. Now looking at the shoe and thinking of her face, I am truly heartbroken.” And he wept.

	 

	Earlier, a wealthy family named Zhang had a daughter named Yan’er, aged fifteen, who died without sweating. During the night, she revived and tried to run out. Mr. Zhang locked the door so she could not leave.

	 

	The girl claimed, “I am the daughter of the Assistant Prefect. I am moved by Scholar Sang’s affection, and my shoe is still at his place. I am truly a ghost; what is the use of imprisoning me?”

	 

	Since her words had a specific cause, they questioned her about how she came to be there. The girl looked back and forth, confused and unable to explain herself. Someone mentioned that Scholar Sang had returned home due to illness, but the girl insisted that was false. The family was very suspicious.

	 

	The eastern neighbor heard of this and climbed the wall to peek. He saw Sang talking with a beautiful woman. He burst in and approached them, but in the confusion, the woman disappeared. The neighbor, shocked, questioned him.

	 

	Sang laughed and said, “I told you before, if a female comes, I will welcome her.”

	 

	The neighbor recounted what Yan’er had said. Sang then unlocked the door, intending to go investigate, but had no pretext. Zhang’s mother heard that Sang had indeed not returned home, which increased her wonder. She sent an old female servant to ask for the shoe. Sang brought it out and gave it to her.

	 

	Yan’er was delighted to receive it. She tried to put it on, but the shoe was more than an inch smaller than her foot. She was greatly shocked. Picking up a mirror to look at herself, she suddenly realized she had borrowed a body to return to life, and she told the mother the whole story. The mother finally believed her.

	 

	The girl looked in the mirror and wept loudly, saying, “My appearance in the past was something I was quite confident in. Whenever I saw Sister Lian, I still felt ashamed of my inferiority. Now that I am like this, being human is worse than being a ghost!”

	 

	She held the shoe and wailed; no persuasion could stop her. She covered herself with the quilt and lay stiffly. When offered food, she would not eat. Her body swelled up completely. She did not eat for seven days, yet she did not die, and the swelling gradually subsided. She felt an unbearable hunger, so she began to eat again.

	 

	After several days, her whole body itched, and her skin peeled off entirely. When she rose in the morning, her sleeping shoes had fallen off. She tried to put them on, but they were enormous. She then tried the previous shoe, and it fit perfectly. She was delighted. She looked in the mirror again; her eyebrows, eyes, cheeks, and chin perfectly resembled her former life. She was overjoyed.

	 

	When she washed and combed her hair and went to see her mother, everyone who saw her stared in astonishment.

	 

	Lianxiang heard of this strange event and urged Sang to send a matchmaker to propose. But due to the disparity in wealth, he dared not proceed immediately. It happened to be the old servant woman’s birthday, so Sang went with the woman’s son-in-law to offer congratulations. When the old woman saw Sang’s name, she had Yan’er peek through the curtain to identify the guest. Sang arrived last. The girl suddenly rushed out, grabbed his sleeve, and wanted to go home with him. Her mother scolded her, and only then did she feel ashamed and go back inside.

	 

	Sang examined her and saw she looked exactly like Li. He could not help but shed tears and bowed down on the floor, unable to rise. The old woman helped him up and did not consider it an insult. When Sang left, he asked the girl’s uncle to act as a matchmaker. The old woman discussed choosing an auspicious day to accept Sang as a son-in-law living in their home.

	 

	Sang returned and told Lianxiang, discussing what to do. Lianxiang was despondent for a long time, then wanted to leave. Sang was horrified and wept.

	 

	Lianxiang said, “You are going to a formal wedding in a reputable household. If I follow you there, how would I have the face to show myself?”

	 

	Sang planned to return to his hometown first and then welcome Yan’er there. Lianxiang agreed to this. Sang explained the situation to Mr. Zhang. Hearing that Sang already had a wife, Zhang was angry and scolded him, but Yan’er argued forcefully on Sang’s behalf, so Zhang agreed to the request.

	 

	On the day, Sang went to personally welcome the bride. His home was prepared rather simply and hastily. However, when they arrived, they found that from the gate to the hall, felt carpets covered the ground, and hundreds of cage lanterns shone like brocade. Lianxiang helped the bride into the green chamber. When the veil was lifted, they rejoiced as if in their former lives.

	 

	Lianxiang joined them for the nuptial wine and questioned Yan’er about the strange return of her soul.

	 

	Yan’er said, “That day, I felt depressed and listless. I felt filthy because I was a ghost. After parting, I was too angry to return to my grave, so I drifted with the wind. Whenever I saw a living person, I envied them. By day I clung to trees and grass; by night I floated wherever my feet took me. I happened to come to the Zhang house and saw a young girl lying on the bed. I attached myself to her, not knowing I would actually come back to life.”

	 

	Hearing this, Lianxiang fell silent, as if deep in thought.

	 

	Two months later, Lianxiang gave birth to a son. After the birth, she fell violently ill and grew weaker by the day. She grasped Yan’er’s arm and said, “I dare to burden you with this sinful seed. My son is your son.”

	 

	Yan’er wept. Lianxiang comforted her. When they called for a doctor, she refused them. Her illness became critical, her breath like a hanging thread. Sang and Yan’er both wept.

	 

	Suddenly, she opened her eyes and said, “Do not be like this! You love life; I love life. If fate allows, ten years from now we may meet again.”

	 

	Having finished speaking, she died. When they opened the quilt to dress the body, the corpse had turned into a fox. Sang could not bear to treat it strangely, so he buried it with heavy ceremony. The son was named Hu’er; Yan’er raised him as her own. Every Qingming Festival, she would carry the child to weep at the grave.

	 

	Later, Sang passed the provincial examination, and the family grew prosperous. However, Yan’er suffered from being unable to bear children. Hu’er was quite intelligent, but frail and prone to illness. Yan’er often wanted Sang to take a concubine.

	 

	One day, a servant suddenly said, “There is an old woman outside trying to sell a girl.”

	 

	Yan’er called them in. Upon seeing her, she was greatly shocked and said, “Sister Lian has appeared again!”

	 

	Sang looked at her; she truly resembled Lianxiang, and he was also astounded. He asked, “How old is she?”

	 

	The answer was, “Fourteen.”

	 

	“How much is the betrothal gold?”

	 

	The old woman said, “This old body has only this one piece of flesh. As long as she finds a good place, and I have a place to eat so my old bones don’t end up in a ditch, that is enough.”

	 

	Sang kept her for a generous price. Yan’er held the girl’s hand, took her into a private room, held her chin, and smiled, asking, “Do you know me?”

	 

	She answered, “I do not.”

	 

	Asked about her surname, she said, “My surname is Wei. My father was a starch-seller in Xucheng; he died three years ago.”

	 

	Yan’er counted on her fingers and pondered: Lianxiang had died exactly fourteen years ago. She examined the girl again; her appearance and demeanor were vividly identical. She patted the girl’s head and called out, “Sister Lian! Sister Lian! You did not deceive me about the ten-year reunion pact!”

	 

	The girl suddenly seemed to wake from a dream and exclaimed, “Yi!” She looked closely at Yan’er.

	 

	Sang laughed and said, “This is ‘Like the swallow returning, who seems slightly familiar.’“

	 

	The girl wept and said, “It is true. I heard my mother say that I could speak as soon as I was born. Thinking it was inauspicious, they made me drink dog’s blood, which obscured my past karma. Today, I have finally awakened as if from a dream. You, my lady, must be my younger sister Li, who was ashamed to be a ghost?”

	 

	They talked about their past lives, filled with mixed joy and sorrow.

	 

	One day, during the Cold Food Festival, Yan’er said, “This is the day every year that the Master and I weep for my sister.”

	 

	They went together to visit her grave. The weeds were thick, and the trees had grown tall. The girl sighed deeply.

	 

	Yan’er said to Sang, “Sister Lian and I have loved each other for two lifetimes; I cannot bear for us to be separated. We should let her white bones share a grave.”

	 

	Sang followed her suggestion. He opened Li’s grave, retrieved her remains, brought them back, and buried them together with Lianxiang. Friends and relatives heard of this strange event; hundreds of people came in mourning dress to visit the grave without being asked.

	 

	In the Gengxu year, I traveled south to Yizhou. Delayed by rain, I rested at an inn. There was a Liu Zijing, a cousin of mine, who showed me the biography of Scholar Sang written by Wang Zizhang of the same society. It was over ten thousand words long, and I managed to read it through. This is merely a brief outline.

	 

	Alas! The dead seek to live, yet the living seek to die. Is the human body not the most difficult thing under heaven to obtain? Why then do those who possess this body often neglect it, to the point where they live shamefully inferior to foxes, and die obscurely inferior to ghosts?

	 


Mr. Hu

	 

	In Zhili, there was a prominent family looking to hire a tutor. Suddenly, a Licentiate came to the door to recommend himself. The master invited him in. His speech was cheerful and articulate, and they immediately took a liking to one another. The scholar said his surname was Hu, so the master accepted his services and installed him in the schoolroom.

	 

	Hu was diligent in his lessons, and his extensive learning was far superior to that of an ordinary scholar. However, he often went out, only returning late at night. The doors and windows would remain locked, and without any sound of knocking, he would already be inside his room. Consequently, the household suspected in alarm that he was a fox. Yet, observing that Hu had no malicious intent, the master treated him with high regard and did not abandon proper etiquette because of these strange occurrences.

	 

	Hu knew the master had a daughter and sought a marriage alliance. He hinted at this repeatedly, but the master feigned ignorance. One day, Hu requested leave and departed. The next day, a guest came to call, tying a black donkey at the gate. The master went out to welcome him. The guest was over fifty years old, his clothes and shoes were fresh and clean, and his demeanor was calm and elegant. After taking a seat and stating his purpose, the master learned he was acting as a matchmaker for Hu.

	 

	The master remained silent for a long time before saying, “I share a bond of close friendship with Mr. Hu; why must we be related by marriage? Furthermore, my daughter is already betrothed. I must trouble you to decline on my behalf.”

	 

	The guest said, “I know for a fact your daughter is awaiting betrothal; why do you reject the proposal so firmly?”

	 

	He urged him again and again, but the master would not consent. The guest looked embarrassed and said, “The Hu clan is also an established family; in what way are they inferior to you?”

	 

	The master told him bluntly, “I truly have no other reason, save that I dislike that he is not of our kind.”

	 

	The guest was angered by this; the master became angry as well, and their mutual insults grew intense. The guest rose and clawed at the master. The master ordered his servants to beat him out with staffs, and the guest fled. He left behind his donkey. Upon inspection, it had black fur, flapping ears, and a long tail—a massive creature. When they tried to lead it, it would not move; when they drove it, it toppled over at a touch, turning into a chirping giant cricket.

	 

	Because of the angry words exchanged, the master knew there would be retribution and prepared for it. The next day, a fox army indeed arrived in force: some riding, some on foot, armed with spears and crossbows. Horses neighed and men shouted; their momentum was threatening. The master dared not venture out. The foxes loudly threatened to burn down the house, and the master grew even more fearful. A brave man led the household servants charging out with shouts, hurling stones and loosing arrows. The two sides clashed, and there were injuries on both parts.

	 

	The foxes gradually flagged and retreated in confusion. They left a saber on the ground, gleaming like frost and snow; but when picked up, it was merely a sorghum leaf. The crowd laughed, saying, “Their skills are limited to this!”

	 

	Still, fearing their return, they increased their defenses. The next day, as the group was gathered talking, a giant suddenly descended from the sky: over ten feet tall and several feet wide. Wielding a broadsword as large as a door, he chased people to kill them. The group attacked him wildly with arrows and stones; he toppled over and died, revealing himself to be a straw funeral effigy. The crowd held the foxes in even greater contempt.

	 

	The foxes did not return for three days, and the group relaxed slightly. The master happened to go to the privy when suddenly he saw the fox army arrive with drawn bows and nocked arrows. They shot wildly at him, and arrows clustered upon his buttocks. Terrified, he shouted urgently for the group to rush to battle, and only then did the foxes depart. Pulling out the arrows, he saw they were merely mugwort stalks. This continued for over a month, coming and going irregularly. Although they caused no great harm, the daily state of high alert caused the master great distress.

	 

	One day, Scholar Hu arrived leading his troops. The master went out personally. Seeing him, Hu hid among the crowd. The master called out to him, and having no choice, Hu stepped forward. The master said, “I consider myself to have never been rude to you, sir; why have you commenced hostilities?”

	 

	The pack of foxes prepared to shoot, but Hu stopped them. The master approached, grasped his hand, and invited him into his former study, where he set out wine to entertain him.

	 

	He spoke calmly, “Sir, you are a sensible man and should understand me. Given our friendship, how could I not wish to be connected by marriage? However, your carriages, horses, and dwellings are largely different from those of humans. For my frail daughter to follow you—even you, sir, must realize that this cannot be. Furthermore, the proverb says: ‘Melons and fruits picked unripe are not pleasing to the palate.’ What benefit would you gain from this?”

	 

	Hu was greatly ashamed. The master said, “No harm done; our old friendship remains. If you do not reject us for our worldly impurity, I have a young son here at home who is fifteen years old; I wish to engage him to your family. I do not know if you have a match of similar age?”

	 

	Hu was delighted and said, “I have a younger sister, one year junior to your young lord, who is not altogether homely. How about she serves him with dustpan and broom?”

	 

	The master rose and bowed, and Hu returned the bow. They toasted each other with great joy, all past rifts forgotten. The master ordered wine and food to be spread out to feast the followers, and everyone, high and low, was delighted. The master then asked for his address in detail, intending to present the betrothal goose. Hu declined the formality. They continued drinking by candlelight after sunset, and Hu departed only after becoming thoroughly drunk. From then on, all was peaceful.

	 

	For over a year, Hu did not come. Some suspected his promise was false, but the master waited steadfastly. After another half year, Hu suddenly arrived. After exchanging pleasantries, he said, “My sister has grown up. Please divine an auspicious day so she may be sent to serve her parents-in-law.”

	 

	The master was pleased; they set a date together, and Hu departed.

	 

	On the appointed night, carriages and horses indeed arrived delivering the bride. The dowry was abundant, nearly filling the room. When the bride met her parents-in-law, she was extraordinarily gentle and beautiful. The master was overjoyed. Scholar Hu and a younger brother came to escort the bride; their conversation was elegant, and they were capable drinkers. They departed at daybreak.

	 

	Moreover, the new wife could foretell the abundance or famine of the coming year, so the family’s livelihood plans were all based on her advice. Scholar Hu, his brothers, and the matriarch of the Hu family often came to visit her, and they were seen by everyone.

	 


Qiaoniang

	 

	In Guangdong, there was a member of the gentry named Fu. He was over sixty years old and had one son named Lian. Lian was extremely intelligent but suffered from congenital impotence; at the age of seventeen, his member was only the size of a silkworm. This was known far and wide, so no one would give their daughter to him in marriage. Fu believed his family line was severed and grieved day and night, but there was nothing he could do.

	 

	Lian studied under a tutor. One day, the tutor happened to go out, and just then, a monkey show appeared outside the gate. Lian watched it, neglecting his studies. Estimating that his tutor was about to return and fearing punishment, he ran away.

	 

	After traveling several li from home, he saw a young lady in white clothes accompanied by a small maidservant walking ahead of him. The lady turned her head once, revealing a beauty beyond compare. Her lotus steps were slow and halting, so Lian quickened his pace to pass them.

	 

	The lady looked back at her maid and said, “Ask the young gentleman if he is perhaps heading to Qiongzhou?”

	 

	The maid called out and asked. Lian inquired why.

	 

	The lady replied, “If you are going to Qiongzhou, I have a letter; I would trouble you to deliver it to my home on your way. My elderly mother is there and can serve as your host.”

	 

	Lian had left home with no specific destination, and thinking a voyage across the sea would be fine, he agreed. The lady took out a letter and gave it to the maid, who passed it to Lian. He asked for her name and address.

	 

	She replied, “My surname is Hua. I live in Qinü Village, three or four li from the northern outer wall.”

	 

	Lian then boarded a boat and departed. Upon arriving at the northern outer wall of Qiongzhou, the sun had already set. He asked about Qinü Village, but no one knew of it. He walked north for four or five li; the stars and moon were already shining brightly, and fragrant grass obscured the path. It was a desolate place with no inns, and he was in great distress.

	 

	Seeing a grave by the roadside, he thought to rest beside it but feared tigers and wolves. Thus, he climbed a tree with the agility of a monkey and squatted atop it. Listening to the rustling pines and the mournful chirping of night insects, his heart pounded with anxiety, and regret burned within him.

	 

	Suddenly, he heard human voices below. Looking down, he saw a courtyard appear as if real; a beautiful woman sat on a stone, with two maids holding painted candles attending her on either side.

	 

	The beauty looked to her left and said, “Tonight the moon is white and the stars are few. Brew a cup of the tea brick gifted by Aunt Hua so we may enjoy this fine night.”

	 

	Lian suspected they were ghosts or spirits, and his hair stood on end. He dared not breathe.

	 

	Suddenly, a maid looked up and said, “There is someone in the tree!”

	 

	The lady started in surprise, saying, “Where is this bold child from, secretly peeping at us!”

	 

	Terrified and having nowhere to hide, Lian spiraled down the tree and prostrated himself on the ground, begging for forgiveness. The lady approached and took a look; her anger turned to joy, and she pulled him to sit beside her. He glanced at her sideways; she was about seventeen or eighteen, possessing unsurpassed beauty. Listening to her speech, he noted she did not have a local accent.

	 

	She asked, “Where are you going, young sir?”

	 

	He replied, “I am acting as a messenger to deliver a letter.”

	 

	The lady said, “The wilderness is full of violent men; sleeping in the open is worrisome. If you do not disdain my humble abode, please rest here.”

	 

	She invited Lian inside. The room contained only one couch. She ordered the maid to spread two quilts upon it. Lian, feeling ashamed of his physical deficiency, wished to sleep on the floor.

	 

	The lady laughed, saying, “When meeting a fine guest, how would a female Yuanlong dare to sleep high?”

	 

	Lian had no choice but to share the couch, though he curled up in fear, daring not stretch out. Before long, the lady secretly reached in with her slender hand and lightly pinched his thighs. Lian pretended to be asleep, as if unaware. Shortly after, she lifted his quilt and entered, shaking him, but he remained motionless. She then reached down to explore his private parts. She stopped her hand, disappointed, and quietly left the quilt.

	 

	Soon, he heard the sound of weeping. Lian felt panic and shame, unable to face her, hating only the defect given by Heaven.

	 

	The lady called the maid to light the lamp. The maid, seeing tear stains, asked in surprise what was troubling her.

	 

	The lady shook her head, saying, “I am merely sighing over my own fate.”

	 

	The maid stood before the couch, gazing intently at her expression. The lady said, “Wake the gentleman and send him away.”

	 

	Hearing this, Lian felt doubly ashamed; moreover, he feared the dead of night, with nowhere else to go in the vast darkness. While he was deliberating, a woman pushed the door open and entered.

	 

	The maid announced, “Aunt Hua has arrived.”

	 

	Peeping at her, she appeared to be over fifty but still retained an air of elegance. Seeing the young lady had not slept, she questioned her. The lady did not answer.

	 

	Seeing someone sleeping on the couch, the woman asked, “Who is sharing the couch?”

	 

	The maid answered on her behalf, “A young gentleman sought lodging here for the night.”

	 

	The woman laughed, saying, “I did not know Qiaoniang was celebrating her wedding night.”

	 

	Seeing the tear tracks on the lady’s face were not yet dry, she exclaimed in surprise, “On the night of union, weeping is out of place; was the gentleman perhaps too rough?”

	 

	The lady remained silent, grieving even more. The woman went to pull at his clothes to inspect him; as she shook his robe, the letter fell onto the couch. The woman picked it up and examined it, exclaiming in shock, “This is my daughter’s handwriting!”

	 

	She opened and read it, sighing. The lady asked about it.

	 

	The woman said, “It is a report from Third Sister. She says Master Wu has died, leaving her alone with no one to rely on. What is to be done?”

	 

	The lady said, “He said he was delivering a letter for someone; fortunately, we have not sent him away yet.”

	 

	The woman called Lian to get up and inquired thoroughly about the origin of the letter. Lian recounted the details.

	 

	The woman said, “You have come far to deliver this letter; how shall we repay you?”

	 

	She then looked closely at Lian and asked with a smile, “How did you offend Qiaoniang?”

	 

	Lian said, “I do not know my crime.”

	 

	She then questioned the lady. The lady sighed, saying, “I pity myself for being born to marry a eunuch; having no luck, I suffered the distress of a wooden substitute. Now I meet another eunuch; that is why I grieve.”

	 

	The woman looked at Lian and said, “A clever boy, yet male in form but female in function? He is my guest and cannot be left to bother others for long.”

	 

	She then took Lian into the east wing, reached into his trousers, and examined him. She laughed, saying, “No wonder Qiaoniang shed tears. However, fortunately, the root is there; something can still be done.”

	 

	She trimmed the lamp and rummaged through her chests, finding a black pill. She gave it to Lian, ordered him to swallow it immediately, and secretly instructed him not to make noise. Then she left.

	 

	Lian lay alone pondering, wondering what condition the medicine was meant to treat. Approaching the fifth watch, he first woke to feel a thread of heat beneath his navel rushing straight to his private parts, squirming as if something were hanging between his thighs. He felt himself and found he was already a fully engaged male. He was pleasantly shocked, feeling as if he had just received the Nine Bestowments of imperial favor.

	 

	As the window light brightened, the woman entered, gave Lian a sesame cake, instructed him to sit patiently, and locked his door from the outside.

	 

	She went out and told Qiaoniang, “The gentleman has the merit of delivering the letter; I will summon Third Sister here so you can swear a pact of sisterhood. For now, I have locked him up again to prevent him from being annoying.”

	 

	She then went out the gate. Lian paced around, bored; he often approached the crack in the door, like a bird pecking at a cage. Catching sight of Qiaoniang, he wanted to call out and reveal his new state, but stopped out of shame and stammering awkwardness.

	 

	By nightfall, the woman finally returned with her daughter. She opened the door, saying, “We have bored the gentleman to death! Third Sister, come and pay your respects.”

	 

	A traveler from the road entered hesitantly and bowed to Lian. The woman ordered them to address each other as brother and sister.

	 

	Qiaoniang laughed and said, “Calling him ‘sister’ would also be appropriate.”

	 

	They all went out to the hall, sat in a circle, and drank. During the drinking, Qiaoniang teasingly asked, “Does a eunuch also find his heart moved by a beautiful woman?”

	 

	Lian replied, “The lame do not forget shoes, and the blind do not forget sight.”

	 

	They all laughed brightly at this. Qiaoniang, citing Third Sister’s fatigue, urged her to retire. The woman looked at Third Sister and told her to go with Lian. Third Sister blushed and would not move.

	 

	The woman said, “He is a man yet a woman; what is there to fear?”

	 

	She urged them to leave together. Privately, she instructed Lian, “Be my son-in-law in secret, but my son in public; that will do.”

	 

	Lian was delighted. He took Third Sister’s arm and they went to bed. Like a newly sharpened blade tested on a whetstone, his speed and sharpness can be imagined.

	 

	On the pillow, he asked the girl, “What is Qiaoniang?”

	 

	She replied, “A ghost. Her talent and beauty are unmatched, but her fate is poor. She married the young son of the Mao family, who suffered from impotence; at eighteen he could not perform as a man, so she became depressed and unhappy, dying with regret to enter the netherworld.”

	 

	Lian was startled, suspecting Third Sister was also a ghost.

	 

	The girl said, “I will tell you the truth: I am not a ghost, but a fox. Qiaoniang lives alone without a spouse; my mother and I have no home, so we borrowed her dwelling to stay.”

	 

	Lian was greatly astonished. The girl said, “Do not fear. Although we are ghosts and foxes, we will not harm you.”

	 

	From then on, they feasted and conversed daily. Although he knew Qiaoniang was not human, he loved her beauty, regretting only that he had no opportunity to offer himself to her. Lian was refined and good at flattery and jokes, so Qiaoniang was quite fond of him.

	 

	One day, the Hua mother and daughter were going out and locked Lian in his room again. Lian, stifled, walked around the room and called to Qiaoniang through the door. Qiaoniang ordered her maid to try several keys until they managed to open it. Lian whispered, asking for a private moment. Qiaoniang sent the maid away.

	 

	Lian pulled her to the sleeping couch and snuggled up to her. The lady playfully cupped her hand below his navel, saying, “It is a pity that this charming boy is lacking here.”

	 

	Before she finished speaking, her hand encountered a handful. She exclaimed in shock, “How was it so tiny before, and now suddenly so bulky?”

	 

	Lian laughed, saying, “Before it shrank from shame at seeing a guest; now, unable to bear the ridicule, it puffs up in anger like a frog.”

	 

	They then became intimate. Afterward, she said angrily, “Now I know there was a reason for locking the door! In the past, the mother and daughter wandered with nowhere to stay, and I lent them my house. Third Sister learned embroidery from me, and I never held back any secrets. Yet they are jealous like this!”

	 

	Lian comforted her and told her the truth about the medicine. Qiaoniang still held a grudge.

	 

	Lian said, “Keep it secret; Aunt Hua warned me strictly.”

	 

	Before he finished speaking, Aunt Hua burst in. The two hurriedly got up. Aunt Hua glared and asked, “Who opened the door?”

	 

	Qiaoniang smilingly went forward and admitted it. Aunt Hua became even angrier and chattered endlessly.

	 

	Qiaoniang deliberately mocked her, saying, “Old Mother is truly laughable! He is a man who is really a woman; what can he do?”

	 

	Third Sister, seeing her mother and Qiaoniang in bitter conflict, felt uneasy. She used herself to mediate between the two, until anger turned to joy. Although Qiaoniang’s words had been sharp, she thereafter humbled herself to serve Third Sister. However, Aunt Hua guarded against her day and night, so the two could not express their passion again, exchanging love only through their eyes.

	 

	One day, Aunt Hua said to Lian, “My daughter and her sister have both served you. Thinking it over, your living here is not a long-term plan. You should return to inform your parents and arrange a permanent betrothal.”

	 

	She immediately packed his bags and urged him to leave. The two young women faced him, their expressions filled with grief. Qiaoniang was especially unable to bear it, her tears rolling down like broken strings of pearls, never stopping. Aunt Hua pushed her aside to stop her, then dragged Lian out.

	 

	Once outside the gate, the courtyard and house vanished, leaving only wild graves.

	 

	Aunt Hua escorted him to the boat and said, “After you leave, this old body will take the two girls to rent a house in your district. If you do not forget our old friendship, you can await your bride in the abandoned garden of the Li family.”

	 

	Lian then returned home. At that time, Father Fu had been searching for his son without success and was extremely anxious. Seeing his son return, he was overjoyed beyond expectation. Lian briefly recounted the events and the betrothal to the Hua family.

	 

	His father said, “How can one believe the words of monsters? You were able to return alive only because you are a useless eunuch; otherwise, you would be dead!”

	 

	Lian argued, “Although they are other-worldly beings, their emotions are like humans; moreover, she is wise and beautiful. Marrying her would not make us a laughingstock.”

	 

	The father said nothing but sneered at him. Lian withdrew.

	 

	Feeling restless with his new ability, he had relations with a maid; eventually, he engaged in lewd acts in broad daylight, intending to shock his parents with the news. One day, a small maid peeked at him and ran to tell his mother. His mother did not believe it, but upon observing slightly, she was shocked. She called the maid for questioning and learned the full situation. Overjoyed, she announced it to everyone to show her son was not a eunuch, planning to discuss marriage with a prominent family.

	 

	Lian privately told his mother, “I will marry no one but Miss Hua.”

	 

	His mother said, “The world does not lack beautiful women; why must it be a ghost?”

	 

	Lian said, “Without Aunt Hua, your son would not know the way of humanity. To turn my back on her would be inauspicious.”

	 

	Father Fu agreed. He sent a servant and an old woman to observe. Going four or five li outside the eastern wall, they found the Li family garden. Amidst ruined walls and bamboo, wisps of cooking smoke rose. The old woman got out of the carriage and went straight to the door, where she found the mother and daughter washing and cleaning, as if expecting someone. The old woman bowed and conveyed her master’s orders.

	 

	Seeing Third Sister, she exclaimed, “Is this my family’s young mistress? Even I feel affection for her; no wonder the young lord dreams of her with his soul wrapped around her.”

	 

	She then asked about the elder sister. Aunt Hua sighed, saying, “She was my adopted daughter; three days ago, she suddenly passed away.”

	 

	She then gave wine and food to the old woman and the servant. The old woman returned and described Third Sister’s appearance and demeanor in detail. The parents were both pleased. At the end, when she reported the news of Qiaoniang’s death, Lian was sorrowful and on the verge of tears.

	 

	On the night of the wedding reception, seeing Aunt Hua, he personally asked her about Qiaoniang.

	 

	She replied, “She has already been reborn in the North.”

	 

	Lian sighed and yawned in despondence for a long time. He welcomed Third Sister home, but ultimately could not forget his feelings for Qiaoniang. Whenever anyone came from Qiongzhou, he would summon them to ask news. Someone mentioned hearing a ghost crying at night at the Qinü grave. Lian marveled at this strangeness and went in to tell Third Sister.

	 

	Third Sister pondered for a long time, then wept, saying, “I have betrayed my sister!”

	 

	When questioned, she answered, “When my mother and I came here, we truly did not let her know. This resentful weeping must be my sister. I wanted to tell you before, but I feared exposing my mother’s fault.”

	 

	Hearing this, Lian felt grief followed by joy. He immediately ordered a carriage and traveled day and night to the grave. He knocked on the trees by the grave and called out, “Qiaoniang, Qiaoniang! I am here.”

	 

	Suddenly, he saw a young lady holding an infant emerge from the grave hole, raising her head to cry bitterly, full of endless resentment. Lian also shed tears. He reached into her bosom and asked whose child it was.

	 

	Qiaoniang said, “This is the sinful remnant you left behind. He was born three months ago.”

	 

	Lian sighed, saying, “I mistakenly listened to Aunt Hua, causing you mother and son to bury your grief underground. How can I excuse my crime!”

	 

	He then took her in the same carriage and returned by sea. He held the child and showed it to his mother; the mother saw that his physique was robust and impressive, not resembling a ghostly thing, and she was even more pleased. The two wives lived in harmony and served their mother-in-law with filial piety.

	 

	Later, Father Fu fell ill, and a doctor was summoned. Qiaoniang said, “The illness cannot be treated; the soul has already left the house.”

	 

	She supervised the preparation of funeral items; once completed, he died. The son grew up to resemble his father exactly; he was especially intelligent and became a Licentiate at fourteen. Weng Zixia of Gaoyou heard this story while guesting in Guangdong. The name of the place was omitted, so it is unknown where they ended up.

	 


Qing Feng

	 

	The Geng family of Taiyuan was an old, prominent clan, possessing a vast and expansive mansion. Later, their fortunes declined; of the sprawling interconnected buildings, half were left vacant and dilapidated. Consequently, strange phenomena began to occur: hall doors would open and close of their own accord, and the family would often be startled into clamor in the middle of the night. Troubled by this, Geng moved to a separate villa, leaving only an old man to guard the gate. From then on, the place became even more desolate. Occasionally, sounds of laughter, singing, and music could be heard.

	 

	Geng had a nephew named Qubing, a man of wild and uninhibited nature. He instructed the old caretaker to run and inform him should he hear or see anything. One night, seeing lights flickering upstairs, the caretaker ran to report it to the scholar. The scholar wanted to enter and spy on the anomaly. The caretaker tried to stop him, but he would not listen. Being familiar with the layout, he pushed through the mugwort and weeds, making his way inside. He ascended the tower but found nothing unusual. Passing through the building, however, he heard the sound of low whispering.

	 

	Stealthily peeping in, he saw two giant candles burning, making the room as bright as day. An old man wearing a scholar’s cap sat facing south, with an old woman opposite him; both were over forty. Facing east was a young man of about twenty; to the right was a young lady, just of marriageable age. Meat dishes filled the table, and they sat in a circle, laughing and talking.

	 

	The scholar burst in, laughing and shouting, “An uninvited guest has arrived!”

	 

	The group panicked and scattered to hide. Only the old man came out, shouting sternly, “Who dares intrude into our private quarters?”

	 

	The scholar replied, “These are my family’s private quarters; you have occupied them. To drink fine wine alone without inviting the master—is that not too stingy?”

	 

	The old man scrutinized him and said, “You are not the master.”

	 

	The scholar replied, “I am the mad scholar Geng Qubing, the nephew of the master.”

	 

	The old man paid his respects, saying, “I have long admired your reputation!”

	 

	He then bowed the scholar in and called for the family to replace the food. The scholar stopped him, so the old man poured a drink for the guest. The scholar said, “We are generations of friends; there is no need for those present to avoid me. Please, call them back to drink.”

	 

	The old man called out, “Xiao’er!”

	 

	Shortly, the young man entered from outside. The old man said, “This is my unworthy son.”

	 

	He bowed and sat. After briefly exchanging family details, the old man introduced himself as having the surname Hu. The scholar was naturally bold and a brilliant conversationalist, and Xiao’er was also free-spirited; as they conversed, they took a great liking to one another. The scholar was twenty-one, two years older than Xiao’er, so he treated him as a younger brother.

	 

	The old man asked, “I heard your grandfather compiled the Unofficial Biography of Tushan; do you know of it?”

	 

	He replied, “I do.”

	 

	The old man said, “I am a descendant of the Tushan clan. We can still recall our genealogy from the Tang Dynasty downwards, but records from the Five Dynasties and earlier have been lost. I hope you might enlighten me.”

	 

	The scholar briefly recounted the merits of the Tushan lady assisting Yu the Great, embellishing the tale with flowery language and a fountain of wit. The old man was delighted and said to his son, “Today we are fortunate to hear what we have never heard before. The young gentleman is no stranger; you may invite your mother and Qing Feng to come and listen, so they too may know of our ancestors’ virtue.”

	 

	Xiao’er went behind the curtain. After a short while, the old woman emerged with the young lady. The scholar examined her: her frail form possessed a delicate charm, her eyes flowed with intelligence; such beauty did not exist among mortals.

	 

	The old man pointed to the woman, saying, “This is my old wife.” He then pointed to the young lady: “This is Qing Feng, my niece. She is quite bright and remembers whatever she hears or sees, which is why I called her to listen.”

	 

	The scholar finished his tale and continued drinking, gazing fixedly at the young lady without turning his eyes away. Aware of his stare, she lowered her head. The scholar secretly stepped on her tiny foot; she hurriedly pulled her foot back but showed no sign of anger.

	 

	The scholar’s spirits soared, and losing control, he slapped the table and exclaimed, “To have a wife like this—I would not trade places with a king!”

	 

	Seeing the scholar was getting drunk and increasingly wild, the old woman rose with the girl and hurriedly lifted the curtain to leave. The scholar was disappointed and took his leave of the old man. Yet his heart was entangled, and he could not forget his affection for Qing Feng.

	 

	The next night, he went back; the scent of musk and orchid still lingered, but though he waited intently all night, there was dead silence. He returned and discussed with his wife, wanting to move the family there in hopes of meeting them again. His wife refused, so the scholar went alone to read downstairs. In the night, just as he was leaning on his desk, a ghost with disheveled hair entered; its face was black as lacquer, staring wide-eyed at the scholar. The scholar laughed, dipped his finger in ink, smeared it on his own face, and stared back with burning intensity. The ghost, ashamed, departed.

	 

	The following night, when the hour was late and he had extinguished the candle to sleep, he heard a lock being unlatched behind the building, followed by the sound of a door opening. He hurriedly rose to peek and saw the door half-open. Soon, he heard light footsteps, and candlelight emerged from the room. Looking closely, it was Qing Feng. Suddenly seeing the scholar, she was startled and retreated, immediately closing the double doors.

	 

	The scholar knelt upright and addressed her: “I have not avoided danger and evil solely because of you. Luckily there is no one else here; if I could but hold your hand and share a smile, I would die without regret.”

	 

	The girl spoke from afar: “How could I not know your earnest love? But my uncle’s family rules are strict, and I dare not disobey.”

	 

	The scholar persisted in his pleading, saying, “I dare not hope for physical intimacy, but a look at your face would suffice.”

	 

	The girl seemed to assent; she unbolted the door and came out. He seized her arm and pulled her along. Wild with joy, he led her downstairs, embraced her, and placed her upon his lap.

	 

	The girl said, “Fortunately we have a predestined bond, but after this one night, longing for me will be useless.”

	 

	He asked why.

	 

	She replied, “My uncle fears your madness; that is why he transformed into a malicious ghost to frighten you, yet you remained unmoved. Now they have chosen a new residence; the whole family has moved their belongings, and I was left to guard this place, but I depart tomorrow.”

	 

	He tried to force her to stay to make love. Just as they were arguing, the old man burst in. The girl, overcome with shame and fear, lowered her head, leaned against the bed, and fingered her sash in silence.

	 

	The old man raged, “Vile servant, disgracing my household! If you do not leave immediately, the whip shall follow you!”

	 

	The girl lowered her head and fled; the old man followed. The scholar trailed them and listened; he heard endless cursing and Qing Feng’s soft sobbing. The scholar’s heart felt as if it were being cut. He shouted loudly, “The sin lies with me; what has it to do with Qing Feng? If you forgive her, I am willing to suffer the saw and the axe myself!”

	 

	There was silence for a long while, so the scholar returned to sleep.

	 

	From then on, there was absolutely no sound within the mansion. The scholar’s uncle heard of this and marveled at it; he was willing to sell the place to him for residence without haggling over the price. The scholar was delighted and moved his family in. He lived there for over a year, very comfortably, yet not for a moment did he forget Qing Feng.

	 

	It happened that while returning from visiting graves on Tomb Sweeping Day, he saw two small foxes being chased by dogs. One darted into the wilds and escaped, but the other was panicked on the road. Seeing the scholar, it cried out mournfully, drooping its ears and bowing its head as if begging for help. The scholar took pity on it, opened his robe, picked it up, and carried it home. When he closed the door and placed it on the bed, it turned out to be Qing Feng.

	 

	Overjoyed, he comforted her. The girl said, “I was just playing with my maidservant when I encountered this great disaster. If not for you, my husband, I would surely have been buried in a dog’s belly. I hope you do not loathe me for being of a different kind.”

	 

	The scholar replied, “I have missed you every day... seeing you is like finding a rare treasure; how could I loathe you?”

	 

	The girl said, “This is destiny... However, it is fortunate; the maidservant surely believes I am already dead, so I can make a lasting vow with you.”

	 

	The scholar was delighted and housed her in a separate room. More than two years passed. One night, as the scholar was reading, Xiao’er suddenly entered.

	 

	The scholar stopped reading and asked in surprise where he had come from. Xiao’er prostrated himself on the ground and said sorrowfully, “My father is in terrible danger; no one but you can save him... Do you know Mo Sanlang?”

	 

	“He is the son of my father’s fellow graduate,” replied the scholar.

	 

	Xiao’er said, “He will pass by tomorrow. If he is carrying a hunted fox, I hope you will detain it.”

	 

	The scholar said, “The humiliation downstairs is still fresh in my mind; I dare not involve myself in other matters. If you absolutely want me to offer my meager services, it cannot be done unless Qing Feng comes!”

	 

	Xiao’er shed tears and said, “Sister Feng died in the wilds three years ago!”

	 

	The scholar flicked his sleeve and said, “If that is so, then my hatred runs even deeper!”

	 

	He picked up his book and chanted aloud, paying him no further attention. Xiao’er rose, weeping uncontrollably, covered his face, and left. The scholar went to Qing Feng’s place and told her what happened.

	 

	The girl turned pale and asked, “Will you save him?”

	 

	He replied, “I will save him; I only refused just now to repay his past harshness.”

	 

	The girl was then delighted. The next day, Mo Sanlang indeed arrived. He was dressed in embroidered gear with a tiger-skin quiver, and his attendants were magnificent. The scholar met him at the door. He had much game, including a black fox, its fur stained with blood; when stroked, the flesh was still warm. The scholar pretended his fur coat was worn and begged for the fox to patch it. Mo generously untied it and gave it to him. The scholar immediately handed it to Qing Feng, then went to drink with his guest.

	 

	After the guest left, the girl held the fox in her bosom; three days later it revived, twisting and turning until it transformed back into the old man. He looked at the girl with joy and said, “I knew you were not dead, and now it is proven true.”

	 

	The girl said to the scholar, “If you care for me, please lend the vacant building to us, so that I may fulfill my duty to support my elders.”

	 

	The scholar agreed. The old man, looking ashamed, thanked him and left. At nightfall, the whole family indeed arrived. From then on, they were like a single family, father and son, with no more suspicion. The scholar lived in his study, and Xiao’er often joined him for conversation and banquets. As the scholar’s legitimate son grew older, he had Xiao’er tutor him; for he was a methodical and skilled teacher, possessing the true manner of a mentor.

	 


Qingmei

	 

	Scholar Cheng of Baixia was by nature open and candid, observing no strict social boundaries. One day, returning from outside, he loosened his sash and felt it weigh heavy, as if something had fallen. He looked but saw nothing. As he turned about, a young woman stepped out from behind his clothes, smoothing her hair and smiling. She was exceedingly beautiful.

	 

	Cheng suspected she was a ghost. The woman said, “I am not a ghost, but a fox.”

	 

	Cheng replied, “If I can have such a beauty, I wouldn’t even fear a ghost, let alone a fox!” He then became intimate with her.

	 

	Two years later, she bore a daughter, nicknamed Qingmei. She often told Cheng, “Do not take a wife; I will bear sons for you.” Cheng complied and did not marry, though friends and relatives all mocked him for it. Eventually, Cheng’s resolve wavered, and he betrothed a woman from the Wang family east of the lake.

	 

	Hearing this, the fox was furious. She nursed her daughter, then dumped her onto Cheng, saying, “This is your family’s money-losing merchandise. Whether she lives or dies is up to you; why should I act as a wet nurse for someone else?” She then marched out the door and left.

	 

	Qingmei grew up to be intelligent and beautiful, resembling her mother closely. Shortly after, Cheng died of illness. The woman of the Wang family remarried and left. Qingmei was left to depend on a paternal cousin for food. This cousin was dissolute and immoral, intending to sell her to enrich himself.

	 

	It happened that a metropolitan graduate named Wang was at home awaiting an official appointment. Hearing of her intelligence, he bought her for a heavy sum to serve his daughter, A-Xi. A-Xi was fourteen, a peerless beauty. Seeing Qingmei, she was delighted and shared her sleeping quarters with her. Qingmei was skilled at serving; she could listen with her eyes and speak with her eyebrows, anticipating wishes before they were spoken. Consequently, the whole family loved her.

	 

	In the town lived a scholar named Zhang, courtesy name Jieshou. His family was destitute, owning no property, and rented a dwelling from the Wangs. He was purely filial, strict in his conduct, and devoted to his studies. Qingmei once happened to go to his house and saw Zhang eating chaff porridge on a stone. She went inside to chat with his mother and saw pig’s trotters on the table. At that time, his father was bedridden. Zhang entered and held his father to relieve himself, and excrement soiled his clothes. The old man noticed and felt ashamed. Zhang covered the traces and hurriedly went out to wash, fearing his father would know.

	 

	Qingmei marvelled at this. Returning, she recounted what she had seen to A-Xi, saying, “Our tenant is no ordinary man. If you do not wish for a good match, then let it be; but if you do, Scholar Zhang is the one.”

	 

	A-Xi feared her father would reject his poverty.

	 

	Qingmei said, “Not so; it depends on you, my lady. If you think it possible, I will secretly tell them to send a matchmaker. The Mistress will surely summon you to discuss it. You only need to say ‘yes,’ and it will be done.”

	 

	A-Xi feared ending up poor and being laughed at by the world.

	 

	Qingmei said, “I claim to be able to judge the scholars of the world; I am surely not mistaken.”

	 

	The next day, she went to tell Mother Zhang. The old woman was shocked, calling the words ill-omened.

	 

	Qingmei said, “The young lady has heard of the young master and considers him worthy. I have spied her intent to tell you. If a matchmaker goes, we two will support it, and the plan will succeed. Even if it fails, what disgrace is there for the young master?”

	 

	The old woman said, “Alright.” She asked Mrs. Hou, a flower seller, to go.

	 

	The Mistress heard the proposal and laughed, telling Mr. Wang. Wang also laughed heartily. They called their daughter and related Mrs. Hou’s proposal. Before the daughter could answer, Qingmei urgently praised his virtue, predicting he would surely become noble.

	 

	The Mistress asked again, “This is a matter of your whole life. If you can eat chaff and kernels, I will agree for you.”

	 

	The daughter lowered her head for a long time, looked at the wall, and replied, “Poverty and wealth are fate. If fate is generous, poverty won’t last; if not, there is no end to it. Perhaps fate is thin—are there few brocade-clad princes who have no place to stand? It is up to my parents.”

	 

	Initially, Wang was consulting his daughter just to make a joke of it. Hearing her words, he was unhappy and said, “Do you wish to marry into the Zhang family?”

	 

	She did not answer; he asked again, she did not answer. Furious, he said, “Base bone, making no progress! You want to carry a basket and be a beggar’s wife? Will you not die of shame!”

	 

	The daughter flushed red, choked with anger, and left in tears. The matchmaker also fled.

	 

	Seeing it did not work, Qingmei sought her own plan. A few days later, she visited Zhang at night. Zhang was reading and asked in surprise where she came from. She spoke hesitantly. Zhang sternly rejected her.

	 

	Qingmei wept, “I am a girl from a good family, not one who runs off for lust. Only because of your virtue do I wish to entrust myself to you.”

	 

	Zhang said, “You love me, saying I am virtuous. Actions done in the dark, a self-respecting man does not do; would a virtuous man do them? If I start with seduction to end in marriage, a gentleman would still say it is impermissible. Moreover, if it cannot be completed, how will you handle the servitude?”

	 

	Qingmei said, “If it can be done, will you lend a hand?”

	 

	Zhang said, “To get someone like you, what more could I ask? But there are three impossibilities, so I dare not promise lightly.”

	 

	“What are they?”

	 

	“I cannot make my own decisions—that is one; even if I could, if my parents are unhappy, that is two; even if they are happy, your price must be high, and I am too poor to afford it—that is three. Leave quickly; the suspicion of the melon patch and plum tree is fearsome!”

	 

	As Qingmei left, she urged, “If you are willing, please try to plan for it.” Zhang agreed.

	 

	Qingmei returned. A-Xi questioned where she had been. Qingmei knelt and confessed. A-Xi, angry at her elopement, was about to beat her. Qingmei wept, explaining her innocence and the truth.

	 

	A-Xi sighed, “Not acting illicitly is propriety; telling parents is filial piety; not making light promises is trust. With these three virtues, Heaven will protect him; he need not worry about poverty.” She asked, “What will you do?”

	 

	“Marry him.”

	 

	A-Xi laughed, “Can a silly maid decide for herself?”

	 

	“If not, I will follow with death.”

	 

	A-Xi said, “I will fulfill your wish.” Qingmei bowed her head in thanks.

	 

	A few days later she told A-Xi, “Was your previous speech a joke, or do you truly wish to be merciful? If so, I have a small request, and beg for your pity.”

	 

	A-Xi asked what it was. She replied, “Zhang cannot afford the betrothal. I have no means to redeem myself. If you insist on full payment, marrying me is as good as not marrying me.”

	 

	A-Xi mused, “This is beyond my power. If I say marry, it may be inappropriate; if I say take no money, my father will not allow it, and I dare not say it.”

	 

	Qingmei wept, begging for help. A-Xi thought for a long time, “There is no other way. I have some private savings; I will empty my purse to help.” Qingmei thanked her and secretly told Zhang. Zhang’s mother was overjoyed, begged for loans everywhere, and gathered the required amount, hiding it to await good news.

	 

	It happened that Wang was appointed Magistrate of Quwo. A-Xi took the chance to tell her mother, “Qingmei is grown. Now that we are going to the post, it is better to send her away.”

	 

	The Mistress had always thought Qingmei too cunning and feared she would lead A-Xi astray. She had wanted to marry her off but feared A-Xi would be unhappy. Hearing A-Xi’s words, she was very pleased. Two days later, a bondservant woman reported the Zhang family’s intention. Wang laughed, “He is only fit to pair with a maid! Why was he so delusional before? However, selling a concubine to a high family, the price should be double the past.”

	 

	A-Xi hurriedly interposed, “Qingmei has served me long. To sell her as a concubine, I cannot bear it.” Wang then sent word to the Zhangs, signed the contract for the original sum, and wedded Qingmei to the scholar.

	 

	Entering the household, she was filial to her parents-in-law, obedient in every turn, surpassing even the scholar. She worked even harder, eating chaff and husks without complaint. Consequently, everyone in the family loved and respected Qingmei. She also did embroidery, which sold quickly; merchants waited at the door to buy, fearing they wouldn’t get it. The earnings helped fend off poverty. She urged Zhang not to let domestic worries interfere with his studies; she handled all management herself.

	 

	Because her master was leaving for his post, she went to bid farewell to A-Xi. A-Xi saw her and wept, “You have found your place; I am indeed not your equal.”

	 

	Qingmei said, “Whose gift is this, that I should dare forget? But to think yourself inferior to a maid is to shorten the maid’s life.” They parted in tears.

	 

	Wang went to Shanxi for half a year when the Mistress died; her coffin was kept in a temple. Two years later, Wang was implicated in bribery and dismissed. Fines and redemptions cost tens of thousands; he gradually became too poor to support himself, and his followers fled. A great epidemic struck; Wang caught it and died. Only one old woman remained with the daughter. Soon the old woman also died, and A-Xi was left alone, her suffering increasing. A neighbor woman urged her to marry. A-Xi said, “Whoever can bury my two parents, I will follow him.”

	 

	The woman pitied her, gave her a peck of rice, and left.

	 

	Half a month later she returned, saying, “I tried my best for you, young lady, but it is hard. The poor cannot afford the burial; the rich dislike that you represent a declining line. What to do! There is one plan, but I fear you cannot follow it.”

	 

	“What is it?”

	 

	“There is a Mr. Li here seeking a concubine. If he sees your beauty, he will pay for a grand funeral without stint.”

	 

	A-Xi cried loudly, “I am the descendant of officials, and I am to be a concubine?” The woman left without a word. Eating only once a day, clinging to life to wait for a buyer, she could not hold on after half a year. One day the woman came, and A-Xi wept, “I am so destitute. I often want to kill myself, but linger on because of the two coffins. If I die in a ditch, who will collect my parents’ bones? So I think it better to follow your words.”

	 

	The woman led Li to peek at her; he was delighted. He paid for the burials; both coffins were interred. Then he took A-Xi away to enter the main household. The principal wife was naturally fierce and jealous. Li had not dared mention a concubine, pretending to buy a maid. Upon seeing A-Xi, the wife flew into a rage, beat her with a staff, drove her out, and refused to let her enter.

	 

	A-Xi, hair disheveled and weeping, had nowhere to go. An old nun passed by and invited her to live together. A-Xi followed. At the nunnery, she begged to have her hair shaved. The nun refused, saying, “I see the young lady is not one to lie long in the dust. The pottery and rough grain in the nunnery can sustain you; stay here temporarily. When the time comes, you will go.”

	 

	Not long after, ruffians in the market spied her beauty, often knocking on the door and making lewd remarks. The nun couldn’t stop them. A-Xi cried and wanted to kill herself. The nun went to a certain official from the Ministry of Personnel to request a strict prohibition notice. The scoundrels pulled back a bit. Later, someone dug through the temple wall at night; the nun screamed, and they fled. She reported to the official again; the ringleader was caught, sent to the prefecture, and flogged. Things quieted down.

	 

	More than a year later, a noble young master passed by, saw A-Xi, and was stunned. He forced the nun to communicate his interest and bribed her heavily. The nun spoke gently, “She is from a noble line, not willing to be a concubine. Master, please return; later there will be a reply.” After he left, A-Xi wanted to drink poison to die. That night she dreamed her father came and said quickly, “I did not follow your will, bringing you to this. Regret is too late. But wait a moment, do not die; past wishes can still be fulfilled.” A-Xi marvelled at this.

	 

	At dawn, after washing, the nun looked at her and exclaimed, “The dark air on your face is gone; no need to worry about adversity. Fortune is coming; do not forget this old body.” Before she finished, a knock was heard. A-Xi turned pale, thinking it was the noble’s servants. The nun opened the door; it was indeed so. They asked for the decision. The nun smiled and welcomed them, asking for a three-day delay. The servant relayed the master’s words: if it fails, the nun must report herself. The nun agreed respectfully. A-Xi was very sad and wanted to kill herself. The nun stopped her. A-Xi worried about having no answer in three days. The nun said, “I am here; I will take the beheading if it comes to that.”

	 

	The next day in the afternoon, a rainstorm poured. Suddenly, several people banged on the door, shouting. A-Xi thought it was a disaster and froze in terror. The nun braved the rain to open up. A sedan chair was parked there; several maids helped a beauty out. The retinue was impressive, with glorious hats and canopies. Asked, they said, “This is the family of the Judicial Official, sheltering from the rain.”

	 

	They were led into the hall, and a couch was moved for her to sit. The servants and women rushed to the Zen rooms to rest. Entering the room, one saw A-Xi, found her beautiful, and ran to tell the Madam. The rain stopped. The Madam rose and asked to peek into the meditation room. The nun led her in. Seeing A-Xi’s extreme beauty, she stared unblinkingly. A-Xi also looked at her for a long time. The Madam was none other than Qingmei.

	 

	They both cried out and wept, recounting their journeys. Old Man Zhang had died; the scholar returned to service, passed his examinations in succession, and was appointed as a Judicial Official. He first took his mother to the post, then moved the other family members.

	 

	A-Xi sighed, “Looking at us today, it is like heaven and earth!”

	 

	Qingmei laughed, “Luckily, my lady met setbacks and has no mate; Heaven wants us to reunite. If not for the rain, how would we meet? There are spirits in this; it is not human power.”

	 

	She took out a pearl crown and brocade clothes, urging A-Xi to change. A-Xi lowered her head and hesitated; the nun urged her from the side. A-Xi worried that sharing a husband was not proper order.

	 

	Qingmei said, “In the past, the status was fixed; how could I forget your great virtue! Think of Master Zhang, is he one to turn his back on righteousness?”

	 

	She forced the makeup on her and they left the nun.

	 

	Arriving at the post, mother and son were happy. A-Xi bowed, saying, “I have no face to see Mother.”

	 

	The mother laughed and comforted her. They planned an auspicious day for the wedding.

	 

	A-Xi said, “If there were a sliver of life in the nunnery, I would not have followed Madam here. If you recall old friendship, give me a hut and a prayer mat, that is enough.”

	 

	Qingmei smiled but didn’t speak.

	 

	On the appointed day, she brought the beautifully dressed A-Xi out. A-Xi didn’t know what to do. Drums and music played. Qingmei and maids forced her into the clothes and supported her out. Seeing Zhang in court dress bowing, she involuntarily bowed back. Qingmei dragged her into the bridal chamber, saying, “I have left this seat empty waiting for you for a long time.”

	 

	She told Zhang, “Tonight you can repay your kindness; do it well.”

	 

	She turned to leave. A-Xi grabbed her hem. Qingmei laughed, “Don’t keep me; I can’t take your place here,” pulled her finger free, and left.

	 

	Qingmei served A-Xi cautiously, never daring to claim the evening for herself, but A-Xi felt uneasy. The mother ordered them to call each other “Madam.” Qingmei stuck to the etiquette of a maidservant without slackening. Three years later, Zhang was called to the capital. Passing the nunnery, he gave five hundred gold to the nun for her birthday. The nun refused; forced, she took two hundred to build a shrine and a monument for Mrs. Wang. Later, Zhang rose to the rank of Vice Minister. Qingmei had two sons and a daughter; A-Xi had four sons and a daughter. Zhang petitioned for titles; both were sealed as Ladies.

	 

	Heaven creates beauties naturally to reward famous worthies, but the princes of this world keep them to give to fops and silk-pants. This is what the Creator fights against. The twists and turns, the infinite management to bring them together—the workings of Nature are indeed laborious! Yet, only Lady Qing was able to recognize a hero in the dust, swearing to marry him even unto death. As for the one who was stately in cap and robes, yet abandoned virtue to seek rich food—how was her wisdom lower than a maid’s!

	 


Twin Lanterns

	 

	Wei Yunwang, a native of Penquan in Yidu, came from a formerly prominent old family. Later, the family’s fortunes declined, and they could not support his studies. In his twenties, he abandoned his education to join his father-in-law’s trade selling alcohol.

	 

	One night, while sleeping alone upstairs in the wine shop, he suddenly heard trampling sounds downstairs. Startled, he rose to listen in fear. The sounds drew closer, ascending the stairs with loud, chaotic footsteps. Shortly after, two maids carrying lanterns arrived at the foot of his bed. Behind them was a young scholar guiding a young lady; they approached the bed, smiling. Wei was greatly shocked and found it strange. Realizing they were foxes, his hair stood on end; he bowed his head and dared not look sideways.

	 

	The scholar laughed and said, “Sir, do not harbor suspicions. My younger sister has a past destiny with you, so she ought to serve you.”

	 

	Wei looked at the scholar, whose brocade and sable furs dazzled the eyes. Feeling ashamed of his own shabbiness, he did not know how to reply. The scholar led the maids away, leaving a lamp behind, and departed.

	 

	Wei looked closely at the young lady; she was lovely and delicate, like a celestial being, and his heart was very pleased. However, he was ashamed and could not make playful conversation.

	 

	The lady looked at him and laughed, saying, “You are no longer one who clutches books; why put on the airs of a poor pedant?”

	 

	She suddenly approached the pillow and mat, warming her hands in his bosom. Wei finally broke into a smile at this; he tugged at her trousers in jest, and they became intimate. Before the morning bell had rung, the two handmaidens arrived to lead her away. They made an appointment for the night again.

	 

	When evening came, the lady indeed arrived, laughing, “What luck you have, silly lad! Without spending a penny, you get such a fine wife who throws herself at you every night.”

	 

	Wei was happy no one was around. He set out wine to drink with her. They gambled at cangmei; the girl won nineteen times out of twenty.

	 

	She laughed, saying, “If I hold the tokens and you guess, if you hit it, you win; if not, you lose. But if you make me guess, you will never have a time to win.”

	 

	He followed her suggestion, and they enjoyed themselves all night.

	 

	Later, when about to sleep, she said, “Last night the bedding was rough and cold; it was unbearable.”

	 

	She called the maids to bring a bundle of quilts and spread them on the bed; the silks and gauzes were fragrant and soft. Shortly after, they loosened their belts and cuddled; the scent of her lipstick was intense. It truly was not inferior to the “Land of Gentle Warmth” of the Han dynasty. From then on, this became the norm.

	 

	Half a year later, Wei returned home. He happened to be speaking with his wife by the window on a moonlit night when he suddenly saw the young lady, fully made up, sitting atop the wall and beckoning with her hand. Wei approached her; the lady pulled him up, and they went over the wall and out.

	 

	Holding his hand, she told him, “Today I part from you. Please escort me a few paces to express the sentiment of our half-year of intimacy.”

	 

	Wei, startled, asked the reason.

	 

	The lady said, “Karma has its fixed number; why wait to speak of it?”

	 

	As they spoke, they reached the outskirts of the village. The former maids were holding a pair of lanterns in wait. They went straight to the southern mountain and climbed to a high place, where she bid Wei farewell. He could not keep her, and so she departed. Wei stood there for a long time, pacing in hesitation. In the distance, he saw the twin lamps flickering in and out of view, gradually becoming too far to see. He returned, dispirited. That night, all the villagers saw the lantern lights on the mountain top.

	
Witty Fox

	 

	Wan Fu, courtesy name Zixiang, was a native of Boxing. He studied Confucianism from childhood, but his family was poor and his luck ill. Though over twenty, he had not yet obtained the degree of licentiate. The customs of his village were base; people often reported wealthy households for corvée labor, and honest, kind folk often had their families ruined by this. Wan happened to be reported for service duty; terrified, he fled to Jinan and rented a room at an inn.

	 

	At night, a woman came to him eloping; her appearance was quite beautiful. Wan was pleased and had intimate relations with her. When asked her name, she said, “I am actually a fox, but I will not harm you.”

	 

	Wan was delighted and had no suspicions. The woman urged him not to share the room with other guests. She arrived every day to sleep with him. All his daily necessities were entirely supplied by the fox.

	 

	Before long, two or three acquaintances came to visit and stayed for several nights without leaving. Wan grew weary of them but could not bear to refuse them, so he had no choice but to tell them the truth. The guests wished to catch a glimpse of her faerie countenance. Wan spoke to the fox.

	 

	The fox said, “Why see me? I am just like a human.”

	 

	They could hear her voice but could not see her form. Among the guests was one Sun Deyan, who was fond of jesting. He firmly requested to see her, saying, “Hearing your lovely voice makes my soul take flight. Why be stingy with your beauty, leaving us to pine away merely hearing your voice?”

	 

	The fox laughed and said, “Worthy Grandson! Do you wish to paint a portrait of your great-great-grandmother enjoying herself?”

	 

	Everyone laughed heartily.

	 

	The fox said, “Since I am a fox, allow me to tell the guests a tale from the fox archives. Would you be willing to hear it?”

	 

	The crowd assented.

	 

	The fox said, “In the past, there was a village inn that was plagued by foxes, which often came out to haunt travelers. The travelers knew of this and warned one another not to lodge there. For half a year, the establishment was desolate. The owner was greatly distressed and strictly avoided mentioning foxes. Suddenly, a traveler from afar, claiming to be from a foreign land, stopped at the gate to rest. The owner was delighted. Just as he was inviting him in, a passerby secretly warned the traveler, saying, ‘There are foxes in this house.’ The traveler was frightened and told the owner he wished to move elsewhere. The owner vigorously denied the claim as nonsense, so the traveler stayed. Entering the room and just as he was lying down, he saw a mischief of rats come out from under the bed. The traveler was terrified; he bolted out, shouting urgently, ‘There are foxes!’ The owner, startled, asked what was wrong. The traveler angrily said, ‘Foxes are nesting here; why did you deceive me by saying there were none?’ The owner asked again, ‘What was the shape of what you saw?’ The traveler replied, ‘What I just saw were tiny, minuscule things. If they are not fox children, they must surely be fox grandsons!’“3

	 

	Upon finishing the story, the seated guests beamed with laughter. Sun said, “Since you will not grant us a viewing, we shall stay and not leave, blocking your tryst.”

	 

	The fox laughed and said, “Staying the night does no harm. However, should there be some small offense against you, I hope you will not take it to heart.”

	 

	The guests, fearing she would play malicious pranks, dispersed together. However, they would invariably return every few days, seeking the fox’s laughing scoldings. The fox was extremely humorous; every sentence would bowl the guests over. Even the jesters could not subdue her. The group playfully called her “Lady Fox.”

	 

	One day, a banquet was held. Wan took the host’s seat, while Sun and two other guests sat to the left and right. A couch was set up at the head for the fox. The fox declined, saying she was not good with wine. All requested she sit and converse, to which she agreed. After several rounds of wine, the crowd threw dice for the “Melon Vine” drinking game.

	 

	A guest rolled the “melon” color and was due to drink, but playfully moved the goblet to the seat of honor, saying, “Lady Fox is too sober; let us borrow a cup for her.”

	 

	The fox laughed and said, “I truly do not drink, but I wish to present a story to accompany your drinking, gentlemen.”

	 

	Sun covered his ears, not wishing to hear. The guests all said, “He who insults others must be penalized.”

	 

	The fox laughed, “How about I insult a fox?”

	 

	The crowd said, “That is permissible.”

	 

	Thus they inclined their ears to listen together.

	 

	The fox said, “In the past, a great minister was sent as an envoy to the Red-haired Country. He wore a hat of fox-flank fur to see the King. The King saw it and found it strange, asking, ‘What fur is this, that it is so warm and thick?’ The minister replied that it was fox. The King said, ‘I have never heard of such a creature in my life. How is the character written?’ The envoy wrote in the air and reported, ‘On the right side is a big melon, and on the left side is a small dog.’“4

	 

	The host and guests again roared with laughter. The two other guests were brothers of the Chen clan; one was named Suojian and the other Suowen. Seeing Sun was greatly embarrassed, they said, “Where is the male fox? How can he allow a female fox to spread poison like this?”

	 

	The fox said, “The story I was just telling was not yet finished and was interrupted by a pack of barking; please allow me to finish it. The King saw the envoy riding a mule and found it very strange. The envoy told him, ‘This is born of a horse.’ The King found it even stranger. The envoy said, ‘In China, horses give birth to mules, and mules give birth to foals.’ The King asked for details on this. The envoy said, ‘A horse giving birth to a mule is Chen Suojian; a mule giving birth to a foal is Chen Suowen.’“5

	 

	The whole party again laughed loudly. The crowd knew they were no match for her, so they agreed: whoever started a joke hereafter would be penalized by having to play host.

	 

	After a while, when the wine had taken effect, Sun playfully said to Wan, “I have a couplet; please provide the second line.”

	 

	Wan asked, “What is it?”

	 

	Sun said, “The courtesan goes out to visit her lover; upon arrival it is ‘Wanfu’, and upon departure it is ‘Wanfu’.”6

	 

	The crowd pondered but could not find a match. The fox laughed and said, “I have one.”

	 

	She matched it with: “The Dragon King issues an edict seeking straightforward admonitions; the soft-shelled turtle Deyan, and the hard-shelled turtle Deyan.”7

	 

	The crowd collapsed with laughter. Sun was furious and said, “We just made a pact with you; why violate the rule again?”

	 

	The fox laughed, “The fault is truly mine, but without this, I could not have matched it precisely. Tomorrow I will host a banquet to redeem my transgression.”

	 

	They laughed at each other and dispersed. The fox’s humor was too extensive to recount fully.

	 

	After staying a few months, she returned home with Wan. Upon reaching the border of Boxing, she told Wan, “I have distant relatives in this place. Intercourse has been blocked for a long time, so I cannot fail to send a greeting. The sun is setting; I shall lodge here with you and we can proceed at dawn.”

	 

	Wan asked about the location. She pointed and said, “Not far.”

	 

	Wan suspected there had been no village there previously, but he went along with her. After about two li, they indeed saw a manor that he had never encountered in his life. The fox went to knock on the gate, and an old servant came out to answer. Upon entering, there were layers of gates and pavilions, resembling an aristocratic home. Shortly, he saw the hosts, an old man and an old woman, who bowed to Wan and offered him a seat. A rich feast was laid out, and they treated Wan as a relation by marriage. He spent the night there.

	 

	In the morning, the fox said, “If I return with you suddenly, I fear it will shock people. You should go first, and I will follow.”

	 

	Wan followed her words, arriving first and explaining the situation to his family in advance. Before long, the fox arrived. She spoke and laughed with Wan; people could hear her, but could not see her.

	 

	A year later, Wan returned to business in Jinan, and the fox accompanied him. Suddenly, several people arrived; the fox went to speak with them, exchanging the warmest of greetings.

	 

	She then said to Wan, “I am originally from Shaanxi. I had a karmic bond with you from a past life, so I followed you for some time. Now my brothers have come, and I shall return with them; I cannot continue to attend to you.”

	 

	He tried to detain her but could not, and she finally departed.

	
Xiao Qi

	 

	Xu Jichang was a native of Linzi who lived in Mofangzhuang, east of the city. Having failed in his pursuit of Confucian scholarship, he gave it up to serve as a government clerk.

	 

	Once, while traveling to visit his wife’s relatives, his path took him past the temporary burial hall of the Yu family. Returning drunk at twilight, he passed the spot again and saw magnificent, ornate pavilions where an old man sat in the doorway. Thirsty from the wine, Xu bowed to the old man and asked for water. The old man rose, invited the guest inside, ascended to the main hall, and served him a drink.

	 

	After he had finished drinking, the old man said, “It is difficult to travel at dusk. Why not stay the night and depart at dawn?”

	 

	Xu was exhausted, so he gladly accepted the invitation. The old man ordered the servants to prepare wine for the guest, then said to Xu, “I have a proposal; please do not consider me presumptuous. You come from a reputable family and have a fine standing; we could be related by marriage. I have a young daughter, not yet betrothed, whom I wish to offer as a concubine. I hope you might accept her.”

	 

	Xu, taken aback and uneasy, did not know how to respond. The old man immediately sent a messenger to inform his kinsmen and sent word for the young lady to dress and adorn herself. Shortly after, four or five groups of men wearing tall caps and broad sashes arrived one after another. The young lady also came out, dazzlingly attired, her beauty not of this world. They all took their seats for the banquet.

	 

	Xu was bedazzled and bewitched, wishing only to retire quickly. After several rounds of wine, he firmly declined any more, claiming he could not handle it. A young maid was then ordered to lead the couple behind the curtains, where they retired together.

	 

	Xu asked about her family name.

	 

	The girl replied, “My surname is Xiao, and I am the seventh child.”

	 

	He then inquired in detail about her family background.

	 

	The girl said, “Though I am of humble status, matching a clerk should not be considered beneath you. Why probe so deeply?”

	 

	Xu, captivated by her beauty and their intimacy, harbored no further suspicions.

	 

	The girl then said, “We cannot make a home here. I understand your wife is very gentle and likely will not object. Go back and clear a room; I shall arrive shortly on my own.”

	 

	Xu agreed. He placed his arm around her and suddenly fell asleep. When he awoke, his arms were empty. It was broad daylight, shaded by pine trees, and he was lying on a mat of millet stalks over a foot thick. Shocked and sighing, he returned home and told his wife.

	 

	His wife jokingly cleared a room, set up a bed inside, and upon closing the door, said, “The new bride will arrive tonight.”

	 

	They laughed about it together. When evening came, his wife playfully dragged Xu to open the door, saying, “Could the newcomer be in the room already?”

	 

	Upon entering, they found a beautifully adorned woman sitting on the bed. Seeing them enter, she rose to greet them. The couple was astounded. The girl covered her mouth, giggling, and bowed with great respect. The wife then prepared a feast to celebrate their union.

	 

	The girl rose early to work, not waiting to be ordered. One day she said to Xu, “My sisters and aunts all wish to visit our home for a look.”

	 

	Xu worried that he was unprepared to host guests on such short notice.

	 

	The girl said, “They all know our household is not wealthy. They will bring their own food and utensils; we need only trouble the Madam to do the cooking.”

	 

	Xu told his wife, and she agreed. After breakfast, people indeed arrived carrying wine and meat; they set down their loads and left. The wife took on the role of the cook.

	 

	In the afternoon, six or seven women arrived, the eldest not more than forty. They sat in a circle drinking, their noisy laughter filling the room. Xu’s wife peered through the window but saw only her husband and the Seventh Sister sitting opposite each other; the other guests were invisible to her. When the Big Dipper hung over the corner of the roof, they noisily departed.

	 

	The girl went to see the guests off and had not yet returned. The wife entered to inspect the table and found the cups and plates empty. She laughed, saying, “Those wenches must have been starving; they’ve licked the platters like dogs licking a chopping block.”

	 

	A moment later the girl returned, thanked the wife earnestly, took the dishes to wash herself, and urged the wife to go to rest.

	 

	The wife said, “For guests to visit and provide their own food is a great absurdity. Tomorrow we should invite them properly.”

	 

	A few days later, following his wife’s suggestion, Xu had the girl invite the guests again. The guests arrived and ate and drank freely, but four dishes remained untouched by spoon or chopstick.

	 

	When Xu asked why, they all laughed and said, “The Madam called us gluttons, so we left these for the cook.”

	 

	Among those seated was a girl of eighteen or nineteen, dressed in white mourning clothes and shoes, who said she was a recent widow—the girl called her Sixth Sister. She was enchanting in manner, fond of laughter, and quick-witted. She and Xu gradually became familiar, teasing each other with playful banter. They played drinking games, with Xu acting as the registrar to enforce the rule against laughter and jesting. Sixth Sister frequently violated the rules and had to drink over ten cups in penalty, until she became flushed and thoroughly drunk. Her fragrant body grew languid and limp, unable to support itself. Shortly after, she slipped away.

	 

	Xu took a candle to look for her and found her sound asleep behind the dark curtains. He approached and kissed her lips, but she did not wake. He slipped his hand into her trousers and found her private parts swollen high. Just as his heart began to race, voices from the banquet called out for Master Xu. He hurriedly arranged her clothes, and noticing a silk scarf in her sleeve, stole it before leaving.

	 

	By the middle of the night, the guests were leaving, but Sixth Sister had not yet awakened. Seventh Sister went in and shook her; only then did she yawn, get up, tie her skirt, arrange her hair, and leave with the others.

	 

	Xu thought of her with intense longing and could not get her out of his mind. He went to a private spot to take out the scarf she had left behind, but it had vanished. Suspecting he had dropped it while seeing off the guests, he took a lamp and carefully examined the steps and porch, but found nothing. He was distracted and despondent. When the girl asked what was wrong, he gave a vague reply.

	 

	The girl laughed and said, “Do not lie. The owner has already taken the scarf back; you trouble your heart and eyes in vain.”

	 

	Startled, Xu told her the truth and confessed his longing.

	 

	The girl said, “She has no destiny with you from a past life; your connection ends here.”

	 

	When he asked the reason, she explained: “In her previous life, she was a courtesan. You were a scholar who saw her and fell in love, but your parents obstructed the match. Unable to fulfill your desire, you fell critically ill. You sent someone to tell her: ‘I am dying. If you could come and let me touch your skin just once, I would die without regret!’ Moved by your sentiment, she agreed to your request. However, delayed by other matters, she could not go immediately. When she arrived the following evening, the sick man had already passed away. Thus, in this life, you had the karmic destiny of a single touch. Anything beyond that is not to be hoped for.”

	 

	Later, when he held another banquet and invited the women, only Sixth Sister did not come. Xu suspected the girl of jealousy and felt some resentment.

	 

	One day the girl said to Xu, “Because of Sixth Sister, you wrongly blame me. She is truly unwilling to come; how is that my fault? Now that our eight years of conjugal bliss are coming to an end, let me make one last effort for you to resolve your past infatuation. Though she will not come, who is to stop us from going to her? If we visit her, perhaps human determination can overcome destiny; one never knows.”

	 

	Xu was delighted and agreed. The girl took his hand, and he felt as if he were floating on air. In an instant, they arrived at her home. There was a broad hall of yellow brick and winding entryways, exactly like the place he had first seen.

	 

	His parents-in-law came out and said, “Our daughter has long enjoyed your kindness. We are old and frail, which has made us negligent in visiting. We trust you do not blame us?”

	 

	They immediately prepared a feast. The girl asked about her sisters.

	 

	Her mother replied, “They have all returned to their own homes; only Sixth Sister is here.”

	 

	She ordered a maid to invite the Sixth Lady, but after a long time, she did not appear. The girl went in and dragged her out. She bowed her head in silence, unlike her former playful self. After a while, the old couple withdrew.

	 

	The girl said to Sixth Sister, “Sister, you hold yourself too high, causing people to resent me!”

	 

	Sixth Sister smiled faintly and said, “Why should I get close to such a frivolous man?”

	 

	The girl took their half-empty cups and forced them to exchange drinks, saying, “You have already kissed; why pretend otherwise?”

	 

	Shortly after, Seventh Sister slipped away, leaving only the two of them in the room. Xu immediately rose and pressed himself upon her, but Sixth Sister twisted away and resisted. Xu tugged at her clothes and knelt for a long time, imploring her. Her expression eventually softened, and they entered the bedroom hand in hand.

	 

	Just as he loosened the knot of her jacket, he heard shouting and neighing that shook the ground, and firelight flashed against the door. Sixth Sister was terrified. Pushing Xu up, she cried, “Disaster has struck! What shall we do?”

	 

	In the confusion, Xu did not know what to do, but the young woman had already fled and vanished without a trace. Xu sat there dazed for a moment, and then the house and buildings disappeared.

	 

	More than ten hunters arrived, holding falcons and weapons. Surprised, they asked, “Who are you, hiding here at night?”

	 

	Xu claimed he had lost his way and told them his name.

	 

	One of them asked, “We were just chasing a fox. Did you see it?”

	 

	He replied, “No.”

	 

	Looking closely at his surroundings, he realized he was at the Yu family’s temporary burial hall. He returned home despondent. He still hoped Seventh Sister would return, divining by magpie calls in the morning and lamp wicks in the evening, but there was never any news.

	 


Xiaocui

	 

	Minister Wang, the Minister of the Court of Imperial Sacrifices, was a native of Yue. In his childhood, while lying on a couch during the day, the sky suddenly grew dark and a massive thunderstorm erupted. A creature larger than a cat came and crouched beneath his body, shifting about but refusing to leave. After a while, the sky cleared, and the creature immediately darted out. Seeing that it was not a cat, Wang was terrified and called out to his brother in the next room.

	 

	Upon hearing the story, his brother rejoiced, saying, “Young brother, you will surely become a man of great nobility; this was a fox coming to take shelter under you to avoid the thunder tribulation.”

	 

	Later, he indeed passed the civil service examinations at a young age, and rising from a county magistrate, he entered the imperial court as a Censor. He had a son named Yuanfeng who was extremely dim-witted; at sixteen years old, he still could not distinguish male from female, and consequently, no one in the village would give him a wife. Wang was deeply worried about this.

	 

	Just then, a woman led a young girl to their door, offering her as a bride. Upon looking at the girl, who smiled engagingly, she appeared truly celestial. Delighted, Wang asked their names.

	 

	The woman replied, “My surname is Yu. My daughter is Xiaocui, and she is sixteen years old.”

	 

	When they discussed the bride price, she said, “With me, she gets only chaff and kernels and is never full; once she is placed in a grand mansion, commanding servants and satiated with fine grains and meats, if she is comfortable, my wish is fulfilled. Am I selling vegetables that I should demand a price?”

	 

	The Madam was overjoyed and treated them with great favor. The woman immediately ordered her daughter to bow to Wang and the Madam, instructing her, “These are your parents-in-law; you must serve them with care. I am very busy and must go, but I shall return in three or four days.”

	 

	Wang ordered a servant and horse to escort her, but the woman said, “My lane is not far; do not trouble yourself.”

	 

	She then went out the gate. Xiaocui showed no grief or attachment; she simply rummaged through her dowry box for embroidery patterns. The Madam also grew fond of her.

	 

	Several days passed, and the woman did not return. When they asked the girl about her residence, she smiled foolishly and could not describe the way. Thus, they prepared a separate courtyard and had the couple complete the wedding rites. The relatives, hearing that they had picked up a poor family’s child as a new bride, all laughed and ridiculed them; but upon seeing the girl, they were all astonished, and the gossip ceased.

	 

	The girl was also very clever and could gauge the moods of her parents-in-law. Lord Wang and his wife cherished her beyond ordinary affection, yet they were constantly anxious that she might despise their son for his stupidity; however, the girl was always cheerful and showed no sign of dislike. She was, however, fond of pranks; she would sew cloth into a round ball and kick it about for amusement. Wearing small leather boots, she would kick it dozens of paces away and have the young lord run to retrieve it; the young lord and the maids would often be dripping with sweat.

	 

	One day, Wang happened to pass by when the ball came flying roundly and struck him squarely in the face. The girl and the maids all vanished to hide, but the young lord continued to chase it enthusiastically. Enraged, Wang threw a stone at him, causing him to fall and weep.

	 

	Wang reported this to the Madam; the Madam went to reprimand the girl. The girl lowered her head and smiled, scratching the bed with her fingers. Once the Madam withdrew, she skipped about as before, painting the young lord’s face with rouge and powder until he looked like a demon.

	 

	When the Madam saw this, she was furious and called the girl to scold her. The girl leaned against a table playing with her sash, unafraid and silent. The Madam, having no other recourse, caned her son. Yuanfeng howled loudly; only then did the girl’s expression change, and she knelt to beg for mercy. The Madam’s anger immediately dissolved, and she put away the cane and left.

	 

	The girl smilingly pulled the young lord into their room, dusted off his clothes, wiped his tears, rubbed his welts, and fed him dates and chestnuts. The young lord then ceased his tears and became joyful. The girl would close the courtyard doors and dress the young lord as the Overlord of Chu or as a man of the desert; she herself put on splendid attire, bound her waist tightly, and performed a dance of the camp tents. Sometimes she stuck pheasant feathers in her hair and played the pipa, the sounds ringing out “ding-ding lu-lu,” filling the room with noise and laughter; this became their daily routine. Lord Wang, considering his son’s stupidity, could not bear to scold the daughter-in-law too harshly; even if he heard faint noises, he acted as if he did not.

	 

	Living in the same lane, separated by a dozen households, was a Censor named Wang, who had always been on bad terms with Minister Wang. It was the time of the triennial evaluation of officials; jealous that the Minister held the seal of the Henan circuit, the Censor sought to harm him. The Minister knew of this plot and was worried, lacking a counterstrategy.

	 

	One evening, after the Minister had retired early, the girl put on official robes and a belt, dressing herself as a Grand Councilor. She cut raw silk to make a thick mustache and dressed two maids in blue to serve as attendants. Stealing horses from the stable, she rode out, jesting, “I shall go visit Mister Wang.”

	 

	Galloping to the Censor’s gate, she whipped the attendants and shouted loudly, “I am visiting Censor-in-Chief Wang; why would I visit Censor Wang?”

	 

	She then turned her mount and returned. Upon reaching the home gate, the doorkeeper mistook her for a real dignitary and ran to inform Lord Wang. The Lord hurriedly rose to welcome the guest, only to discover it was his daughter-in-law’s prank.

	 

	He was furious and said to his wife, “People are looking for my faults, and she goes to their door to advertise the ugliness within our women’s quarters; my ruin is not far off!”

	 

	The Madam, angry, ran to the girl’s room and scolded her. The girl merely smiled foolishly and did not utter a word. To beat her was unbearable; to expel her meant she had no home: the couple was vexed and did not sleep all night.

	 

	At that time, a certain Grand Councilor was very powerful; his regalia and retinue were no different from the girl’s disguise, and Censor Wang had also mistaken her for the real dignitary. He repeatedly spied on the Minister’s gate; seeing that by midnight the guest had not departed, he suspected the Grand Councilor and the Minister were plotting in secret.

	 

	The next day at the morning court, he saw the Minister and asked, “Did the Prime Minister come to your house last night?”

	 

	The Minister, suspecting mockery, answered vaguely with a red face, not daring to reply clearly. The Censor became even more suspicious, so his plot was put to rest, and he began to actively curry favor with the Minister. The Minister discovered the reason, was secretly pleased, but privately instructed the Madam to urge the girl to change her behavior; the girl responded with a smile.

	 

	A year later, the Prime Minister was dismissed. By chance, someone sent a private letter to Minister Wang, but it was misdelivered to the Censor. The Censor was overjoyed; he first sent a mutual friend to borrow ten thousand taels of silver from the Minister. The Minister refused. The Censor then went to the Minister’s house himself. The Minister searched for his headscarf and robe but could not find them; the Censor waited a long time and, angered by the neglect, was about to leave in a huff.

	 

	Suddenly, he saw the young lord wearing imperial robes and a crown, being pushed out the door by a woman. He was greatly shocked; then he smiled, patted the boy, removed the robe and crown, and left. When the Minister hurriedly came out, the guest was already far away.

	 

	Hearing what had happened, he turned as pale as ash and wept aloud, “This is the root of disaster! My clan will be exterminated within days!”

	 

	He and the Madam took canes and went to the girl. The girl, knowing this, locked the door and let them scold her. The Minister, in a rage, took an axe to the door.

	 

	The girl inside laughed and said, “Father, do not trouble yourself with anger! I, your daughter-in-law, am here; if there are blades, saws, or axes, I will accept them myself and will certainly not let harm befall my parents-in-law. By acting thus, do you wish to kill your daughter-in-law to silence her?”

	 

	The Minister then desisted.

	 

	The Censor returned and indeed submitted a memorial impeaching Wang for treason, using the imperial robes as evidence. The Emperor was alarmed and examined them; the crown was made of sorghum stalks and the robe of yellow wrapping cloth. The Emperor was angry at the false accusation. He summoned Yuanfeng, and seeing his utter stupidity, laughed, “Can this one be the Son of Heaven?”

	 

	He then handed the matter to the judicial office. The Censor then accused the Minister’s family of harboring sorcerers. The judicial officers strictly interrogated the servants, who all stated there was nothing amiss, only a mad woman and a simpleton son engaging in daily pranks; the neighbors gave similar testimony. The case was settled, and the Censor was banished to the army in Yunnan.

	 

	From this, Wang marveled at the girl. Also, because her mother had not returned for a long time, he suspected she was not human. He had the Madam question her, but the girl only smiled and remained silent. When pressed further, she covered her mouth and said, “I am the daughter of the Jade Emperor; did Mother not know?”

	 

	Before long, the Minister was promoted to a high ranking capital official. He was over fifty and constantly worried about having no grandson. The girl had lived there for three years but slept separately from the young lord every night, seeming never to have consummated the marriage. The Madam had the couch removed, ordering the young lord to sleep with his wife.

	 

	After a few days, the young lord told his mother, “You took the couch, and she is fierce and won’t return it! Every night Xiaocui puts her legs and thighs on my stomach so I can’t breathe; she also habitually pinches the inside of my thighs.”

	 

	The maids and old women all laughed. The Madam scolded him and sent him away.

	 

	One day, the girl was bathing in the room; the young lord saw this and wanted to join her. The girl laughingly stopped him, telling him to wait a while. Once she came out, she poured more hot water into the large jar, removed his robe and trousers, and with the help of the maids, lowered him into it. The young lord felt stifled by the steam and shouted to get out. The girl would not listen and covered him with a quilt. After a short while, there was no sound. When she uncovered it to look, he had already ceased breathing. The girl smiled calmly, showing no alarm; she dragged him onto the bed, wiped his body dry, and covered him with a double quilt.

	 

	The Madam heard of this, entered weeping, and cursed, “Mad servant, why have you killed my son!”

	 

	The girl beamed and said, “Such a stupid son, it is better not to have him.”

	 

	The Madam was even more enraged and rammed her head against the girl; the maids struggled to pull her back and soothe her. Amidst the clamor, a maid announced, “The young lord is moaning!”

	 

	Stopping her tears to stroke him, she found his breath coming softly, while sweat poured off him, soaking the bedding. After a meal’s time, the sweating ceased; he suddenly opened his eyes, looked around at the family members, and seemed not to recognize them, saying, “Looking back on the past today, it all seems like a dream; why is this?”

	 

	The Madam, hearing his speech was not foolish, was greatly astonished. She took him to see his father, and upon repeated testing, he was indeed no longer stupid. They were overjoyed, feeling as if they had found a rare treasure. That night, they returned the couch to its old place and set up bedding to observe him. The young lord entered the room and sent all the maids away. Peeking in early in the morning, the couch was empty. From then on, his stupidity and madness never recurred, and the couple lived in harmony and bliss, inseparable as form and shadow.

	 

	More than a year later, the Minister was impeached by the Censor’s faction and dismissed from office due to a minor error. He possessed a jade vase presented by the Governor of Guangxi, worth thousands of gold, which he intended to use to bribe those in power. The girl loved it and was playing with it when she accidentally dropped and shattered it; ashamed, she threw herself to the ground. Lord Wang and his wife were already unhappy about the dismissal; hearing this, they were furious and scolded her in unison.

	 

	The girl stormed out and said to the young lord, “In your household, what I have preserved is more than just a single vase; why do you not leave me a little face? I will speak the truth to you: I am not a human. Because my mother encountered the thunder tribulation and received your father’s shelter, and because we two had a predestined bond of five years, I came to repay the past kindness and fulfill the old vow. The insults and curses I have endured are more numerous than the hairs on my head. The reason I did not leave immediately is that the five years of love were not yet full. Now, how can I remain any longer!”

	 

	She left in a huff; when they chased her, she had already vanished.

	 

	The Minister felt a sense of loss and regretted his actions, but it was too late. The young lord entered his room, and seeing her leftover powder and hairpins, wept as if he wanted to die; he found no pleasure in food or sleep and grew more emaciated by the day. The Minister was greatly worried and rushed to arrange a second marriage to comfort him, but the young lord was not happy. He only sought a skilled artist to paint a small portrait of Xiaocui, to which he prayed day and night for nearly two years.

	 

	Once, returning from another village for some reason, under the bright moon, he passed outside the family’s garden walls. Hearing laughter, he stopped his horse, had the groom hold the bridle, stood on the saddle and looked: two young women were playing inside. The moon was obscured by clouds, so he could not distinguish them clearly.

	 

	He heard one in green say, “This maid should be kicked out the door!”

	 

	The one in red replied, “You are in my family’s garden pavilion; who are you driving out?”

	 

	The one in green said, “Shameless maid! Unable to be a wife, driven away by people, yet you still falsely claim the property?”

	 

	The one in red retorted, “Better than an old maid with no master!”

	 

	Listening to the voice, it sounded exactly like Xiaocui, so he called out eagerly. The one in green left, saying, “I won’t quarrel with you; your man has arrived.”

	 

	Shortly after, the one in red approached; it was indeed Xiaocui. Overjoyed, the girl told him to climb the wall, and she received him as he came down, saying, “Two years unseen, and you are a handful of bones.”

	 

	The young lord grasped her hand and wept, recounting his longing. The girl said, “I knew it too, but I have no face to see your family again. Today playing with my elder sister, I met you by chance; it is enough to know that past karma cannot be escaped.”

	 

	He asked her to return home with him, but she refused; he asked to stay in the garden, and she agreed. The young lord sent a servant to inform the Madam. The Madam started up in surprise, took a sedan chair, and went. Opening the lock to enter the pavilion, the girl immediately came down to welcome and bow to her.

	 

	The Madam grasped her arm and wept, forcefully admitting her past faults, almost unable to contain her shame, saying, “If you do not bear a grudge, please come home with me to comfort my old age.”

	 

	The girl firmly declined. The Madam, concerned that the wilderness pavilion was desolate, planned to send many servants.

	 

	The girl said, “I do not wish to see any of them; only the two maids from before who attended me morning and night—I cannot be without their care. Outside, just one old servant to answer the door; I have no other needs.”

	 

	The Madam did everything as she said. The young lord feigned illness to stay in the garden, supplied daily with food and necessities. The girl often urged the young lord to marry another, but he would not comply. After more than a year, the girl’s appearance and voice gradually became different from before; when he brought out the portrait to compare, she seemed like a different person. He found this very strange.

	 

	The girl said, “Look at me today; how does my beauty compare to the past?”

	 

	The young lord replied, “Today you are beautiful, to be sure, but compared to the past, you seem inferior.”

	 

	The girl said, “I suppose I am old!”

	 

	The young lord said, “How can you age so quickly at twenty-something?”

	 

	The girl laughed and burned the painting; by the time he tried to save it, it was already ash.

	 

	One day, she said to the young lord, “In the past, when I was at home, my father said I would never make a cocoon until death. Now your parents are old and you are alone; I truly cannot bear children and fear I will fail your ancestors. Please marry a wife into the house to serve your parents morning and evening; if you travel between the two places, there will be no inconvenience.”

	 

	The young lord agreed and presented betrothal gifts to the family of Academician Zhong. As the auspicious date approached, the girl made clothes and shoes for the new bride and sent them all to his mother’s place. When the new bride entered the door, her speech, appearance, and demeanor were identical to Xiaocui’s, not differing by a hair; he was greatly amazed.

	 

	He went to the garden pavilion, but the girl was nowhere to be found. Asking the maid, the maid produced a red kerchief, saying, “The lady has returned to her parents’ home for a visit and left this for the young lord.”

	 

	Unfolding the kerchief, he found a jade ring knotted within; he knew in his heart she would not return, so he took the maid and returned home. Although he did not forget Xiaocui for a moment, he was fortunate that facing the new bride was like seeing his old love. Only then did he realize that the girl had foreseen the marriage to the Zhong family, and thus had previously transformed her appearance to match, in order to comfort his longing in the days to come.

	 

	A single fox, receiving unintentional virtue, still thinks of repaying it; yet he who received the blessing of a reconstructed life, looked only at a broken pot and lost his voice in anger—how despicable! The moon waned and waxed round again; she departed with composure. Only then do we know that the emotions of immortals run even deeper than those of the mundane world!

	 


Xiaomei

	 

	Wang Muzhen of Mengyin was the son of a distinguished family. Once, while traveling through the Jiangsu and Zhejiang regions, he saw an old woman weeping on the road and questioned her.

	 

	She replied, “My late husband left behind only one son. He has now committed a capital crime, and who is there capable of saving him?”

	 

	Wang, being naturally generous, noted down his name, took gold from his purse to mediate the matter, and ultimately succeeded in having the punishment remitted.

	 

	Upon his release, the man heard that it was Wang who had saved him. Baffled as to the reason, he visited Wang’s lodging to thank him tearfully and ask why.

	 

	Wang said, “For no other reason than that I pitied your aged mother.”

	 

	The man was greatly shocked and said, “My mother passed away long ago.”

	 

	Wang also found this strange.

	 

	At dusk, the old woman came to express her thanks. Wang rebuked her for her falsehoods.

	 

	The woman said, “I will tell you the truth: I am an old fox from East Mountain. Twenty years ago, I shared a night of intimacy with this boy’s father, and thus I could not bear to see his ghost go without offerings.”

	 

	Wang stood up in awe and respect, but when he wished to question her further, she had already vanished.

	 

	Prior to this, Wang’s wife, a virtuous woman devoted to Buddhism who abstained from meat and wine, had prepared a clean room and hung an image of Guanyin. Being childless, she burned incense and prayed there daily. The spirit was most responsive, often sending dreams to instruct the family on what to pursue and what to avoid; consequently, all household matters were decided within that room. Later, she fell ill, and as her condition became critical, she moved her bed into that room. She also set up a separate brocade mattress in an inner chamber and locked the door, as if waiting for someone. Wang thought she was deluded, but given her dazed state due to the severity of the illness, he could not bear to upset her.

	 

	She lay ill for two years, loathing noise and often dismissing others to sleep alone. When people listened secretly, it seemed she was conversing with someone; yet when the door was opened to look, all was silent. During her illness, she had no other worries, save for her fourteen-year-old daughter, for whom she daily urged the preparation of a trousseau and marriage. Once the daughter was married, she called Wang to her bedside, grasped his hand, and said:

	 

	“Now we must part! When I first fell ill, the Bodhisattva told me I was fated to die quickly. However, considering my unfinished concern—that my young daughter was not yet married—She granted me a little medicine to prolong my breath so I could wait for this day. Last year, when the Bodhisattva was about to return to the South Sea, She left behind her attendant, Xiaomei, to serve me. Now that I am dying, I, a woman of wretched fate, have produced no male heir. As for Bao’er, whom I love dearly, I fear you might marry a fierce and angry wife who would leave both him and his mother with no place to stand. Xiaomei is beautiful in appearance and gentle in nature; you may take her as your successor wife.”

	 

	Wang had a concubine who had borne a son named Bao’er. Wang considered his wife’s words absurd and said, “You have always revered the spirits; is it not blasphemous to speak this way now?”

	 

	She replied, “Xiaomei has served me for over a year, and we have become intimate friends, forgetting all formalities; I have already gently entreated her.”

	 

	He asked, “Where is Xiaomei?”

	 

	She said, “Is she not in the room?”

	 

	Just as he wished to question her further, she closed her eyes and passed away.

	 

	As Wang kept vigil by the spirit curtain that night, he heard faint sobbing from within the room. Greatly alarmed and suspecting a ghost, he called the maids and concubine to unlock the door and investigate. There, they found a beauty of about sixteen years, dressed in mourning attire. Assuming she was a goddess, the crowd bowed down to her in unison. The girl restrained her tears and helped them up. Wang gazed at her intently; she merely lowered her head.

	 

	Wang said, “If my deceased wife’s words were not delusional, please ascend to the main hall to receive the obeisance of the children. If this is not permitted, I dare not entertain wild hopes and thereby incur sin.”

	 

	The girl came out bashfully and ascended the northern hall. Wang ordered a maid to set a seat facing south. Wang bowed first, and the girl returned the bow. Below them, young and old, humble and lowly, bowed in turn; the girl sat with a solemn expression and received their respects. Only when the concubine approached did she reach out and stop her.

	 

	Since the lady had fallen ill, the maids had become lazy and the servants thievish; the household had long been in decline. After the assembly had paid their respects, they stood in solemn attendance.

	 

	The girl said, “Moved by the Madam’s great kindness, I have remained in the human world, and since she has entrusted me with major affairs, you must all cleanse your hearts and exert yourselves for your master. Your past transgressions will not be held against you; otherwise, do not say that the inner chambers are empty!”

	 

	As they looked at her upon the seat, she truly resembled the hanging image of Guanyin when fluttered by a gentle breeze. Hearing her words, they were terrified and responded in unison with a loud assent. The girl then arranged the funeral affairs, and everything was handled with perfect order; consequently, from the highest to the lowest, no one dared to slacken. The girl managed affairs inside and out all day long. If Wang planned to undertake anything, he would also report to her before acting. Yet, although they saw each other several times a day, they did not exchange a single private word.

	 

	After the burial, Wang wished to fulfill the previous engagement but dared not speak directly, so he instructed the concubine to hint at it.

	 

	The girl said, “I received the Madam’s earnest injunctions and am duty-bound not to refuse. However, the great rite of matrimony must not be performed carelessly. Old Uncle Mr. Huang holds a position of honor and heavy virtue; if you ask him to preside over the marriage alliance, I shall obey your commands.”

	 

	At that time, Vice Minister Huang of Yishui was living in retirement. He was a friend of Wang’s father, and their relationship was excellent. Wang went personally to tell him the truth. Huang found it marvelous and immediately returned with him. Hearing of his arrival, the girl came out to bow in greeting. Upon seeing her, Huang was startled, taking her for a celestial being, and humbly declined to accept her full obeisance. He then contributed generously to her trousseau and departed only after the ceremony was completed. The girl presented him with gifts of pillows and shoes as if she were serving her parents-in-law, and thus the friendship became even closer.

	 

	After the wedding night, Wang, ultimately because of her divine nature, maintained an air of solemnity even within their intimacy, and occasionally inquired about the Bodhisattva’s daily life.

	 

	The girl laughed and said, “You are too foolish. How could there be an upright deity who would descend to marry in the dusty world?”

	 

	Wang vigorously questioned her regarding her origins.

	 

	The girl said, “There is no need to investigate thoroughly. Since I am considered a spirit, if you make offerings morning and evening, there will be no calamity.”

	 

	She treated her subordinates with constant leniency and never spoke without a smile. Yet, when the lowly maids were joking or playing, if they saw her from afar, they would fall silent.

	 

	The girl laughingly instructed them, “Do you all still take me for a spirit? What spirit am I! In truth, I am the Madam’s maternal cousin. We were close in our youth; when my elder sister fell ill and missed me, she secretly sent Granny Wang from the southern village to summon me. But because I was daily near my brother-in-law, and there was the suspicion to be avoided between man and woman, I pretended to be a spirit and locked myself in the inner room. In truth, what spirit am I?”

	 

	The crowd still did not believe her; but as they attended her side daily and saw that her actions differed not at all from those of ordinary people, the rumors gradually ceased. Nevertheless, even stubborn slaves and dull-witted maids whom Wang could not reform with beatings were happy to obey a single word from her. They all said, “We do not know why ourselves. It is not that we fear her, but merely looking upon her face softens our hearts, so we cannot bear to go against her wishes.”

	 

	Because of this, all neglected matters were revived. Within a few years, their fields connected by footpaths stretched far and wide, and their granaries held ten thousand shi of grain.

	 

	Another few years passed, and the concubine gave birth to a daughter. The girl gave birth to a son; when the son was born, he had a red spot on his left arm, so he was given the style name Xiaohong. When the baby was a month old, the girl had Wang prepare a lavish banquet and invite Huang. Huang sent generous congratulatory gifts but declined on account of his advanced age and inability to travel far; the girl dispatched two old women to invite him insistently, and only then did Huang arrive. She carried the child out and bared his left arm to show the reason for his naming. She also asked repeatedly about his fortune.

	 

	Huang laughed and said, “This is a happy red; you may add a word and name him Xihong.”

	 

	The girl was greatly pleased and came out again to bow to him. That day, drums and music filled the courtyard, and noble relatives gathered like a market. Huang stayed for three days before departing.

	 

	Suddenly, carriages and horses arrived outside the gate to fetch the girl for a visit to her parents’ home. For over ten years, there had been no contact with any relatives, and everyone discussed this strangeness, but the girl acted as if she did not hear. When she finished her toilette, she clasped her son to her bosom and asked Wang to escort her; Wang complied. When they had traveled twenty or thirty li and the road was desolate with no travelers, the girl stopped her carriage, called Wang to dismount, and dismissed the others to speak with him, saying: “Master Wang, Master Wang, our meeting was short and our parting will be long; is this not sorrowful?”

	 

	Startled, Wang asked the reason.

	 

	The girl said, “Who do you say I am?”

	 

	He replied, “I do not know.”

	 

	The girl said, “Did you once save a man from the death penalty in Jiangnan?”

	 

	He said, “I did.”

	 

	She said, “The one crying on the road was my mother. Moved by your righteousness and wishing to repay you, she took advantage of the Madam’s love for Buddhism to attach herself as a spirit. In truth, she intended to give me to you in repayment. Now that I have fortunately given birth to this babe in swaddling clothes, this wish is fulfilled. I see that a dark fortune is approaching you. If this child remains at home, I fear he cannot be raised; therefore, I used the pretext of a visit home to resolve the child’s tribulation. You must remember: when there is a death in your household, you should go to the Willow Embankment at the West River at the first crow of the morning cock. When you see someone approaching carrying a sunflower lantern, block the way and beg bitterly; thus you may avoid disaster.”

	 

	Wang said, “I promise.” He then asked about the date of her return.

	 

	The girl said, “It cannot be predetermined. You must firmly remember my words; our future meeting is not far off.”

	 

	At the moment of parting, they held hands, weeping sorrowfully. She then boarded the carriage, which moved as fast as the wind. Wang watched until she was no longer visible, then returned.

	 

	Six or seven years passed with absolutely no news. Suddenly, a plague spread through the surrounding countryside, and the dead were very numerous; a maid fell ill and died after three days. Wang recalled the past instructions and was quite concerned. That day, he was drinking with a guest, became heavily intoxicated, and fell asleep. When he woke, he heard the cock crow; he hurriedly rose and went to the head of the embankment, where he saw a flickering lantern light that had just passed by. He hurriedly chased after it, only a hundred paces or so away, but the more he chased, the further away it became, until it gradually vanished. He returned in remorse and vexation.

	 

	Several days later he fell suddenly ill and soon died. There were many scoundrels in the Wang clan, and together they bullied the solitary widow. They openly cut down and took the crops and trees, and the household declined daily. The following year, Bao’er also died young, and the family was left with no one in charge. The clansmen became even more overbearing; they carved up the land and property, emptied the stables of oxen and horses, and wished to divide the mansion among themselves. Because the concubine still lived there, they brought several men to forcibly seize and sell her. The concubine clung to her young daughter, and mother and child wept together, their misery moving the neighbors.

	 

	Just at this moment of crisis, they suddenly heard a sedan chair entering from outside the gate. Everyone peered out and saw the girl leading a young gentleman out of the carriage. Looking around at the crowd which was as thick as a marketplace, she asked, “Who are these people?”

	 

	The concubine wept and recounted the reasons.

	 

	The girl’s expression changed to one of misery; she immediately called the servants who had come with her to close the gates and lock them. The crowd wanted to resist, but their hands felt paralyzed. The girl ordered them to be bound one by one and tied to the pillars of the corridor, giving them three bowls of thin porridge daily.

	 

	She immediately dispatched an old servant to rush and inform Lord Huang, then entered the inner rooms to weep in mourning. When she had finished weeping, she said to the concubine, “This is fate. I had planned to come last month, but was delayed by my mother’s illness, leading to this present state. I never expected that in the blink of an eye, everything would be reduced to ruins!”

	 

	She asked about the old maids and servants and found they had all been snatched away by the clansmen, causing her to sigh even more. The next day, hearing that the girl had arrived, the maids and servants all escaped and returned of their own accord; upon seeing her, none could hold back their tears.

	 

	The bound clansmen clamored together that the boy was not Muzhen’s flesh and blood, but the girl offered no defense. Shortly thereafter, Lord Huang arrived, and the girl led the boy out to welcome him. Huang grasped the child’s arm and rolled up his left sleeve, seeing the red mark clearly visible. He then bared it to show the crowd, verifying his identity. He then carefully investigated the missing property, recorded names in a register, and personally visited the District Magistrate. The Magistrate detained the scoundrels, gave each forty lashes, and imprisoned them while strictly pursuing the stolen goods. Within a few days, the fields, horses, and oxen were all returned to their original owner.

	 

	As Huang was about to return home, the girl led the child to him, bowed weeping, and said, “I am not a person of this world, as you, Uncle, know. I now entrust this child to you.”

	 

	Huang said, “As long as this old man has a breath remaining, I will manage everything for him.”

	 

	Huang departed. The girl put affairs in order, entrusted the child to the concubine, prepared food to offer sacrifices at her husband’s grave, and did not return for half the day. When they went to look, the cups and food were still laid out, but she had vanished.

	 

	He who does not cut off another’s line of descent shall not have his own line cut off by others; this appears to be human agency, but is in truth the will of Heaven. As for having good friends while seated together, willing to share carriage and fur coat—once the grave grass has grown thick and the wife and children are downtrodden, the man in the carriage looks on indifferently and departs. To not bear to forget a dead friend, to feel gratitude and seek to repay it—who alone does this? A fox! Oh, Fox! If you possess great wealth, I would gladly be your steward.

	 


Xin Shisiniang

	 

	Scholar Feng of Guangping was frivolous and uninhibited in his youth, often indulging in excessive drinking. One day, walking at dawn, he encountered a young woman wearing a red cape, her face lovely and graceful. She was followed by a young bondservant; treading through the dew in their haste, her shoes and socks were soaked. He secretly admired her.

	 

	At dusk, returning drunk, he passed a monastery by the roadside. It had long been abandoned and overgrown with weeds. A woman came out from within; it was the beauty he had seen earlier. Upon suddenly seeing Feng, she turned and went back inside. He thought to himself, “How could such a beauty be staying in a Zen monastery?” He tethered his donkey at the gate and went to spy on this anomaly.

	 

	Inside, the walls were dilapidated and scattered, but the fine grass on the steps was like a carpet. As he paced in hesitation, a white-haired old man emerged, his clothes and hat neat and clean. He asked, “Where does the guest hail from?”

	 

	Feng replied, “I happened to pass this ancient temple and wished to pay my respects.” He then asked, “Why are you here, sir?”

	 

	The old man said, “I am a wanderer with nowhere to go, so I am temporarily borrowing this place to settle my family. Since you have graced us with your presence, a cup of camellia can serve in place of wine.”

	 

	He then ushered the guest in. Behind the hall was a courtyard; the stone path was bright and clean, free of brambles. Entering the room, Feng saw curtains, screens, and bed hangings, with a fragrant mist spraying the senses. Sitting down, they exchanged names; the man said his surname was Xin.

	 

	Taking advantage of his drunkenness, Feng abruptly asked, “I hear you have a noble daughter who has not yet found a fine match. I may be unworthy, but I wish to offer myself as a suitor.”

	 

	Xin smiled and said, “Allow me to consult with my wife.”

	 

	Feng immediately called for a brush and wrote a poem:

	 

	“A thousand gold to seek the Jade Pestle,

	Held diligently in one’s own hand.

	If Yunying has a heart for me,

	She will pound the Dark Frost elixir herself.”

	 

	The host laughed and handed it to his attendants. A short while later, a maid whispered something in Xin’s ear. Xin rose and asked the guest to wait patiently, then pulled aside a curtain and entered. After a few muffled words, he came out quickly. Feng expected good news, but Xin merely sat and laughed boisterously with him, saying nothing else.

	 

	Unable to endure it, Feng asked, “I do not know your decision; please relieve my doubts.”

	 

	Xin said, “You are an outstanding scholar, and we have long admired your reputation. However, there are private reasons I dare not speak of.”

	 

	Feng insisted firmly.

	 

	Xin said, “My weak breath has produced nineteen daughters. Twelve are married. Their betrothals are left to my wife; I, the old man, do not take part.”

	 

	Feng said, “I only want the one who walked through the dew with the young servant this morning.”

	 

	Xin did not respond, and they sat in silence. Hearing soft, sweet whispering from the inner room, Feng, emboldened by wine, pulled open the curtain and said, “Since marriage is impossible, I must at least see her face to dispel my regret!”

	 

	Hearing the curtain hooks move, those inside stood up in alarm and looked back. Indeed, there was a figure in red, adjusting her sleeves and tilting her head, gracefully holding her sash. Seeing Feng enter, the whole room panicked. Xin was furious and ordered several men to seize Feng and throw him out. The wine surged up in him, and he collapsed into the brambles and weeds. Tiles and stones rained down on him, but luckily none hit his body.

	 

	After lying there for some time, he heard his donkey still chewing grass by the roadside. He got up, mounted the donkey, and staggered along. The night was dark and confusing, and he mistakenly entered a ravine. Wolves ran about and owls screeched, making his hair stand on end in terror. He hesitated and looked around, having no idea where he was. In the distance, he saw lights flickering in a dark forest and suspected it was a village, so he galloped toward it.

	 

	He looked up to see a high gate. Striking it with his whip, a voice from inside asked, “Who comes here at midnight?”

	 

	Feng explained he had lost his way.

	 

	The voice said, “Wait until I inform the master.”

	 

	Feng waited anxiously on tiptoes. Suddenly, he heard the removing of bars and opening of doors. A sturdy servant came out and took the donkey for the guest. Feng entered and saw the house was very splendid, with bright lamps in the hall. After sitting for a moment, a woman came out and asked the guest’s name. Feng told her.

	 

	After a while, several maids in green supported an old lady as she came out. They announced, “The Lady has arrived.”

	 

	Feng stood up, bowed, and prepared to pay respects. The old lady stopped him and made him sit, saying, “Are you not the grandson of Feng Yunzi?”

	 

	“Yes,” he replied.

	 

	The old lady said, “Then you must be my grand-nephew. My time is running out, my years are drawing to a close, and there has been much estrangement between our flesh and blood.”

	 

	Feng said, “I lost my father when I was young. Of those who associated with my grandfather, I do not know one in ten. I have never paid my respects to you; I beg you to instruct me.”

	 

	The old lady said, “You will know in time.”

	 

	Feng dared not ask further and sat facing her, lost in thought.

	 

	The old lady asked, “Nephew, how did you come here deep in the night?”

	 

	Feng, priding himself on his boldness, recounted his encounter in detail.

	 

	The old lady laughed and said, “This is a great thing. Moreover, my nephew is a famous scholar; you certainly wouldn’t disgrace their relations. How can a wild fox spirit be so arrogant? Nephew, do not worry. I can arrange this for you.”

	 

	Feng thanked her, agreeing respectfully.

	 

	The old lady looked at her attendants and said, “I did not know the Xin girl was so fine.”

	 

	A maid in green said, “He has nineteen daughters, all elegant and stylish. I do not know which one the gentleman is courting?”

	 

	Feng said, “She seemed about fifteen years old.”

	 

	The maid said, “That is Fourteenth Daughter. In the third month, she came with her mother to wish the Lady a happy birthday. How could you forget?”

	 

	The old lady laughed, “Is she not the one who carved lotus petals as high heels, filled them with fragrant powder, and walked covered by a veil?”

	 

	“That is the one,” replied the maid.

	 

	The old lady said, “That girl puts great effort into being charming and clever. But she is indeed graceful; my nephew has good taste.” She then ordered the maid, “Send a little servant to call her here.” The maid agreed and left.

	 

	After some time, she returned and reported, “I have called Fourteenth Daughter of the Xin family; she has arrived.”

	 

	Soon, the girl in red appeared and bowed to the old lady. The old lady said, “You will soon be my nephew’s wife; do not stand on the ceremony of a servant-girl.”

	 

	The girl rose and stood gracefully, her red sleeves hanging low. The old lady arranged the girl’s hair, fingered her earrings, and asked, “What has Fourteenth Daughter been doing in her boudoir lately?”

	 

	The girl answered softly, “In my spare time, only embroidery.” She turned her head, saw Feng, and shrank back in shyness and unease.

	 

	The old lady said, “This is my nephew. I have a great desire to arrange a marriage between him and you. Why did you make him lose his way and scramble through the valley all night?”

	 

	The girl lowered her head and said nothing.

	 

	The old lady said, “I called you for no other reason than to act as a matchmaker for my nephew.”

	 

	The girl remained silent. The old lady ordered the couch to be swept and mats to be spread for the wedding consummation immediately.

	 

	The girl said bashfully, “I must still inform my parents.”

	 

	The old lady said, “I am acting as the go-between; what error could there be?”

	 

	The girl said, “My parents would dare not disobey the Lady’s command. However, if it is done so hastily, even if this handmaid were to die, she would not dare obey the order!”

	 

	The old lady laughed, “This little girl’s will cannot be shaken; she is truly a worthy wife for my nephew!” She then pulled a gold flower from the girl’s hair and gave it to Feng to keep. She ordered him to return home, check the almanac, and set an auspicious date. She then sent the green-clad maid to escort the girl away.

	 

	Hearing distant roosters crowing, she sent someone with the donkey to escort Feng out. A few steps away, he suddenly looked back; the village houses had vanished. He saw only dense, dark pines and catalpas, and weeds covering a grave. After thinking for a while, he realized the place was the tomb of Minister Xue.

	 

	Xue was the brother of Feng’s late grandmother, which was why the old lady called him nephew. He knew in his heart he had met ghosts, yet he did not know who Fourteenth Daughter was. He returned home sighing, and idly checked the calendar to wait for the date, though in his heart he feared a ghostly appointment could not be trusted.

	 

	He went to the monastery again; the halls were desolate. When he asked the locals, they said foxes were often seen in the temple. He secretly thought, “If I can get a beauty, a fox is fine too.”

	 

	When the day arrived, he cleaned the house and swept the path, and had servants keep watch. By midnight it was still quiet, and Feng had lost hope. Suddenly, there was a noise outside the gate. He put on his shoes and peeked out; an embroidered carriage was already parked in the courtyard. Two maids supported the girl as she sat in the bridal curtain.

	 

	There was no dowry or extra items, only two long-bearded servants carrying a clay money jar as big as a vat. Breathing heavily, they placed it in the corner of the hall.

	 

	Feng was overjoyed to have obtained such a beautiful mate and did not suspect her of being a distinct species. He asked the girl, “He is but a dead ghost; why does your family submit to him so completely?”

	 

	The girl replied, “Minister Xue is now the Patrol Circuit Inspector of the Five Capitals. Foxes and ghosts for hundreds of miles around are all under his command. Therefore, he rarely returns to his tomb.”

	 

	Feng did not forget the matchmaker and went the next day to offer sacrifices at the tomb. When he returned, he saw two green-clad maids holding brocade as a congratulatory gift; they left it on the table and departed.

	 

	Feng told the girl, and she said, “This is an item from the Lady.”

	 

	In the district, there was a certain Childe Chu, son of a Silver Seal official. He had shared a brush and inkstone with Feng in their youth and was quite close to him. Hearing Feng had obtained a fox wife, he sent a gift of food and came to the house to drink and celebrate. A few days later, he sent a card inviting Feng to drink.

	 

	When the girl heard this, she said to Feng, “When that Childe came before, I peeped at him through a hole in the wall. The man has ape eyes and an eagle nose; one cannot associate with him for long. You should not go.”

	 

	Feng agreed. The next day, Childe Chu came to the gate, asking about the crime of breaking the appointment, and presented a new poem. Feng’s critique involved some mockery. The Childe was greatly ashamed and they parted unhappily.

	 

	Feng returned and laughingly recounted this in the bedroom. The girl said gravely, “The Childe is a jackal and a wolf; he cannot be treated with familiarity! If you do not listen to my words, disaster will reach you!”

	 

	Feng laughingly apologized to her. Later, he and the Childe exchanged flattery and jokes again, and the previous rift gradually dissolved.

	 

	During the Education Intendant’s examination, the Childe placed first and Feng second. The Childe was smug and self-satisfied. He sent a servant to invite Feng to drink. Feng declined; but after frequent invitations, he went. Upon arrival, he realized it was the Childe’s birthday. Guests filled the hall, and the banquet was very grand.

	 

	The Childe brought out his exam essay to show Feng. Relatives and friends crowded shoulder to shoulder, sighing in admiration. After several rounds of wine, music played in the hall, and the noise was raucous; guests and host were very happy.

	 

	The Childe suddenly said to Feng, “The proverb says: ‘Do not discuss literature in the examination arena.’ I now know this saying is false. The reason I, unworthy as I am, emerged above you, sir, is merely that my opening remarks were slightly superior.”

	 

	After the Childe spoke, the whole company praised him. Feng, drunk and unable to endure it, laughed loudly and said, “Do you mean to say that, up to this day, you still consider that to be literature?”

	 

	After Feng spoke, the whole company turned pale. The Childe was stifled with shame and rage. The guests gradually left, and Feng also slipped away.

	 

	He sobered up and regretted it, so he told the girl. The girl was unhappy and said, “You are truly a frivolous boy of the countryside! To display such insolence toward a gentleman destroys one’s own virtue; to display it toward a petty man destroys one’s own body. Your disaster is not far off! I cannot bear to see you ruined; please allow me to leave from now on.”

	 

	Feng was frightened and wept, confessing his regret. The girl said, “If you want me to stay, I make a covenant with you: from now on, close the door, cut off social interactions, and do not drink recklessly.” Feng reverently accepted her instruction.

	 

	Fourteenth Daughter was diligent, thrifty, and unconventional. She occupied herself daily with spinning and weaving. She occasionally went home to visit her parents but never stayed overnight. She also frequently sent out gold and silk to invest in trade; there was daily profit, which she always threw into the clay jar. She kept the doors tightly closed; if anyone visited, she instructed the old servant to turn them away.

	 

	One day, Childe Chu sent a letter quickly. The girl burned it and did not inform Feng. The next day, Feng went out to attend a funeral in the city and met the Childe at the mourner’s house. The Childe grabbed his arm and invited him earnestly. Feng declined with an excuse. The Childe ordered his stableman to take the reins and dragged Feng along.

	 

	Arriving at the house, he immediately ordered a feast. He then dismissed the others. The Childe blocked his exit relentlessly and brought out a concubine to play the zither for entertainment. Feng had always been uninhibited; having been shut up in his courtyard for so long, he felt quite bored. Suddenly encountering heavy drinking, his spirits soared, and he no longer had any worries. Consequently, he became dead drunk and collapsed on the mats.

	 

	The Childe’s wife, Madame Ruan, was extremely fierce and jealous; the maids and concubines dared not apply makeup. Days before, a maid had entered the study and was caught by Ruan, who struck her head with a staff; her skull cracked and she died instantly. Because of Feng’s mockery and disrespect, the Childe held a grudge and thought daily of revenge. He plotted to get Feng drunk and frame him. Taking advantage of Feng’s drunken sleep, he carried the corpse into the bed, closed the door, and left.

	 

	Feng sobered up at the fifth watch and realized he was lying on a table. He got up to look for a pillow and bed, when he felt something greasy hindering his steps. He touched it—it was a person. He assumed the host had sent a servant boy to sleep with him. He nudged it, but it did not move; he lifted it, and it was stiff. He was terrified and ran out the door shouting in alarm. The servants all got up, lit lights, and saw the corpse. They seized Feng, shouting angrily. The Childe came out to examine it and falsely accused Feng of raping and killing the maid. He had Feng bound and sent to the Guangping magistrate.

	 

	Fourteenth Daughter only found out the next day. She wept, saying, “I knew this day would come!” She sent gold coins to Feng daily. Feng saw the Prefect, but had no way to clear himself. He was beaten and tortured morning and evening until his skin and flesh were stripped away.

	 

	The girl went to inquire personally. When Feng saw her, grief blocked his heart and he could not speak. Knowing the trap was deep, the girl advised him to make a false confession to avoid further torture. Weeping, Feng obeyed.

	 

	During her comings and goings, no one observing from nearby could see her. Returning home, she sighed in distress and suddenly sent the maids away. Living alone for a few days, she commissioned a matchmaker to purchase a girl from a good family named Lu-er. She was fifteen years old and quite beautiful. The girl ate and slept with her, and Shisiniang cared for her with unusual affection.

	 

	Feng confessed to accidental killing and was sentenced to death by strangulation. The old servant received the news and returned, weeping so hard he could not speak. When the girl heard it, she remained calm, as if she didn’t care.

	 

	However, as the autumn execution date approached, the girl finally became agitated and restless. She went out during the day and returned at night, her steps never stopping. In quiet places, she would weep in grief, to the point of ruining her sleep and appetite.

	 

	One day, late in the afternoon, the fox maid suddenly arrived. The girl immediately rose and led her behind a screen to whisper. When she came out, her face was full of smiles, and she managed the household as usual.

	 

	The next day, the old servant went to the prison. Feng sent a message to his wife that he was going to his eternal farewell. The servant reported back; the girl responded casually, showing no sorrow, and seemingly cast the matter aside. The family privately discussed her heartlessness.

	 

	Suddenly, the roads were buzzing with rumors: The Silver Seal official Chu had been stripped of his office, and the Observer of Pingyang had received a special imperial decree to handle Feng’s case. Hearing this, the old servant joyfully told his mistress. The girl was also happy and immediately sent him to the prefecture to investigate. Feng had already been released from prison; they met with tragic joy.

	 

	Soon after, constables arrested the Childe. With one interrogation, they obtained the whole truth. Feng was immediately released to go home. Returning, he saw the girl and wept streams of tears. The girl faced him in sorrow as well; grieving, then rejoicing. Yet, he still did not know how the matter had reached the Emperor’s hearing. The girl smiled and pointed at the maid, saying, “This is your meritorious minister.”

	 

	Feng was shocked and asked the reason.

	 

	Prior to this, the girl had sent the maid to the capital, Beijing, wishing to reach the palace to state Feng’s grievance. When the maid arrived, she found spirits guarding the palace and wandered by the Imperial Moat for months, unable to enter. The maid feared ruining the affair and was about to return to plan, when she suddenly heard the current Emperor was going to visit Datong. The maid went there in advance and disguised herself as a wandering prostitute. The Emperor visited the brothel and favored her greatly. Suspecting the maid did not seem like a common prostitute, the maid wept.

	 

	The Emperor asked, “What injustice are you suffering?”

	 

	The maid replied, “Your concubine is originally from Guangping in Zhili, the daughter of the licentiate Feng. My father is about to die from a wrongful imprisonment, so I was sold into this brothel.”

	 

	The Emperor was moved and bestowed a hundred taels of gold upon her. Before leaving, he asked for the details minutely and wrote down the names with paper and brush. He said he wished to share wealth and honor with her. The maid said, “I only wish for father and daughter to be reunited; I do not desire luxury.” The Emperor nodded and left.

	 

	The maid told this story to Feng. Feng hurriedly stood and bowed to her, tears glistening in his eyes.

	 

	Not long after living together, the girl suddenly said to Feng, “If not for the bonds of affection, where would I get such troubles? When you were arrested, I ran among relatives, yet not a single person offered a plan on your behalf. The bitterness in my heart then truly could not be expressed. Now I view the dusty world with increasing weariness and pain. I have already prepared a good mate for you; I shall take my leave from here.”

	 

	Hearing this, Feng wept and prostrated himself, refusing to rise, so the girl stopped. That night, she sent Lu-er to sleep with Feng, but Feng refused to accept her.

	 

	The next morning, looking at Fourteenth Daughter, her radiant beauty had suddenly diminished. After another month, she gradually became old and frail. After half a year, she was dark and dim, like a village crone. Feng respected her and never changed his treatment.

	 

	The girl suddenly spoke of parting again, saying, “You have your own beautiful companion; what use is this old hag?” Feng wept in grief as before.

	 

	Another month passed. The girl fell suddenly ill, refused food and drink, and lay emaciated in the bedroom. Feng served her decoctions and medicines as if serving his parents. Shamans and doctors were ineffective, and she finally passed away. Feng’s grief was overwhelming. He used the gold bestowed by the maid to arrange her funeral and burial.

	 

	A few days later, the maid also left. Feng finally took Lu-er as his wife. A year later, she bore a son. However, due to bad harvests in consecutive years, the family became increasingly poor. The couple had no plans and sat facing their shadows in constant sorrow.

	 

	Suddenly, Feng remembered the clay jar in the corner of the hall; he had often seen Fourteenth Daughter throw money into it, but did not know if it was still there. Approaching it, he saw it was covered with soy sauce tools and salt crocks. Removing them one by one, he probed inside with chopsticks; it was solid and impenetrable. He smashed it open, and gold coins spilled out. From this, they suddenly became abundantly wealthy.

	 

	Later, the old servant went to Mount Taihua and met Fourteenth Daughter riding a green mule, followed by the maid riding a donkey. She asked, “Is Master Feng well?” and added, “Give my regards to the master; I am already listed in the register of immortals.” With that, she vanished.

	 

	Frivolous words mostly come from the scholar class; this is what the gentleman laments. I have often risked a bad reputation to speak of grievances, which is pedantic; yet I have never failed to discipline myself bitterly, striving to attach myself to the forest of gentlemen, regardless of talk of fortune or misfortune. As for Feng, a trivial word almost led to his death. If he did not have an immortal in his house, how could he have escaped prison and been reborn in this world? It is terrifying indeed!

	 


Yatou

	 

	Scholar Wang Wen was a native of Dongchang. He was sincere and honest from his youth. While traveling through the Chu region, he passed through Liuhe and rested at an inn. Strolling outside the gate, he met a neighbor and relative named Zhao Donglou, a wealthy merchant who had not returned home for several years.

	 

	Upon seeing Wang, Zhao grasped his hand with great joy and invited him to his lodgings. When they arrived, Wang saw a beautiful woman sitting in the room; startled, he stepped back. Zhao pulled him forward and called through the window for “Nizi” to leave, after which Wang entered. Zhao prepared wine and food, and they chatted about the weather and current affairs.

	 

	Wang asked, “What sort of place is this?”

	 

	Zhao replied, “This is a small brothel. Since I have been a guest here for so long, I am temporarily renting a bed.”

	 

	As they spoke, Nizi frequently came in and out. Wang felt cramped and uneasy, so he left his seat to bid farewell. Zhao forcibly detained him, making him sit back down.

	 

	Suddenly, he saw a young girl pass by the door. Upon seeing Wang, she cast frequent glances at him, her eyes and brows filled with affection. Her demeanor was elegant and gentle; she was truly like a celestial being. Wang, usually upright and rigid, was now dazed and felt as if he had lost his soul.

	 

	He asked, “Who is that beauty?”

	 

	Zhao said, “That is the Madam’s second daughter. Her childhood name is Yatou, and she is fourteen years old. Patrons have frequently tempted the Madam with heavy gold, but the girl stubbornly refuses, leading her mother to whip her. She has only been spared further punishment by pleading her young age. She is currently still awaiting a suitor.”

	 

	Hearing this, Wang lowered his head and sat in silent infatuation, his responses to conversation becoming nonsensical. Zhao teased him, saying, “If you have an interest, I shall act as the matchmaker.”

	 

	Wang sighed dejectedly, “I dare not harbor such a thought.” Yet, as the sun went down, he made no mention of leaving.

	 

	Zhao jokingly invited him to try again. Wang said, “I am deeply grateful for your kindness, but my purse is empty; what can be done?”

	 

	Zhao, knowing the girl’s nature was fierce and that she would likely refuse, promised to help with ten taels of silver. Wang bowed in thanks and rushed out. He emptied his own funds, gathering about five taels, and insisted Zhao present it to the Madam.

	 

	The Madam indeed found the amount too small. However, Yatou said to her mother, “Mother, you scold me daily for not being a ‘money tree’; now, please let me fulfill your wish. I am just beginning to learn to be an adult and will have days to repay you; do not let a god of wealth slip away over a trifling amount.”

	 

	Since the girl was naturally stubborn, the Madam was overjoyed that she simply agreed to comply. She consented and sent a maid to invite Master Wang. It was difficult for Zhao to go back on his word, so he added the gold and paid the Madam. Wang and the girl shared the utmost intimacy and love. Afterward, she said to Wang, “I am of the lowly willow and flower class, unworthy to be your mate. Yet, since we have been intimate, the bond of righteousness is heavy. You emptied your purse for this one night of joy, but what of tomorrow?”

	 

	Wang wept with grief. The girl said, “Do not be sad. It was never my wish to fall into the dust of this life. It is just that I have never met anyone as sincere and trustworthy as you. Let us escape tonight.”

	 

	Wang was delighted and immediately stood up; the girl rose as well. They heard the watch drum strike the third watch. The girl hurriedly changed into men’s clothing, and they hastily went out together to knock on the innkeeper’s door. Wang had two servants with him; pretending he had urgent business, he ordered them to set out immediately. The girl tied charms to the servants’ thighs and the donkey’s ears. They gave free rein to the animals and galloped at extreme speed; they could not keep their eyes open, hearing only the wind whistling past their ears.

	 

	By daybreak, they arrived at the mouth of the Han River, where they rented a house and stopped. Wang was astonished by the strangeness of the journey. The girl said, “If I tell you, will you not be afraid? I am not a human, but a fox. My mother is greedy and cruel; I suffered abuse daily and my heart was filled with accumulated grievances. Fortunately, I have now escaped that sea of bitterness. Being hundreds of miles away, beyond her knowledge, we should be safe.”

	 

	Wang harbored no doubts and said calmly, “Though I face a beauty like a lotus, my house has but four bare walls. I can hardly comfort myself, and I fear you will eventually abandon me.”

	 

	The girl replied, “Why such worries? Any goods in the market can be traded. For three or so mouths, a simple living is enough to sustain us. We can sell the donkey for capital.”

	 

	Wang did as she suggested and set up a small shop in front of their door. Wang and his servant worked personally, selling wine and drinks. The girl made shawls and embroidered pouches. They made a profit every day and their meals were excellent. After more than a year, they were gradually able to keep maids and old servants. From then on, Wang no longer had to wear a worker’s apron but merely supervised.

	 

	One day, the girl suddenly became sad and said, “Tonight, a calamity is destined to occur. What shall we do?”

	 

	When Wang asked why, she replied, “My mother has learned of my whereabouts and will surely come to persecute me. If she sends my sister, I have no worries; I only fear she might come herself.”

	 

	In the middle of the night, she congratulated herself, saying, “It is fine; my sister has come.”

	 

	Shortly after, Nizi pushed the door open and entered. The girl smiled and went to welcome her. Nizi cursed, “Shameless slave girl, running away and hiding with a man! The old mother ordered me to bind you and take you back.” She immediately took out a rope and tied it around the girl’s neck.

	 

	The girl retorted angrily, “What crime is there in remaining faithful to one husband?”

	 

	Nizi became even more furious, grabbing the girl and tearing her collar. The household maids and old women all gathered around. Frightened, Nizi ran out. The girl said, “Now that my sister has returned, Mother will surely come herself. Great disaster is not far off; we must make plans quickly.”

	 

	She hurriedly packed, intending to move again. Suddenly, the Madam burst in, her face filled with rage, saying, “I knew this slave girl would be insolent, so I had to come myself!”

	 

	The girl knelt to welcome her, weeping piteously. The Madam said nothing but grabbed her by the hair and dragged her away. Wang paced back and forth in grief, unable to sleep or eat. He hurriedly went to Liuhe, hoping to redeem her with a bribe. When he arrived, the gate and courtyard were as before, but the people were gone. He asked the neighbors, but none knew where they had moved. He returned in mourning. Thereupon, he disbanded his business, gathered his funds, and returned east to his home.

	 

	Several years later, while visiting the capital, Yandu, he passed a foundling hospital and saw a boy of seven or eight years old. His servant found it strange that the boy resembled his master and stared at him repeatedly. Wang asked, “What are you saying about the boy?” The servant answered with a smile, and Wang laughed as well. Looking closely at the boy, he saw he had a noble and open demeanor. Thinking of his lack of an heir and seeing the resemblance, he felt affection for the child and redeemed him. When asked his name, the boy called himself Wang Zi.

	 

	Wang asked, “If you were abandoned in swaddling clothes, how do you know your name?”

	 

	The boy replied, “My teacher told me that when I was found, there was writing on my chest that read: ‘Son of Wang Wen of Shandong.’“

	 

	Wang was greatly shocked, saying, “I am Wang Wen; how can I have a son?” He thought it must be someone with the same name. Secretly delighted, he cherished the boy dearly. Upon his return, anyone who saw them knew without asking that this was Wang’s son.

	 

	As Zi grew up, he became physically powerful. He loved hunting, ignored productive work, and delighted in fighting and killing; Wang could not control him. He also claimed he could see ghosts and foxes, though no one believed him. It happened that someone in the neighborhood was plagued by a fox and asked Zi to investigate. Upon arriving, Zi pointed out the fox’s hiding place and ordered several people to strike where he pointed. Immediately, the cry of a fox was heard, and fur and blood fell to the ground; from then on, there was peace. Because of this, people found him even more extraordinary.

	 

	One day, while wandering in the market, Wang suddenly met Zhao Donglou. Zhao’s headscarf and robes were disheveled, and his appearance was withered and dark. Surprised, Wang asked where he had come from. Zhao miserably requested a private moment. Wang took him home and ordered wine.

	 

	Zhao said, “After the Madam captured Yatou, she inflicted brutal punishment upon her. After moving north, she tried to break her will. The girl swore to die rather than change her heart, so she was imprisoned. She gave birth to a son who was abandoned in a winding alley; I heard he was in a foundling hospital, so he must be grown by now. That is your flesh and blood.”

	 

	Wang wept and said, “By Heaven’s fortune, that sinful child has already returned.” He then recounted the details.

	 

	He asked, “How did you fall into such destitution?”

	 

	Zhao sighed, “Only now do I realize that the affections in a brothel should not be taken too seriously. What is there to say!”

	 

	Previously, when the Madam moved north, Zhao had followed her with his merchandise. Goods that were heavy and difficult to transport were all sold cheaply. The cost of porters and supplies on the road was exorbitant, causing him great losses. Furthermore, Nizi’s demands were particularly extravagant. Within a few years, his ten thousand gold pieces were completely gone. When the Madam saw his money was exhausted, she treated him with disdain day and night. Nizi gradually began to spend nights at the homes of the wealthy, often not returning for several evenings. Zhao was filled with indignation and could not bear it, yet he was helpless.

	 

	It happened that the Madam went out, and Yatou called to Zhao from the window, saying, “In the brothel, there was never any true affection; what binds people here is only money. If you linger and do not leave, you will bring upon yourself a strange disaster.”

	 

	Zhao was frightened, waking as if from a dream. Before leaving, he secretly went to see the girl. The girl handed him a letter to deliver to Wang, and then Zhao returned home. He thus recounted these circumstances to Wang and produced Yatou’s letter.

	 

	The letter read: “I know that our son Zi is already at your knees. You can learn of my tribulations from Lord Donglou. What is there to say of the sins of a past life! I am in a dark room where no sunlight enters; my skin is torn from whipping, and the fire of hunger sears my heart. The passing of a single morning and evening feels like a year. If you have not forgotten the snowy night on the Han River with a single quilt, when we took turns warming each other in our embrace, you must plot with our son; you will surely be able to rescue me from this distress. Although my mother and sister are cruel, they are still my flesh and blood; I only ask that you instruct him not to kill or maim them. This is my wish.”

	 

	Wang read it and could not stop weeping. He gave gold and silk to Zhao, who then departed.

	 

	At that time, Zi was eighteen years old. Wang recounted the events from beginning to end and showed him his mother’s letter. Zi’s eyes nearly split with rage. He went to the capital that very day. When he inquired about Madam Wu’s residence, he found it bustling with carriages and horses. Zi charged straight in. Nizi was just then drinking with a guest from the lakes; seeing Zi, she stood up in shock, her expression changing. Zi rushed forward and killed her. The guests were terrified, thinking him a bandit. But when they looked at the girl’s corpse, it had already turned into a fox. Zi held his blade and went straight inside. He saw the Madam supervising a maid making soup. As Zi rushed near the room’s door, the Madam suddenly vanished.

	 

	Zi looked around, then hurriedly drew an arrow and shot at the roof beam. A fox fell, pierced through the heart. He then cut off its head. He searched for and found his mother’s location, breaking the lock with a stone. Mother and son both cried out.

	 

	The mother asked about the Madam. He replied, “I have executed her.”

	 

	The mother complained, “My son, why did you not heed my words!” She ordered him to take the body and bury it in the wilderness. Zi pretended to agree, but instead skinned the fox and hid the pelt. He searched the Madam’s chests, swept up all the gold and wealth, and escorted his mother home.

	 

	The couple was reunited, experiencing a mix of grief and joy. Later, when she asked about Madam Wu, Zi said, “She is in my bag.” Shocked, she asked him to explain, and he produced two pelts to present to her. The mother was furious and cursed, “Unfilial son! How could you do this!” She wailed and beat herself, tossing and turning in a wish to die.

	 

	Wang tried his best to comfort her and scolded his son, ordering him to bury the pelts. Zi said indignantly, “Now that you have found a place of peace and happiness, have you suddenly forgotten the whippings?”

	 

	The mother became even more angry and would not stop weeping. Only after Zi buried the skins and returned to report it did she feel slightly relieved.

	 

	Since the girl’s return, Wang’s family became even more prosperous. Feeling indebted to Zhao, Wang rewarded him with a large sum of gold. Only then did Zhao realize that the Madam and her daughter were both foxes.

	 

	Zi served his parents with great filiality; however, if inadvertently provoked, he would shout violently with harsh words. The girl said to Wang, “Our son has a ‘stubborn tendon.’ If we do not pierce and remove it, he will eventually kill someone and ruin our estate.”

	 

	One night, waiting until Zi was asleep, they secretly bound his hands and feet. Zi woke up and said, “I have committed no crime.”

	 

	His mother said, “We are going to cure your violence; do not be distressed.”

	 

	Zi screamed loudly but rolled about unable to break free. The girl used a huge needle to pierce the side of his ankle bone to a depth of about three or four fen. She used a knife to dig out and cut something, which snapped with a loud sound. She did the same at his elbows and the back of his head. Afterwards, she untied him and patted him to soothe him back to sleep.

	 

	At daybreak, he ran to greet his parents, weeping, “Morning and night I recall my past actions, and none of them were human!” His parents were overjoyed. From then on, he was as gentle as a maiden, and the village considered him a virtuous man.

	 

	All prostitutes are foxes, but I did not think there were actual foxes who were prostitutes. As for a fox becoming a brothel madam, that is a beast acting as a bird of prey. Is it any wonder that they destroy reason and injure morality? Yet, to endure a hundred setbacks and a thousand trials, swearing fidelity until death—this is difficult even for humans, and yet we find it in a fox? Master Tang said that Wei Zheng possessed great charm; I say the same of Yatou.

	 


Yingning

	 

	Wang Zifu was a native of Luodian in Ju County. Having lost his father early, he was extremely intelligent and passed the entrance examination for the district school at the age of fourteen. His mother loved him dearly and rarely allowed him to wander in the outskirts of the town. He had been betrothed to a woman of the Xiao clan, but she died before the wedding, so he was not yet married.

	 

	It happened to be the Lantern Festival. His cousin, a scholar named Wu, invited him out for a stroll. Just as they reached the outskirts of the village, a servant from his uncle’s house came and called Wu away. Wang saw ladies wandering like clouds and, carried away by high spirits, continued roaming alone.

	 

	There was a young lady accompanied by a maid, holding a sprig of plum blossoms. Her beauty was unparalleled, and her smile was enchanting. Wang stared at her without looking away, completely forgetting proper manners.

	 

	After the girl had walked a few paces, she looked back at her maid and said, “That young man stares with burning eyes like a thief!”

	 

	She dropped the flower on the ground and walked away, laughing and talking.

	 

	Wang picked up the flower, feeling despondent and as if he had lost his soul. He returned home in low spirits. Upon arriving, he hid the flower under his pillow and slept with his head hanging low. He would neither speak nor eat.

	 

	His mother was worried. She arranged for prayers and rituals, but his condition worsened and he lost weight rapidly. A physician examined him and prescribed medicine to induce sweating, but he remained dazed and confused.

	 

	His mother gently asked the cause, but he remained silent. Just then, Wu arrived, and she asked him to question Wang secretly. When Wu approached the bedside, Wang shed a few tears upon seeing him. Wu sat by the bed to comfort him and gradually drew him out. Wang revealed the truth and begged him for a plan.

	 

	Wu laughed and said, “How foolish you are! What difficulty is there in fulfilling this wish? I will seek her out for you. Since she was walking in the wilds on foot, she cannot be from a noble family. If she is not yet betrothed, the matter is easily settled; if she is, we can surely sway them with a heavy bribe. Just get well, and leave the success to me.”

	 

	Hearing this, Wang’s gloom lifted, and he smiled.

	 

	Wu went out and told Wang’s mother, who inquired about the girl’s residence, but since the search was based on a fleeting encounter, there were no clues. The mother was very worried and had no plan. However, after Wu left, Wang’s expression brightened, and he ate a little.

	 

	A few days later, Wu returned. Wang asked about the plan.

	 

	Wu deceived him, saying, “I have found her. I wondered who she was; it turns out she is my aunt’s daughter, which makes her your cousin. She is not yet betrothed. Although there is the taboo of close relatives marrying, if I tell them the truth, it will work out.”

	 

	Wang was overjoyed and asked where she lived.

	 

	Wu lied, saying, “In the southwest mountains, about thirty li from here.”

	 

	Wang repeatedly entrusted him with the task, and Wu took the responsibility upon himself and left.

	 

	From then on, Wang’s appetite increased, and his health improved daily. He checked under his pillow; although the flower was withered, the petals had not fallen. He toyed with it in deep thought, as if seeing the person herself. Wondering why Wu did not return, he sent a letter inviting him. Wu made excuses and refused to come. Wang became angry and depressed. His mother, fearing a relapse, urgently discussed finding him a wife. Whenever she mentioned it, he shook his head in refusal, only waiting daily for Wu.

	 

	Hearing no news from Wu, his resentment grew. Then he thought, “Thirty li is not far. Why must I depend on others?”

	 

	Concealing the plum blossom in his sleeve, he left in a huff without his family knowing. Walking alone with no one to ask the way, he simply headed towards the southern mountains. After about thirty li, the hills became rugged and the greenery refreshed his senses. It was silent with no travelers, only narrow paths for birds. Looking down into a valley, he saw a small hamlet hidden amidst dense flowers and trees.

	 

	He descended into the village and saw there were few houses, all thatched cottages, yet they looked elegant. At a house facing north, willow trees grew before the door, and inside the walls, peach and apricot trees blossomed profusely, interspersed with tall bamboo; wild birds chirped among them. Thinking it was a private garden, he dared not enter abruptly.

	 

	Looking back at the opposite house, he saw a large, smooth stone, so he sat on it to rest. Shortly, he heard a girl’s voice inside the wall calling out, “Xiaorong!”

	 

	The voice was delicate and sweet. While he was listening, a young lady walked from east to west, holding an apricot flower and bowing her head to pin it in her hair. Looking up and seeing Wang, she stopped pinning it, held the flower, and went inside with a smile. Examining her closely, he saw it was the girl he had met during the Lantern Festival.

	 

	His heart leaped with joy. But thinking he had no way to introduce himself, and wanting to call out “Auntie” but fearing a mistake since they had never corresponded, he hesitated. There was no one at the door to ask. He sat and paced from morning until afternoon, gazing longingly, forgetting hunger and thirst. Occasionally, the girl would peek out, seemingly surprised that he had not left.

	 

	Suddenly, an old woman leaning on a staff came out and said to Wang, “Where are you from, young man? I heard you have been here since early morning until now. What is your intention? Are you not hungry?”

	 

	Wang hurriedly stood up and bowed, replying, “I am hoping to visit a relative.”

	 

	The woman was deaf and did not hear. He spoke louder. She asked, “What is your relative’s name?”

	 

	Wang could not answer.

	 

	The woman laughed, “Strange! You don’t even know the name, so what relative can you visit? I see you are just a bookworm. You had better come with me. I will give you some coarse food; I have a small bed where you can sleep. Go home tomorrow morning, ask the name, and come back to visit; it won’t be too late.”

	 

	Wang was hungry and wanted to eat, and moreover, this would bring him closer to the beauty, so he was delighted. He followed the woman in. Inside the gate, white stones paved the path, flanked by red flowers that scattered petals on the steps. Winding to the west, they opened another gate; bean trellises and flower frames filled the courtyard. She ushered the guest into the house. The white walls shone like mirrors. Outside the window, crabapple branches extended into the room. The mats on the tables and couches were all immaculate.

	 

	Just as he sat down, someone peeked in from the window. The woman called, “Xiaorong! Hurry and cook some millet.” A maid’s voice answered from outside.

	 

	Once seated, Wang explained his family background. The woman asked, “Is your maternal grandfather’s name Wu?”

	 

	He said, “Yes.”

	 

	The woman exclaimed, “Then you are my nephew! Your mother is my younger sister. Because our family was poor and I had no sons, news between us was cut off. To think my nephew has grown so big, yet we do not know each other.”

	 

	Wang said, “I came specifically for you, Auntie, but in my haste, I forgot your surname.”

	 

	The woman said, “My name is Qin. I have no biological children; only one daughter remains, who is also the child of a concubine. Her mother remarried and left her for me to raise. She is not dull, but lacks instruction and only knows how to play. I will have her come to pay her respects shortly.”

	 

	Before long, the maid served the meal—a handful of tender chicken. The woman urged him to eat. When he finished and the maid cleared the dishes, the woman said, “Call Ning’gu here.” The maid responded and left.

	 

	After a long while, giggling was heard outside the door. The woman called again, “Yingning, your cousin is here.”

	 

	The giggling outside continued. The maid pushed her in; she was still covering her mouth, laughing uncontrollably.

	 

	The woman glared and said, “There is a guest here. What is this giggling? It’s unseemly.”

	 

	The girl stood trying to suppress her laughter, and Wang bowed to her.

	 

	The woman said, “This is Mr. Wang, your aunt’s son. A family not knowing each other—it’s laughable.”

	 

	Wang asked, “How old is my cousin?”

	 

	The woman didn’t hear clearly, so Wang repeated it. The girl laughed again so hard she couldn’t look up. The woman said to Wang, “I told you she lacks instruction; you can see it now. She is sixteen, but as foolish as an infant.”

	 

	Wang said, “One year younger than me.”

	 

	She said, “So you are seventeen? Born in the year of the Horse?”

	 

	Wang nodded.

	 

	She asked, “Who is your wife?”

	 

	He replied, “I have none.”

	 

	She said, “With your talent and appearance, how are you not betrothed at seventeen? Yingning has no husband either. You would be a perfect match, but unfortunately, you are close relatives.”

	 

	Wang said nothing, staring at Yingning without blinking.

	 

	The maid whispered to the girl, “Eyes burning, the thief hasn’t changed his look!”

	 

	The girl laughed loudly again and said to the maid, “Go see if the peach blossoms have opened yet?”

	 

	She stood up abruptly, covering her mouth with her sleeve, and walked out with mincing steps. Once outside the door, her laughter rang out freely.

	 

	The woman also stood up and ordered the maid to prepare bedding for Wang. She said, “It is not easy for you to come, Nephew. You should stay a few days before I send you home. If you are bored, there is a small garden behind the house for amusement, and books to read.”

	 

	The next day, he went behind the house and found a garden of about half an acre. Fine grass paved the ground like felt, and poplar catkins covered the path. There was a three-room thatched cottage surrounded by flowers and trees. Walking through the flowers, he heard a rustling sound from a tree. Looking up, he saw Yingning above. Seeing Wang, she laughed wildly and almost fell.

	 

	Wang said, “Don’t do that, you’ll fall!”

	 

	The girl climbed down while laughing, unable to stop. Just as she was about to reach the ground, she slipped and fell, and only then did the laughter stop. Wang helped her up and secretly squeezed her wrist. The laughter started again; she leaned against a tree, unable to walk. It took a long time for her to stop.

	 

	Wang waited for her laughter to cease, then took the flower from his sleeve to show her. The girl took it and said, “It’s dead. Why keep it?”

	 

	He said, “My cousin dropped this during the Lantern Festival, so I kept it.”

	 

	She asked, “What is the meaning of keeping it?”

	 

	He said, “To show that I love you and cannot forget. Since we met on the Lantern Festival, I fell ill from longing and thought I would become a ghost. I never expected to see your face again; please have pity on me.”

	 

	The girl said, “This is a trivial matter. Why should close relatives be stingy? When you leave, I will call the old servant to break off a huge bundle of flowers from the garden for you to carry.”

	 

	Wang said, “Are you foolish, cousin?”

	 

	She asked, “Why am I foolish?”

	 

	Wang said, “I don’t love the flower; I love the person who held the flower.”

	 

	The girl said, “Being relatives, love goes without saying.”

	 

	Wang said, “The love I speak of is not the love between relatives, but the love between husband and wife.”

	 

	The girl asked, “Is there a difference?”

	 

	He said, “They share a pillow and mat at night.”

	 

	The girl lowered her head in thought for a long time, then said, “I am not used to sleeping with strangers.”

	 

	Before she finished speaking, the maid approached stealthily, and Wang fled in panic.

	 

	A while later, they met at the mother’s place. The mother asked, “Where did you go?”

	 

	The girl replied, “We were talking in the garden.”

	 

	The woman said, “The food has been ready for a long time. What long conversation did you have to keep you so busy?”

	 

	The girl said, “Big Brother wants to sleep with me.”

	 

	Before she could finish, Wang was extremely embarrassed and glared at her. The girl smiled and stopped. Luckily, the old woman did not hear and continued to chatter and ask questions. Wang quickly covered it up with other words and whispered a rebuke to the girl.

	 

	The girl asked, “Did I say something I shouldn’t have just now?”

	 

	Wang said, “That is private talk.”

	 

	The girl said, “I might keep it from others, but how can I keep it from my old mother? Besides, sleeping is a common thing; why hide it?”

	 

	Wang resented her foolishness but had no way to make her understand. Just as they finished eating, people from his home arrived with two donkeys to look for him.

	 

	Earlier, when his mother waited for Wang and he did not return, she grew suspicious. After searching the village with no trace, she went to ask Wu. Wu remembered his previous lie and told them to search in the southwest mountains. After passing through several villages, they finally arrived here. Wang went out and met them, then went back in to tell the old woman and asked to take the girl home with him.

	 

	The woman was happy and said, “I have had this intention, not just for a day. But my old body cannot travel far. If my nephew takes my daughter to meet her aunt, that is wonderful!”

	 

	She called Yingning. Yingning came laughing. The woman said, “What is so funny that you never stop? If you didn’t laugh, you would be a perfect person.” She glared at her angrily. Then she said, “Your big brother wants to take you with him; go get ready.”

	 

	She gave the servants food and wine, then sent them off, saying, “Your aunt’s family is wealthy and can support an extra person. Don’t return for now; learn some poetry and etiquette, which will help you serve your future in-laws. I will trouble your aunt to choose a good husband for you.”

	 

	The two of them departed. At the mountain pass, they looked back and could still faintly see the old woman leaning against the door gazing north.

	 

	When they arrived home, Wang’s mother saw the beautiful girl and asked in surprise who she was. Wang replied that she was her sister’s daughter.

	 

	The mother said, “What Master Wu told you before was a lie. I never had an older sister, so how could I have a nephew?”

	 

	She asked the girl. The girl said, “I was not born of the main wife. My father was named Qin. He died when I was in swaddling clothes, so I cannot remember.”

	 

	The mother said, “It is true I had a sister who married into the Qin family, but she died long ago; how could she still exist?”

	 

	She questioned the girl about facial features and birthmarks, and everything matched. She wondered, “It is her. But she has been dead for many years; how can she act again?”

	 

	While she was in doubt, Wu arrived. The girl hid in the inner room. Wu asked the reason and was bewildered for a long time. Suddenly he said, “Is this girl named Yingning?”

	 

	Wang agreed. Wu exclaimed that it was a strange affair. Asked how he knew, Wu said, “After Aunt Qin died, Uncle Qin lived as a widower and was bewitched by a fox, eventually dying of emaciation. The fox gave birth to a daughter named Yingning, who was seen by the family lying on the bed. After Uncle died, the fox still came often. Later, they asked the Celestial Master for a charm to stick on the wall, and the fox took the daughter and left. Could this be her?”

	 

	They suspected and deliberated. In the inner room, only the sound of Yingning’s giggling could be heard. The mother said, “This girl is too foolish.”

	 

	Wu asked to see her. The mother went into the room, but the girl laughed heartily and ignored her. The mother urged her to come out. She tried hard to suppress her laughter, faced the wall for a while, and then came out. As soon as she bowed, she turned back and ran inside, laughing loudly. All the women in the room burst into smiles.

	 

	Wu offered to go and investigate the strange occurrence and act as a matchmaker. He found the village spot, but there were no houses, only scattered mountain flowers. Wu recalled his aunt’s burial place, which seemed not far away. However, the grave mound was leveled and indistinguishable. He returned in astonishment.

	 

	The mother suspected she was a ghost. When she told Wu’s story to the girl, the girl showed no fear; when they condoled with her on having no home, she showed no sadness, only giggling foolishly. No one could figure her out. The mother made her sleep with the young teenage girls. At dawn, she came to pay respects. Her needlework was exquisitely skillful. But she loved to laugh; even when forbidden, she could not stop. However, her smiling face was beautiful, wild but not losing its charm, so everyone liked her. The young women and wives of the neighborhood vied to welcome her.

	 

	The mother chose an auspicious day to hold the wedding, though she still feared the girl might be a ghost. She secretly observed her in the sun; her shadow was no different from a human’s. When the day came, she was dressed in finery for the bride’s rituals. The girl laughed so much she couldn’t bow, so they dispensed with the rites. Wang feared that because of her foolishness she might leak the secrets of the bedroom, but she was very tight-lipped and would not say a word. Whenever the mother was worried or angry, if the girl came and smiled, the anger dissolved. When servants committed minor faults and feared punishment, they would ask her to go to the mother with them; if the guilty maid appeared with her, she was always spared. She had a passion for flowers; she sought them from all relatives and friends. She secretly pawned her gold hairpin to buy good seeds. Within a few months, the steps and courtyards were full of flowers.

	 

	Behind the courtyard, there was a trellis of banksia roses, which bordered the neighbor on the west. The girl often climbed up to pick flowers for her hair. The mother scolded her whenever she saw it, but the girl never changed. One day, the neighbor’s son saw her and stared at her in infatuation. The girl did not avoid him but laughed. The neighbor’s son thought she favored him, and his desires ran wild. The girl pointed to the base of the wall, laughed, and climbed down. The neighbor’s son thought she was indicating a meeting place and was overjoyed.

	 

	At dusk, he went there, and sure enough, the girl was there. He approached to have intercourse with her, but his member felt as if pierced by an awl, the pain piercing his heart. He howled and fell. Looking closely, it was not the girl, but a withered log lying by the wall, and what he had entered was a weep-hole in the wall. His father heard the noise and ran to question him. He groaned but did not speak. When his wife came, he told the truth. They lit a fire to examine the hole and saw a huge scorpion inside, like a small crab. The old man smashed the wood and killed it. He carried his son home, but the son died in the middle of the night.

	 

	The neighbor sued Wang, exposing Yingning as a witch. The magistrate, who admired Wang’s talent and knew him to be an upright scholar, declared the neighbor’s accusation false and was about to have him beaten. Wang begged for leniency, so the neighbor was released.

	 

	The mother said to the girl, “Your foolish madness has reached this extent. I knew that excessive joy leads to sorrow. The magistrate is wise, and luckily we were not implicated. If it were a muddled official, he would have arrested the women to testify in court. How would my son face his relatives then?”

	 

	The girl looked serious and vowed not to laugh again.

	 

	The mother said, “Everyone laughs, but there must be a proper time.”

	 

	From then on, the girl never laughed again. Even if intentionally provoked, she would not laugh, yet she never looked sad all day.

	 

	One evening, she wept before Wang. Surprised, he asked why.

	 

	The girl choked with sobs and said, “Before, because we had not been together long, I feared speaking would startle you. Now that I see both Mother and you love me deeply without suspicion, perhaps it is no harm to tell the truth? I am indeed born of a fox. When my mother was leaving, she entrusted me to my ghost mother. We depended on each other for over ten years to reach today. I have no brothers; I rely only on you. My old mother lies lonely in the mountain corner, with no one to pity her and bury her with her husband. She grieves in the Nine Springs. If you do not begrudge the trouble and expense to dispel this resentment of the dead, then perhaps a raised daughter won’t be drowned or abandoned.”

	 

	Wang agreed, but worried the grave was lost in wild grass. The girl said not to worry. On the scheduled day, the couple took a coffin and went. The girl pointed out the grave amidst the brambles. They found the old woman’s body, her skin still intact. The girl wept in grief. They carried it back and buried her in the Qin family grave.

	 

	That night, Wang dreamed the old woman came to thank him. He woke and told the girl.

	 

	She said, “I saw her last night; she told me not to startle you.”

	 

	Wang regretted not asking her to stay.

	 

	The girl said, “She is a ghost. There are many living people here, and the Yang energy is too strong; how could she stay long?”

	 

	Wang asked about Xiaorong.

	 

	She said, “She is also a fox, very clever. My fox mother left her to watch over me. She often brought food to feed me, so I am grateful and never forget her. Yesterday I asked Mother; she said Xiaorong has married.”

	 

	From then on, every year at the Cold Food Festival, the couple went to the Qin grave to sweep and pay respects without fail. A year later, the girl gave birth to a son. Even while being held in arms, he was not afraid of strangers and laughed whenever he saw someone, having very much the air of his mother.

	 

	Observing her constant giggling, she seemed completely heartless; yet in the prank at the wall, how cunning she was! As for her mournful longing for her ghost mother, turning laughter into weeping, my Yingning merely hid herself within laughter. I have heard there is a grass in the mountains called ‘Laughing Grass.’ If one smells it, one laughs uncontrollably. If a stalk of this were planted in the room, then the ‘Joy-Together Flower’ and the ‘Forget-Sorrow Grass’ would pale in comparison. As for the ‘Flower that Understands Language’, one might criticize it for being too affected.

	 


Zhang Hongjian

	 

	Zhang Hongjian, a native of Yongping, was a famous scholar in the commandery at the age of eighteen. At that time, the Magistrate of Lulong, a certain Zhao, was greedy and tyrannical, and the people suffered collectively under him. A scholar named Fan was beaten to death by the bastinado, and his classmates, indignant at the injustice, intended to complain to the Ministry and Governor. They asked Zhang to write the indictment and invited him to join their cause. Zhang agreed.

	 

	His wife, née Fang, who was beautiful and virtuous, heard of the plan and remonstrated with him, saying, “Generally speaking, when licentiates undertake a task, one can share the victory with them, but one cannot share the defeat. If successful, everyone claims the credit as their own; if there is a single failure, they scatter like tiles and cannot be gathered again. In today’s world of power and influence, right and wrong are hard to determine by reason. You are alone; if there is a sudden reversal, who will share your distress?”

	 

	Zhang accepted her words and regretted his promise. He politely declined the other scholars’ invitation to join the group but wrote the draft for them before departing. When the trial took place, the outcome was inconclusive. Zhao used a large sum of gold to bribe the high officials; consequently, the scholars were arrested for forming a clique, and orders were issued to track down the ghostwriter. Terrified, Zhang fled.

	 

	Reaching the border of Fengxiang, his travel funds were completely exhausted. As the sun set, he hesitated in the wilderness, having nowhere to stay. Suddenly, he saw a small village and hastened toward it. An old woman was just coming out to close the door. Seeing the scholar, she asked what he wanted, and Zhang told her the truth.

	 

	The woman said, “Food and a bed are small matters, but there are no men in this house, so it is inconvenient to host a guest.”

	 

	Zhang said, “I dare not hope for too much; if you merely allow me to sleep inside the door to avoid tigers and wolves, that will suffice.”

	 

	The woman let him in, closed the door, and gave him a straw mat, instructing him, “I pity you as a traveler with nowhere to go and am privately allowing you to stay. You should leave early before dawn; I fear if the young mistress of the house hears of this, she will blame me.”

	 

	The woman left, and Zhang leaned against the wall to doze. Suddenly, a lantern shone brightly, and he saw the old woman leading a young lady out. Zhang hurriedly hid in the shadows and peeked at her; she was a beauty of about twenty years. Upon reaching the gate and seeing the straw mat, she questioned the old woman, who told her the truth.

	 

	The young lady said angrily, “This involves the private quarters of a weak household; how could you admit a stranger!” She immediately asked, “Where did the man go?”

	 

	Frightened, Zhang came out and prostrated himself at the bottom of the steps. The lady interrogated him about his native place and clan. Her expression softened slightly, and she said, “Fortunately, he is a refined scholar; there is no harm in letting him stay. However, you old slave, you actually failed to report this! Such carelessness is no way to treat a gentleman.”

	 

	She ordered the old woman to lead the guest into the house. After a short while, wine and beverages were arranged, the items exquisite and clean; shortly thereafter, a brocade mattress was set upon a couch. Zhang was very grateful to her and privately asked her surname.

	 

	The old woman said, “My family is named Shi. The old master and his lady have both passed away, leaving only three daughters. The one you just saw is the eldest, named Shunhua.”

	 

	The old woman left. Zhang saw a copy of the Nanhua Jing with commentaries on the table, so he took it to his pillow, lying on the couch to read it. Suddenly, Shunhua pushed the door open and entered. Zhang put down the book and searched for his hat and shoes.

	 

	The lady sat directly on the couch, pressing him down, saying, “No need, no need!” She sat near the couch and said shyly, “Because you are a dashing and talented scholar, I wished to entrust my household to you, thereby violating the suspicion of melon and plum. Will you not cast me aside?”

	 

	Zhang was flustered and did not know how to respond, merely saying, “I will not deceive you; this young scholar already has a wife at home.”

	 

	The lady smiled and said, “This shows your sincerity and honesty. However, it does not matter. Since you do not detest me, tomorrow I shall trouble a matchmaker.”

	 

	Having spoken, she made to leave. Zhang leaned forward and pulled her back, and so the lady stayed. She rose before dawn and gave gold to Zhang, saying, “Take this as funds for sightseeing. Towards sunset, you should return late. I fear neighbors might spy on us.”

	 

	Zhang did as she said, leaving early and returning late, making this his routine for half a year. One day, he returned rather early. When he reached the place, the village houses were completely gone. Overcome with shock and strangeness, he paced back and forth.

	 

	Suddenly he heard the old woman say, “Why have you come so early?”

	 

	In the blink of an eye, the courtyard appeared as before, and he was already inside the room. He marveled at this increasingly. Shunhua came out from the inner chambers and laughed, “Do you suspect me? To tell you the truth: I am a fox spirit. I have a destined affinity with you. If you must find this strange, let us part ways immediately.”

	 

	Zhang, enamored with her beauty, was at peace with it. That night, he said to the lady, “Since you are an immortal, a thousand miles must be but a single breath to you. I have been away from home for three years and I cannot get the thought of my wife and children out of my heart. Can you take me back for a visit?”

	 

	The lady seemed displeased and said, “Regarding conjugal affection, I thought I had treated you generously; yet while you stay here, you think of her. This means our mutual intimacy is all false!”

	 

	Zhang apologized, saying, “Why do you say such things? The proverb says, ‘One day as husband and wife, a hundred days of grace.’ If later, when I am back home, I think of you, it will be just as I think of her today. If I were to acquire the new and forget the old, what value would I be to you?”

	 

	The lady then smiled and said, “I have a biased heart: towards me, I wish you to never forget; towards others, I wish you to forget. However, if you wish to return temporarily, what difficulty is there? Your home is merely inches away!”

	 

	She took his sleeve and led him out the door. Seeing the road was dark and dim, Zhang hesitated to advance. The lady dragged him along as they ran. In no time, she said, “We have arrived. You go home; I shall leave.”

	 

	Zhang stopped to look closely and indeed saw his family gate. He climbed over the dilapidated wall and entered, seeing a lamp still flickering in the room. He approached and flicked the door with two fingers. Someone inside asked who it was. Zhang explained where he came from. The person inside held a candle and opened the latch; it was truly his wife, née Fang.

	 

	Both were surprised and overjoyed, grasping hands as they entered the bed curtains. Seeing his son sleeping on the bed, he sighed, “When I left, our son was only up to my knees; now he has grown so tall!”

	 

	Husband and wife leaned against each other, feeling as if in a dream. Zhang recounted all he had encountered. When he asked about the lawsuit, he learned that among the scholars, some had died in prison and some were exiled to distant places; he admired his wife’s foresight all the more.

	 

	Fang pressed her body into his embrace and said, “Since you have a fine companion, I suppose you no longer think of the person shedding tears in a lonely quilt!”

	 

	Zhang said, “If I didn’t think of you, why would I come? Although she and I have love, she is ultimately not of the same species; it is only her kindness that is hard to forget.”

	 

	Fang said, “Who do you take me for?”

	 

	Zhang looked closely; it was not Fang after all, but Shunhua. He reached out to feel for his son—it was merely a Bamboo Wife. He was greatly ashamed and speechless.

	 

	The lady said, “Your heart is now known! By rights, we should cut ties from this point, but fortunately, you have not forgotten your obligations to your wife, which is enough to redeem you.”

	 

	Two or three days later, she suddenly said, “I think being a lovesick lover is ultimately meaningless. You complain daily that I do not send you off; now, as it happens, I wish to go to the capital, and we can go together on the way.”

	 

	She took the Bamboo Wife from the head of the bed and they straddled it together. She ordered him to close his eyes. He felt they were not far off the ground, with the wind whistling past. After a while, they landed. The lady said, “We part from here.”

	 

	Just as he was about to make inquiries and bid farewell, the lady had already vanished. He stood disappointedly for a moment, then heard village dogs barking. In the hazy distance, he saw trees and houses, all scenery of his native village. He followed the road and returned. Climbing the wall and knocking on the door, it was just like the previous situation.

	 

	Fang started up in alarm, not believing her husband had returned. Only after questioning and verifying the truth did she raise the lamp and come out, sobbing. When they met, she wept so much she could not look up.

	 

	Zhang still suspected this was an illusion created by Shunhua. He saw a son sleeping on the bed, just like the previous night, so he laughed and said, “Did you bring the Bamboo Wife in again?”

	 

	Fang did not understand and changed countenance, saying, “I have gazed in hope of you as if a day were a year; the tear stains on the pillow are still there. We have only just met, yet you have no feelings of sadness or longing—what kind of heart do you have!”

	 

	Zhang observed that her emotions were genuine, and only then did he hold her arm and weep, recounting the details of his experience. When he asked about the conclusion of the lawsuit, it was exactly as Shunhua had said.

	 

	As they were lamenting together, they heard the sound of footsteps outside the door. They asked who it was, but there was no answer. It turned out there was a scoundrel in the village who had long eyed Fang’s beauty. That night, returning from another village, he saw someone climb over the wall in the distance and assumed it was someone going to an illicit tryst, so he tailed him inside. This man, Jia, did not really know Zhang, but lay in wait listening. When Fang urgently asked who it was, he finally said, “Who is in the room?”

	 

	Fang denied it, saying, “No one.”

	 

	Jia said, “I have been listening secretly for a long time; I am respectfully about to apprehend an adulterer.”

	 

	Fang had no choice but to tell the truth. Jia said, “Zhang Hongjian’s major case has not been cleared; even if he has returned home, I must bind him and send him to the authorities.”

	 

	Fang pleaded bitterly with him, but Jia’s words became increasingly lewd and coercive. Burning with rage, Zhang took a knife and rushed straight out, chopping Jia in the middle of the skull. Jia fell, still howling; Zhang chopped him again repeatedly until he died.

	 

	Fang said, “Things have reached this point; the crime is even heavier. You must flee quickly; I beg to take the blame.”

	 

	Zhang said, “If a man dies, he dies; how could I bring shame to my wife and burden my son just to seek my own life! You have no worries; just ensure this son does not break the line of scholarly tradition, and I can close my eyes in death.”

	 

	At daybreak, he went to the county office to turn himself in. Because he was a wanted man in an imperial case, Magistrate Zhao punished him lightly for the time being. Soon he was extradited from the commandery to the capital; the constraints and shackles were quite miserable.

	 

	On the road, they met a woman riding a horse, with an old woman holding the bridle; it was Shunhua. Zhang called out to the old woman, wishing to speak, tears falling as he voiced his words.

	 

	The young lady turned her horse around, lifted her veil with her hand, and exclaimed in surprise, “It is my cousin! How did you come to this?”

	 

	Zhang briefly recounted the events. The lady said, “Based on your usual behavior, cousin, I should just turn my head and ignore you; yet I cannot bear to do so. My humble abode is not far; if you invite the runners to come along, I can provide a little assistance with travel expenses.”

	 

	They followed her for two or three li and saw a mountain village with tall and tidy pavilions. The lady dismounted and entered, ordering the old woman to open the guest house and invite them in. Shortly, wine and roasted meat were served, abundant and delicious, seemingly prepared in advance.

	 

	She sent the old woman out again to say, “There are currently no men in the house; Master Zhang, please urge the runners to drink a few more cups. You will rely on them greatly on the road ahead. We have sent someone to procure several tens of taels of gold to serve as expenses for you, sir, and to reward the two runners, but it has not arrived yet.”

	 

	The two runners were secretly pleased; they drank freely and ceased to watch their prisoner’s conduct. As the day grew late, the two runners were completely drunk. The lady came out and pointed at the shackles; the shackles fell off instantly. She dragged Zhang to mount a horse with her, and they sped off like a dragon.

	 

	After a short time, she urged him to dismount, saying, “You stop here. I have an appointment with my sister in Qinghai; I have delayed a while for you, and she has been waiting anxiously for a long time.”

	 

	Zhang asked, “When will we meet again?”

	 

	The lady did not answer. He asked again; she pushed him off the horse and left. When dawn broke, he asked about the location; it was Taiyuan. He went to the commandery city, rented a house, and took students, teaching there under the alias Gong Ziqian. He lived there for ten years. Finding out that the hunt for him had gradually relaxed, he hesitated and moved eastward.

	 

	When he was close to his village gate, he dared not enter abruptly, waiting until deep in the night to go in. Upon reaching the gate, he found the walls high and solid, no longer climbable, so he could only strike the door with his whip. After a long time, his wife finally came out to ask. Zhang spoke to her in a low voice.

	 

	Overjoyed, she let him in, making scolding sounds as she did so, saying, “There is little to do in the capital, you should have returned early; why send you back in the middle of the night?”

	 

	Once inside the room, they each told their stories, and only then did he learn that the two runners had fled and never returned. As they spoke, a young woman frequently came to the curtain. Zhang asked who she was.

	 

	His wife said, “That is your daughter-in-law.”

	 

	He asked, “Where is our son?”

	 

	She replied, “He went to the commandery for the Grand Evaluation and hasn’t returned.”

	 

	Zhang wept and said, “I have drifted for years; my son is already established. I did not expect the scholarly tradition could be continued; you have exhausted your heart’s blood!”

	 

	Before he finished speaking, the daughter-in-law had already warmed wine and cooked food, arranging them to fill the table. Zhang was happy and comforted beyond expectation. He stayed for several days, hiding in the bedroom, fearing only that people would know.

	 

	One night, just as they had gone to bed, they suddenly heard a commotion of voices and severe banging on the door. Greatly terrified, they rose together. They heard someone say, “Is there a back door?”

	 

	They were even more frightened. They urgently used a door leaf as a ladder to help Zhang over the wall in the night to escape. Only then did they go to the gate to ask the reason; it was a report of a new noble. Fang was overjoyed but deeply regretted that Zhang had fled and could not be called back.

	 

	That night, Zhang crossed through grass and pushed through hazel, rushing without choosing his path. By dawn, he was extremely exhausted. His initial thought was to head west, but asking a passerby, he found he was not far from the main road to the capital. So he entered a village, intending to pawn his clothes for food. He saw a high gate with a report strip pasted on the wall; looking closer, he saw it was for a certain Xu, a new Provincial Graduate.

	 

	After a while, an old man came out from inside. Zhang greeted him with a bow and told him his plight. Seeing that Zhang’s appearance and manner were elegant and knowing he was not a beggar, the old man invited him in and treated him with hospitality. He then asked where Zhang was going.

	 

	Zhang falsely claimed, “I was teaching in the capital; on my return journey, I met bandits.”

	 

	The old man kept him to instruct his young son. Zhang asked generally about his official rank; he was a retired high official from the capital, and the Provincial Graduate was his nephew.

	 

	After more than a month, the Provincial Graduate returned with a fellow graduate, who was said to be a Mr. Zhang from Yongping, a youth of eighteen or nineteen. Because the hometown and surname were the same, Zhang secretly suspected it was his son; but since there were many of this surname in the district, he kept silent for the time being.

	 

	In the evening when luggage was unpacked, the Tooth Records were brought out. Zhang hurriedly borrowed them to read; it was truly his son. Unconsciously, tears fell. Everyone was startled and asked him why.

	 

	He pointed to the name and said, “Zhang Hongjian—that is me.”

	 

	He fully recounted the reasons. Provincial Graduate Zhang embraced his father and wept loudly. Uncle and nephew Xu comforted and persuaded them, and only then did they put away their grief for joy. Mr. Xu immediately wrote a letter and sent money and silk to the provincial authorities to inform them. Father and son then returned home together.

	 

	Since Fang heard the report, she had been grieving daily that Zhang was in flight; suddenly she was told the Provincial Graduate had returned, and her mixed feelings of sadness made the pain even sharper. Suddenly, father and son entered together, shocking her as if they had descended from heaven. Upon inquiring about the cause, they began to share grief and joy.

	 

	Jia’s father, seeing that Zhang’s son was noble, did not dare to harbor malicious intent anymore. Zhang treated him with increasing generosity and recounted the circumstances of that year in detail. Jia’s father was moved and ashamed, and consequently, they became friends.

	
Tales by the Autumn Lamp

	 

	Publication date: 1718-1786

	
Fox Borrows a Dead Wife’s Form

	 

	During the former Ming dynasty, a certain Mr. Zhou of Jimo—a man from an established family of officials—was a government student. He possessed a dashing demeanor and a free spirit that distinguished him from the common crowd. During the Ullambana Festival, he went with friends to observe the festivities. He encountered a group of several dozen young women approaching together. Among them, the youngest wore a simple skirt and a thorn hairpin. Though she wore no makeup, her natural charm made her stand out like a crane among a flock of chickens.

	 

	Zhou was so captivated his soul seemed to leave his body, and he could barely control himself. The girl, too, fixed her gaze upon him with lingering glances, revealing deep affection. Upon inquiry, he learned she was the daughter of a gardener named Li. Seeing no way to pursue a connection, he let the matter drop.

	 

	However, ever since meeting Zhou, the girl longed for him day and night, neglecting food and sleep until she wasted away with consumption. Her mother discovered the cause and told her father. The father, citing the vast gap in their social standing and fearing humiliation, refused to entertain the idea. As her condition worsened daily and left with no other option, he tentatively asked a go-between to convey their intentions. Zhou happily consented.

	 

	Hearing this, the girl was overjoyed, and her illness immediately subsided. A lucky day was chosen for the wedding, but the very night after the ceremony, the girl suddenly died. Zhou was overcome with myriad forms of grief. He placed all her possessions into the coffin and buried her in the outskirts of the city. His peers, moved by her devotion, composed elegies together and went to make offerings at her grave.

	 

	Zhou returned late. Just as he was trimming the lamp while sitting alone, he heard a knocking at the door. Opening it to look, he saw his deceased wife. He cried out in shock and retreated.

	 

	The woman said, “Do not be afraid, my lord. Previously, my breath was merely blocked due to emotional distress; I was not truly dead. Thieves, seeking my burial goods, opened the coffin. The fresh air revived me, and I came back to life.”

	 

	Zhou, in a state of dazed confusion, believed this to be the truth. In the quiet of the early morning, however, he marveled at the strangeness of it. He secretly went to the outskirts to inspect the site; the fresh grave mound remained undisturbed. Shocked, he returned and questioned the woman.

	 

	She replied, “I am actually a fox. Harboring deep affection for you, and seeing you weep so mournfully at the grave yesterday, I borrowed her form specifically to comfort you. Moreover, we share a predestined bond, which is why I approached you; I have no malicious intent.”

	 

	Upon hearing this, Zhou was not afraid and lived with her contentedly as before. His peers learned of the affair, and when visitors called, she would converse with them without avoidance. However, only when the scholar Huang from Jiashan visited would she run to hide behind the curtains, holding her breath and daring not to emerge.

	 

	When Zhou asked why, she replied, “His aura of stern severity is too heavy. In future years he will hold great military authority; how would I dare face him?”

	 

	Zhou asked about his own end. She raised a cup of wine, poured it on the ground, and said, “Your future official rank should be viewed like this.”

	 

	When he asked again, she did not answer.

	 

	Later, Huang served as Supreme Commander of the Three Frontiers and was promoted to Minister of War. Zhou ended his career as the Libationer of the Directorate of Education.8

	 


Fox Well-Versed in Literature

	 

	Sub-prefect Li of Zhanhua had a residence featuring pavilions, pools, woods, and springs that was unsurpassed in its time; he named the placard “Yi Garden.” Rising early one summer morning, he went for a stroll with a friend when they heard faint snoring. Tracing the sound to the study, they found a fox sleeping on a couch. It was as large as a dog, with fur that was black and glossy. He ordered a servant to sneak in and seize it.

	 

	The fox awoke and spoke in a human voice, saying, “I formerly dwelt in an old tomb north of the city. I entered here by mistake while intoxicated. I pray you spare my remaining life; my gratitude shall be eternal.”

	 

	A guest suggested taking its pelt to make a hat, upon which the fox let out a mournful cry and wept.

	 

	Li, pitying its ability to speak, said to it, “I shall spare you now. I have a mountain villa outside the city walls consisting of a few rooms; it is quite secluded. I will lend it to you as a hiding place, but do not cause harm to people. You must never return to this place.”

	 

	The fox nodded as if kowtowing in thanks. He then released it, and it vanished in an instant.

	 

	Beside the villa was the country retreat of the Zhang family, named “Ke Garden.” With its airy pavilions and terraces for moon-gazing, it rivaled Yi Garden in beauty. Zhang had a private tutor named Gao residing in the garden. It happened that the plum blossoms were in full bloom, and he was drinking alone under the moon. After the watch had passed, his mood still high, he paced about the courtyard steps when he saw a young woman emerge from the flowering bushes. She wore light makeup and elegant attire, possessing a captivating charm.

	 

	Gao was startled, but before he could question her, the woman said, “I am a fox. Some time ago, I was pardoned by Lord Li and allowed to dwell peacefully in this estate. Hearing that the plum blossoms were in full glory, I came specifically to enjoy them. Moreover, I have a predestined bond with you; I hope you will not be alarmed that I am not of your kind.”

	 

	Gao was by nature uninhibited, and being under the influence of wine, he led her into his room. Thereafter, she arrived every evening, and their affection deepened by the day. The fox was quite well-versed in literature; Gao often produced her poetry to seek the opinion of his colleagues. Since everyone knew that Gao had never been skilled in the tonal meters of verse, they inquired into the cause.

	 

	The news spread far and wide, and those skilled in poetry vied to visit him. The fox would often compose verses in response. Her striking lines, such as “Birds cry, and Spring sheds tears; flowers fall, and the moon remains silent,” were widely praised and recited. The aficionados of Zhanhua all preserved her manuscripts.

	 

	She was also skilled at the zither. When people wished to listen to her play, a secluded room would be swept clean; the scholars would sit outside, and the music would flow cool and crisp from behind the curtains. The melodies were distant and lingering; the entire company listened in rapt attention. Not a single musician of the time could match her.

	 


Foxes Gift Oxen

	 

	Magistrate Zhang of Tongshan in Xuzhou was a capable official. One day while out, he met a common woman who submitted a petition, stating: “I am a widow, content in poverty and maintaining my chaste resolve. I have a son, sixteen years of age, who formerly herded oxen for the Li family. He would go out to herd in the morning but often failed to return in the evening, so his employer dismissed him, and he took to gathering firewood to make a living. Recently, he left on a certain day and did not return until another day—a total of seven days and nights—driving seven oxen back with him. When I questioned him, he would not answer. I venture to turn him in myself.”

	 

	The magistrate ordered the son detained and brought forward. He was short and slight of stature, with a vulgar and wretched appearance—a dull-witted village boy. When asked the reason for the oxen, he did not reply. Only when threatened with torture did he speak:

	 

	“The year before last, while herding oxen by the fields, I saw two beautiful young women approaching. They claimed to be daughters of a certain family in the front village. We flirted with one another and ended up having illicit relations in the wild. By the time we parted and I returned, a day had already passed. When I went out again, we often met in the fields, and upon my return, a night would always have passed. Later, the girl brought two more beauties, along with three maids, and I had relations with all of them. From then on, our trysts continued without interruption for several months.

	 

	“Yesterday they came and said: ‘Our fate together has ended, and we are going elsewhere. But having consorted with you, Sir, for over a year, you have never known our home. Today we should go there together.’ We arrived at a place where there was a pagoda. We entered through the pagoda door; the living quarters were secluded and deep, and the bed curtains and bedding were all extremely magnificent. They set out wine for a farewell, and we reveled through the night.

	 

	“Near dawn, they said: ‘Considering your poverty, Sir, we wished to help you, but what can be done about your meager destiny? Now that we are parting, we each gift you one ox, merely to express our feelings.’ They then escorted me out together and drove the oxen on my behalf. As we neared my home, the women said: ‘We part from you here; we shall not meet again. Take good care of yourself.’ Then they left. I truly did not know I had been away for seven days.”

	 

	The magistrate marveled at the strangeness of the story. He ordered the boy temporarily detained and posted a notice summoning the owners of the oxen. The next day, claimants arrived one after another. They were all villagers from Suzhou, who had lost their oxen on the same evening. Their village bordered the jurisdiction of Xuzhou by a few li, and indeed, there was a pagoda there.

	 

	The magistrate ordered the ox owners to each donate a certain amount of silver. He then summoned the mother and said: “Your son’s case involves the mischief of fox spirits; he does not deserve severe punishment. You have bitterly maintained your chastity and integrity, and you were able to discipline your son with righteousness; your resolve is deeply commendable. I now give you these ten-plus taels of silver to support your livelihood. The oxen shall be returned to their respective owners.”

	
Exotic Grasses from the Firefly Window

	 

	Publication date: 1736-1788

	
Cheng Hei Er

	 

	At the beginning of the dynasty, there was a rogue in Liaodong named Cheng Hei’er. He possessed peerless strength and was incredibly agile and skilled at leaping. He could scale a hundred-foot pole as swiftly as a gibbon. However, he utilized these skills for thievery, and rarely could anyone defend against him.

	 

	The wealthy families in his neighborhood could not bear his harassment and consequently set up strict defenses against him. Hearing of this, Hei’er reflected, “I make my living by this trade, yet what I gather is immediately scattered, leaving me with almost nothing. Moreover, I am nearing thirty, with neither wife nor children; half my life has been wasted. Now that people are guarding against me, how can I remain here in such gloom?”

	 

	Thereupon, he exhausted his possessions, distributing them among the poor and needy of his acquaintance. With just a bamboo pole and a sack, he departed alone. On the verge of leaving, he bade farewell to the wealthy families, saying, “The one who stole from you in the past was indeed I. Now I am going elsewhere and will no longer disturb your peaceful slumber; I hope you will not dwell on me.”

	 

	Then he set out. The people found his actions strange, yet rejoiced at his departure, knowing they could now sleep soundly without worry. They all held banquets to celebrate.

	 

	Hei’er had left home in haste and knew not where to go. He thought to himself that the capital was prosperous and vast enough to conceal him. Thus, he traveled from east to west. His travel expenses were entirely provided for by his pole, and he never lacked for anything.

	 

	One day, his travels brought him to a mountain valley. It was a vast wilderness devoid of people. The sun had set, and there was nowhere to lodge. Being accustomed to night travel, Hei’er was unconcerned. Trekking until midnight, he suddenly saw a grand mansion in the valley. It was quite magnificent, resembling the home of a wealthy family.

	 

	He muttered to himself, “I have looked like a beggar all along the way, which is truly unbearable. Why not ‘borrow’ some lubrication from the roadside to improve my appearance?”

	 

	He then hoisted his pole and hurried towards it. Upon arrival, he found the architecture resplendent, like bird wings spread or pheasants in flight, with rooms numbering in the hundreds. It far surpassed the wealthy homes of his native village, which delighted him greatly. He leaned his pole against the wall and clambered up. Peering inside, he saw lights dimly burning; there were people yet awake. This was the rear of the residence.

	 

	Seeing no one around, Hei’er climbed over. However, unfamiliar with the layout, he crouched in the shadows. After waiting quietly for a long time, he heard someone whispering, “The constellations have shifted, the Milky Way is slanting; the night is deep. That person will likely not come.”

	 

	A second person replied, “If so, then Lady Lan is truly fortunate, though I fear it is inevitable.”

	 

	They laughed after speaking. When he observed closely, he saw two young maids emerging from a narrow alley, giggling as they departed.

	 

	Hei’er realized there was a side entrance. Tracking them, he indeed found the spot. Secretly prying open the double doors, he entered. The scent of flowers assailed his nose, and the rustling of bamboo filled his ears; it seemed a vague and lovely realm. In the center was a three-bay building with embroidered curtains half-raised, casting candlelight directly onto the steps below.

	 

	Feeling timid, he dared not advance and remained hidden in a corner of the wall. Shortly after, someone resembling a beautiful woman emerged from the room, leaned against the window lattice, and sighed, “The one I desire does not come; instead, I am bound only to an evil union.”

	 

	She then whispered, “If he comes again tonight, I shall not survive!”

	 

	Having spoken, she covered her face with her sleeve, appearing overcome with misery. Hei’er did not understand her meaning, nor was he particularly concerned.

	 

	Suddenly, something swift as a flying bird descended from the eaves. Upon hitting the ground, it instantly transformed into a man of imposing appearance, with a strange voice like an owl. Laughing, he said to the woman, “Do not become a ‘Husband-Gazing Stone’; I have arrived in all my glory.”

	 

	He abruptly embraced her and moved towards the room. The woman seemed to shrink back in fear, but the man simply pushed her back inside, and the door closed. Hei’er knew this was a demon and wished to investigate the anomaly. He quietly approached the window to listen.

	 

	He heard the man laugh and say, “Do not be afraid. Tonight, I am like Wang Liang and Zaofu, driving a light chariot along a familiar road.”

	 

	Then he heard the woman say, “My humble gate is narrow and damp; ultimately it is insufficient to accommodate the chariot. What can be done?”

	 

	The man replied, “Let us attempt it. You are, after all, one who yields only after force.”

	 

	Before long, he heard the woman groan in pain, saying, “I can bear no more; I beg you to spare me half.”

	 

	The man angrily retorted, “Last night you already left me unsatisfied; are you still feigning this attitude today?”

	 

	The woman appeared to plead repeatedly. Soon, her delicate weeping became so piteous it was unbearable to hear. Hei’er was seized by a surge of righteous indignation, momentarily forgetting he was actually a thief. He shouted loudly, “What manner of vile slave abuses a lady so? I shall beat you to death with my fists!”

	 

	Before he finished speaking, he heard a startled exclamation from the room: “That voice is exceedingly valiant; I dare not withstand it. I must depart!”

	 

	Just as Hei’er pushed open the door, the creature had already unbolted it to flee. Hei’er struck it in the eye, and it let out a sharp, long bray. Looking at it, he saw long ears and a massive body—it was unmistakably a donkey. It immediately leaped over the roof and vanished. Hei’er leaped to pursue it, but it disappeared in a flash.

	 

	He climbed back down from the roof beam to find the woman had arranged her clothes and was waiting to welcome him. She stepped forward and thanked him, saying, “My frail constitution was suddenly subjected to violence. Were it not for you, sir, my life would have ended tonight. How can I repay you?”

	 

	Hei’er, realizing he was actually there as a burglar, nonetheless showed no fear and followed the woman directly into the bedroom. Under the lamp, he gazed at her; her flowery features were elegantly beautiful, her figure alluring. Indeed, he had never seen the like. Yet tears filled her eyes, and streaks of weeping marked her makeup, making her a truly pitiable sight.

	 

	He asked the reason for her humiliation. She looked down and did not answer, then slowly said, “This is truly a retribution from a past life; I am too ashamed to speak of it.”

	 

	Hei’er laughed and said, “I have interrupted your tryst; I hope you do not blame me for being rash? Nevertheless, having saved you from distress, I cannot help but expect a reward.”

	 

	The woman blushed and said, “A withered willow is hardly worth climbing, but if you truly do not despise me, I am willing to use this body to repay your great kindness.”

	 

	Hei’er laughed again, “I do not mind that. I only fear that having ‘seen the ocean, other waters seem insufficient’ to you.”

	 

	Thereupon, he drew her close and they made love.

	 

	Afterward, the woman explained to Hei’er, “Do not be suspicious, sir; my family are all foxes. My childhood name is Shenglan. I have lived in this valley with my parents for nearly a hundred years. Recently, there is one Marquis Changming, who is a donkey. Seeing my beauty, he forced a betrothal upon us. My parents, cowed by his power, reluctantly agreed. After just one night, I was already in a wretched state. Now that I have been saved by you, a grace as great as a second heaven, if you do not detest me for being of a different species, I wish to serve you for the rest of my life.”

	 

	Hei’er possessed great courage and was delighted to have obtained a beautiful wife, so he had no fear. He merely asked, “Do foxes only fear that which is ridden across Baqiao Bridge?”

	 

	She replied, “Not so. This is Nie Yinniang’s black donkey, not comparable to those on the road to Handan. Its master was a Sword Immortal capable of taking a person’s head from a hundred paces. We fear him greatly, and thus dared not resist.”

	 

	Hei’er was shocked and said, “If that is so, then I am also in great danger!”

	 

	The woman said, “Do not worry. In your past life, you were Kongkong’er, a Sword Immortal of the same rank as Master Nie; she certainly will not harm you. Otherwise, the monster possesses great strength—had it not been terrified by something, why would it have fled at the mere sound of your voice?”

	 

	They whispered by the pillow until suddenly it was dawn. The woman rose first and went to inform her parents. Shortly thereafter, men and women filled the room, bowing in obeisance. They changed Hei’er into new clothes, played music, prepared a feast, and joyfully celebrated the wedding.

	 

	The woman, knowing Hei’er was a burglar, persuaded him to change his profession and join the military to earn a salary. He often rode back alone to visit his parents-in-law, coming and going mysteriously so that no one could fathom his movements. The following year, the woman gave birth to a son with a long face resembling a donkey. Hei’er wanted to kill the child, but the woman could not bear it and persuaded him to desist. Hei’er was later promoted to Squad Leader for his military achievements. After being dismissed from office due to drinking, he returned to the valley and never emerged again.

	 

	The lustful nature of foxes cannot be broken except by the Lao Ai of beasts. It is a pity that the Guizhou Donkey had no skills and was usurped by Hei’er. If Marquis Changming had achieved his will, all those in the world bewitched by foxes would have raised their wine cups in celebration, just as when Hei’er left his hometown. How was it that a single shout caused such a rout, allowing Shenglan to happily obtain a husband?

	 


Dong Wenyu

	 

	Dong Wenyu of Qidong was a coarse and uncultured man, yet he was addicted to music and women. He frequently wandered the Pingkang pleasure quarters, where his drunken temper and arrogance often led him to trample the flowers and willows. Because he came from an old, established family and was wealthy, the people of the entertainment district, greedy for his lavish tips, feared him and dared not show their anger.

	 

	One day in early winter, he was about to drink at a courtesan’s house when he heard of an old woman surnamed Hu who had brought her two daughters to the market to sell their songs. Their beauty and talent were said to be top-tier, unmatched by anyone in the local brothels, and people flocked to them like ants. Dong was envious and sent a servant to summon them. After a long delay, they had not arrived. Dong became furious, his anger uncontrollable, and he sat waiting with an imposing air of hostility.

	 

	When the old woman finally arrived, she wore plain clothes and white silk. She led her daughters, who were also devoid of flashy ornaments, dressed in simple dark silks; yet their demeanor was lively and their spirits flowing, their faces fair and their bones elegant. It was as if rosy clouds had floated into the room. Unconsciously, Dong humbled himself; his severity vanished, though he still put on a stern face to question them. The old woman did not answer, but the two daughters responded with composure, their voices like the skillful warbling of flowing orioles. Dong found no room to interject. Instead, he became greatly delighted and ordered them to sit and drink with him.

	 

	For a time, their witty conversation and charming songs were unlike anything he had ever heard. He became even more infatuated, drinking cup after cup until he was thoroughly intoxicated. Then, getting angry over some minor matter regarding the courtesan house, he raised a cup and threw it, accidentally striking one of the daughters on the forehead. Blood flowed like a fountain.

	 

	The old woman’s face instantly changed, and she stood up, saying, “One cannot associate with a village boor! To think it would come to this!”

	 

	She signaled the two girls to leave. Leaving the room, they leapt up onto the roof; the roof tiles made no sound, and the colorful clouds vanished instantly. The people of the brothel and Dong’s servants were all dumbfounded. Looking at Dong, they saw he had vomited heavily, making a mess, and had collapsed on the mat. Since his drunken stupor was a common sight, they simply supported him to a couch to sleep. He returned home only after the next evening. From then on, the old woman and her daughters were no longer seen in the market. Those who knew of the affair all blamed Dong.

	 

	Not long after, Dong and a close friend named Zou went to the outskirts of the city. Dressed in furs and riding fine horses, their spirits were high. Suddenly, a county runner holding a visiting card approached to welcome them, respectfully stating that the Magistrate had ordered him to convey an important message. Although Dong was arrogant, he could not avoid the need to curry favor with officials, so he hurriedly asked where the Magistrate was.

	 

	The runner replied, “He is holding a public banquet at a certain family’s garden pavilion.” The runner then said to the companion, “Mr. Zou is no stranger; please come along as well.”

	 

	Both men were delighted and galloped after the runner, fearing they might be late.

	 

	Upon arrival, it was indeed a villa within the county. The runner asked to go in first to announce them. After a long wait, he came out to invite them in. Dong and Zou tied their horses and entered. Passing through two gates, they saw no sign of the Magistrate, nor were there more than one or two servants following the runner. Zou and Dong grew suspicious and questioned the runner, who bowed his head and did not answer.

	 

	After a short while, they reached a pavilion, where the runner finally said, “Wait here. The Magistrate will come out shortly.” He then walked away.

	 

	The two men folded their hands and waited for a long time, but there was no sign of anyone. They rested by the railing. The sun was setting, and their empty stomachs rumbled like thunder. Dong wanted to leave, but Zou urged him to stay; then Zou moved to leave, and Dong stopped him. As twilight turned to darkness, they suddenly heard a clamor of voices seemingly nearby. Listening closely, they heard the charming laughter and chatter of women, which greatly startled them. Just as they thought to rush out, the previous runner led two men toward them. These men wore white clothes and tall white caps, were as tall as the garden trees, and had ferocious faces resembling the “Impermanence” ghosts painted by the world. Terrified, Dong and Zou collapsed. The two figures produced large white silk bands, tied them around their necks, and led them like dogs or sheep.

	 

	After walking a few paces, they reached a public office that was extremely spacious. The hall was filled with women in red skirts and emerald sleeves, who all covered their mouths and laughed upon seeing the state of Dong and Zou. Straining to look at the hall, they saw pearl curtains on all sides, decorations of gold and jade, carved rafters, and embroidered pillars—magnificent and brilliant. They were bewildered and did not know what to do.

	 

	After a while, the moon shone high, and gauze lanterns were lit everywhere. A loud voice from the hall shouted, “Bring the drunken thief forward immediately!”

	 

	The white-clad men drove Dong forward. In the hall, a high seat was arranged, upon which sat a white-haired person wearing an emerald crown and brocade robes—it was the old woman from the market. Dong did not remember her clearly. Under her imposing authority, he could only prostrate himself and await orders.

	 

	The old woman listed his crimes: “You, a mere silk-trousered fop of a commoner, arrogantly thought to lean on emeralds and cuddle reds. At the slightest dissatisfaction, we heard you barking like a dog. Though those in the brothels are of ill fate, how can they endure your trampling? Furthermore, relying on your drunkenness, you injured my beloved pearl of a daughter. Your crimes are truly too numerous to count. Now that you are bound and brought here, your punishment cannot be avoided.”

	 

	Hearing her words, Dong finally realized who she was. With no other choice, he apologized, his haughty spirit completely withered.

	 

	The old woman declared, “This sort is not worth dirtying my blade. Maids, strike him for me!”

	 

	Before she finished speaking, several women with hanging hair knots stepped forward, gathered their colorful sleeves, extended their soft hands, and applied their palms to Dong’s face. Dong trembled in fear, trying to dodge, but he suddenly felt a fragrance overflowing from their sleeves. It was not very painful; the creamy fingers touching his skin felt soft as if boneless. Even amidst his terror, he felt his body and spirit go limp.

	 

	Soon, a maid, on the old woman’s orders, poured a cup of wine and said, “This is poison. Drink it and die.”

	 

	Dong was terrified and did not want to swallow it. The group held him and forced it down. A fragrance assailed his nose, completely unlike poison, and once it entered his throat, it felt like ice and snow washing over his heart, instantly refreshing his energy. Dong privately thought the old woman bore him no ill will and secretly rejoiced.

	 

	Then he heard the maids clapping their hands and saying, “From now on, he will no longer be a drunkard of Gaoyang!”

	 

	Amidst the noise, lantern-bearers emerged from behind a screen, illuminating two people. Their makeup was fresh as a painting, with clothes like clouds and ornaments like mist. Looking closely, they were the two daughters. Upon reaching the table, the old woman ordered Dong to withdraw and asked, “Where is Mr. Zou?”

	 

	The white-clad men drove Zou forward. The old woman looked at him closely and said angrily, “Stupid servants, you truly know nothing! Why did you bind and bring him here when the distinction between gratitude and grievance is clear?”

	 

	She shouted for them to remove the bonds, then stepped down from her seat to welcome him, apologizing, “I am old and senile; my commands were not clear, causing an offense to you, sir. I hope you will forgive me!”

	 

	She then offered Zou a guest’s seat. The two daughters also bowed to him, their faces blushing.

	 

	Shortly after, the old woman ordered a feast. In moments, delicacies from land and sea were all prepared. Zou took the opportunity to plead for Dong, saying, “We came to this fairy realm together, yet he alone is a prisoner below the steps. Although he deserves his punishment, I feel incredibly uneasy. Please forgive him, so that the wind and moon do not laugh at us.”

	 

	The old woman did not seem to agree. The two daughters then spoke up, their words too soft to be heard. Only then did the old woman smile; she ordered Dong to be unbound and allowed him to sit as well. The white-clad men disappeared.

	 

	Zou and Dong sat together, and the old woman and her daughters took the host seats to accompany them. The aroma of wine and food steamed from the plates. The old woman personally rose to toast them, but when she reached Dong, she said, “Your drunken state is unbearable to witness; please replace this with tea.”

	 

	Dong also seemed unable to handle alcohol; merely smelling it made him feel nauseous. Only Zou drank heavily and happily, joking back and forth with the two daughters as if they were old acquaintances.

	 

	After several rounds of wine, the old woman ordered a stop, saying, “The night is late; we must not delay the happy union any longer.”

	 

	Zou then rose from his seat and went behind the screen with the two daughters, as if they had a prior engagement. The old woman and the maids also left. Dong was left alone in the hall with no one to keep him company. The desolation was unbearable; strange owls cried in the trees, and the cold moon shone on his chest. There were no candles left in the hall, only ghost-fire glimmering from time to time. Being wide awake, he had no place to lie down; his suffering was beyond description.

	 

	Fortunately, the beautiful night was short. Soon the moon set and the stars grew sparse. Zou emerged from behind the hall, beaming with smiles, and bowed with hands clasped, saying, “I mistakenly ascended to a land of pleasure, leaving you to enjoy a ‘pure’ blessing alone. A man greedy for flowers indeed cannot avoid guilt.”

	 

	Dong dared not speak and silently they went out together. Their horses were still tied under the willow tree. They mounted and returned.

	 

	On the way, Dong asked Zou why he had been treated so generously. Zou hesitated, but upon Dong’s urgent questioning, he finally revealed the truth. The old woman and her daughters were skilled performers who had come to Qidong a month prior. Since Zou loved visiting courtesans, he had provided them with a house and funded their daily necessities, taking care of everything. The old woman was grateful to Zou, and the two daughters got along well with him and had indicated a willingness to offer themselves to him. After the old woman took her daughters and fled, Zou had missed them constantly for weeks. Thus, they kept Zou that night, and on the pillow, they were extremely affectionate. Because their movements were so strange, Zou had gently questioned them. The two daughters did not hide it, admitting they were actually foxes and that the tricks played earlier were just a small display of their mother’s Daoist magic.

	 

	Upon hearing this, Dong was startled and felt even more ashamed and regretful. When they arrived home and parted ways, Dong did not want to spread the story, and Zou also kept it secret; thus, no one else knew of it.

	 

	From then on, Dong regarded wine, which he had once loved like his own life, as an enemy. Not a single cup would pass his lips. If he forced himself to drink, even a drop falling into his belly felt like a blazing fire burning his heart, and he would inevitably be bedridden for ten days, only recovering after reaching a critical state. Thus, he dared not try it even a little. Furthermore, regarding the “villages of flowers and willows” (brothels), he did not set foot in them. As long as he stayed away, he could face people with his normal appearance. But if he so much as stepped near their boundaries, his eyebrows and eyes would spontaneously become covered in powder and ink; wiping would not remove it, and anyone who saw him would laugh uncontrollably. It would take several days to return to his original self. Consequently, his wild passions diminished abruptly. He no longer walked even an inch into the Chang’an pleasure quarters, and ironically, because of this, he gained the reputation of being a pure and upright gentleman.

	 

	Because people found him strange, they inevitably made many inquiries. After years had passed, Dong finally told the story to others, and those who heard it never failed to hold their bellies in laughter. When I heard this story, Dong was already forty years old. His physique and appearance were imposing, and he constantly recounted the wild deeds of his youth. However, more than ten years had passed, and there had been no trace of Wenyu in the green towers and emerald halls for a long time.

	 

	Alcohol is a drug of madness; is this not true? In major cases, it brings disaster and destroys the body; in minor cases, it invites hatred and creates grievances. As for places where one buys smiles and pursues pleasure, although heavy drinking is considered heroic, becoming dead drunk after a few gallons truly kills the scenery. How can one scream and curse, using a “warm and soft village” merely as a tool to recover from a hangover? This is truly being less than a village ox. How profound! The phrase “Your drunken state is unbearable to witness” can be read as a poem for the entire banquet, and it can be written as a motto beside the morning breeze and fading moon. The old woman was truly a person of understanding, and her words also bring a smile to one’s face.

	 


Jing’er

	 

	The High Monk Shao Benyi, who took up residence at Lingyin Temple and whose martial discipline was refined and strict, was originally named So-and-so, a man of Shaanxi. In his youth, he was a county student. Admiring the flourishing culture of the Wu and Chu regions, he traveled to the east of the Yangtze for several years to study. Suddenly, he experienced an awakening; he shaved his head, fled into Zen Buddhism, and eventually made his way to Yue, where he became a revered elder of the Buddhist order. The people of Hangzhou, looking up to his reputation, invited him to their temple; he is the one now known as Master Dingxin.

	 

	He had a son named Xu. When the Master left home, Xu was only just beginning to crawl. Upon reaching adulthood, Xu constantly lamented not knowing his father. He searched through the difficult passes of the Two Jiangs, seeking him repeatedly, but they often missed each other. Recently, hearing that his father was in Qiantang, he boarded a boat to head south.

	 

	Sharing the boat was a young man, handsome and beautiful as a maiden, who said his surname was Gong. He was returning from the capital to Shanyin. Hearing of Xu’s filial piety, Gong treated him with great respect, and the two became close friends.

	 

	Upon arriving in Hangzhou, Xu obtained his father’s location and urgently went to visit him. Gong asked to accompany him, to which Xu agreed, so they went together. Just as they reached the temple gate, a monk was already there to intercept them, saying: “The Great Master has come out of meditation and already knows his spiritual heir has arrived from afar. However, it is not appropriate to enter with Jing’er. Please stop him.”

	 

	Xu was bewildered, but Gong’s face suddenly changed color. Xu sensed something strange, but his thoughts of his father were urgent, leaving him no time to investigate. He left Gong outside the gate and entered alone to see his father.

	 

	Arriving at the Dharma Hall, the Master was sitting cross-legged. Xu did not recognize him, but a monk told him, “This is your father.”

	 

	Xu let out a loud cry of grief, weeping and bowing at his knees.

	 

	The Master waved him off, saying, “Stop, stop, you vile spawn, do not do this! Your father is very happy; you should give rise to a joyful heart. Why make such a display?”

	 

	He ordered him to sit. After briefly asking about the elders of their relatives and old classmates, to which Xu answered respectfully one by one, the Master suddenly furrowed his brows and said: “Your trekking was not easy, and it proves your filial heart. However, since you came, you should have come alone. Why bring the likes of Jing’er to disturb an old monk?”

	 

	Xu hastily stood up, bowing prostrate, declaring his ignorance and asking for the reason.

	 

	The Master said, “Gong is Jing’er’s husband. Jing’er is his dependent, but in reality, she is a wild fox. Love and desire bind them, and neither can let go. She utilized your filial piety to cross the river, and now she thinks to peek at this old monk, hoping for a few words from me to ensure their everlasting union. Jing’er is actually right beside him; with your mortal body, how could you see her?”

	 

	After a moment, he added, “This fox is quite refined and elegant, and she recognizes a filial son. I certainly do not begrudge this scrap of paper.”

	 

	He ordered a strip of yellow paper to be brought, wrote several characters on it, gave it to an attendant, and instructed: “Take this to him, and do not let him linger in this pure place.”

	 

	The attendant took the order and went out. When Gong received it, he bowed twice and retreated.

	 

	Xu stayed in the temple for a full month. The Master then sent him away, saying, “Go back and serve your mother; it is the same as serving your father. This is not a realm of dust; it cannot tolerate worldly traces for long.”

	 

	Xu did not wish to leave, but the Master scolded him, so he departed. Returning home, he found his mother as healthy as before. After serving her happily for several years, he thought of his father again and returned to Zhejiang. However, the Master had already packed his wandering sack and gone south; no one knew where he had gone.

	 

	Because the depth of his father’s kindness was boundless, Xu also traveled south. Suddenly, on a road in Shanyin, he met a man in fine furs riding a horse, with a grand retinue of attendants. Looking closely, it was his old boat companion from years ago.

	 

	Upon seeing Xu, Gong immediately abandoned his horse and bowed prostrate by the roadside, saying, “Have you been well since we parted?”

	 

	Xu hastily dismounted to help him up, saying, “Old friend, why are you so humble?”

	 

	Gong rose and said, “The virtue of you and your father is truly equal to heaven and earth. I have always hated that I had no way to repay you; how could I dare be arrogant and self-important?”

	 

	He firmly invited Xu to visit his home. Xu, privately curious and wanting to investigate the strangeness of the past, happily agreed. Gong invited Xu to ride in his carriage, and they proceeded with reins side by side. It was still half a day’s journey from their meeting place to his residence. On the way, Xu gently questioned him. Gong did not hide anything and revealed the full story.

	 

	Gong was originally from Zhejiang. His uncle was an official in the capital and took Gong with him to his post. Gong studied in the northwestern mountains, building a small hut of a few pillars; the place was extremely secluded and elegant.

	 

	One day in early winter, when the snow was heavy, Gong was holding a book by the stove, humming and studying bitterly. Suddenly, an object like a ball of fire, bright red in color with flames rising over a foot high, descended from the beam. It spun on the ground without ceasing. The room became warm, hotter than before. Gong was terrified, suspecting Zhu Rong was wreaking havoc. Just as he was about to get up and flee, the light suddenly retracted and transformed into a human. It was a white-haired old woman, dressed simply, standing before him with hands clasped.

	 

	Gong was even more shocked, knowing this was a mountain monster, and tried to avoid her with double the urgency.

	 

	The old woman stepped forward directly to stop him, saying, “Young man, do not be afraid. I am not here to cause human harm. I see you studying in loneliness. I have a young daughter named Jing’er who is quite fond of literature. I intend to send her to serve you as a wife and to receive some instruction. That is why I sought this audience so abruptly. I do not know if you are willing to accept this?”

	 

	Gong was even more astonished and his heart grew fearful. He declined, saying, “I am an untalented scholar, my studies are not yet complete. I fear I would delay your daughter’s happiness. Furthermore, your arrival is mysterious, leaving me anxious. A request for marriage is truly not what I desire. I only hope, old mother, that you pity and forgive me.”

	 

	The old woman had a violent temper and did not seem to listen. She immediately became angry, saying, “My daughter is a heavenly beauty! To pair her with a nobody like you—I assumed you could not possibly refuse. Yet you chatter on like this. Do you think that with the power I just displayed, I cannot turn you into ashes?”

	 

	As she spoke, she glared at him with angry eyes that flashed like lightning. Gong was increasingly terrified. Just as he was helpless, a maidservant with heavy makeup and a charming appearance entered from outside.

	 

	She laughed and said, “Forcing a marriage like this only damages the affection between husband and wife; it is not a good method. Please return home; Miss Jing’er will come on her own.”

	 

	She added, “I knew the old mother’s fierce wind would not be able to handle this.”

	 

	She supported the old woman and led her away. The old woman was still angry. Once they were a few paces out the door, both vanished.

	 

	Gong’s heart and gall were nearly shattered. He wanted to descend the mountain, but the snow obscured the paths, and his horse could not move. Furthermore, his older servant had been sent into the city to bring back firewood and rice. In the lodging, other than Gong, there was only a twelve-year-old boy; what could he do? He had no choice but to wait quietly, leaving life and death to Heaven.

	 

	By evening, the snow cleared slightly. He bolted the door and lay down to endure the night, planning to move elsewhere the next day. However, in the aftermath of his shock, he could not sleep. Soon, he heard the sound of finger-flicking, and someone knocked on the window and sang:

	 

	“Sighing at the empty room, shielding the lonely lamp,

	Looking for that person, against my true intent.

	Hewing an axe handle, hewing an axe handle, the sound is ding-ding,

	If I can truly follow you, I wish to call you ‘dear’.”

	 

	The voice was extremely delicate and gentle, with a lingering resonance that seemed to wind around the beams. Gong knew it was Jing’er. He made a hole in the window paper to peek. The snow was brighter than the moon. There was a small woman, with braided hair and hanging coils, standing gracefully outside the railing. In the cold weather, with emerald sleeves, leaning against tall bamboo in the twilight—he could perceive a rough outline of her beauty. Gong secretly felt pity for her, but startled by the previous events, he remained indecisive and dared not utter a word.

	 

	He heard the woman sing again:

	 

	“The snow wants to clear, the clouds are slight,

	Birds do not roost, they fly in pairs.

	Alas, there is someone willing to share the lonely curtain,

	I am not seen, and so return in vain.”

	 

	When the song ended, she stepped back as if to leave, her manner very melancholy. Gong could no longer restrain himself and shouted loudly, “The one you hold dear is right here! Where are you going?”

	 

	The woman stopped and spoke to him through the window: “Repeatedly meeting with harsh rejection, I am truly ashamed. Therefore I had no choice but to leave; did you think I genuinely wanted to return in anger?”

	 

	Gong hurriedly threw on his clothes, got out of bed, opened the door, and invited her in, taking her white hand to lead her inside. At that time, the candle had not yet burned out. Looking at her under the lamp, her flesh was not plump but creamy as jade, her appearance unadorned yet lovely as a flower. Every frown and smile was gentle and pleasing; she truly had few equals in the boudoir.

	 

	He asked her, “So you are Jing’er? Was that a prank? If not for that harsh attempt at matchmaking, this happy event would have happened long ago.”

	 

	Jing’er laughed and said, “You are indeed a man of great boldness for beauty. If I hadn’t come myself, this ‘happy event’ could not have been hoped for.”

	 

	Gong then tried to pull her to the pillow. She declined, saying, “I am still waiting for the proper age; please do not be impatient.”

	 

	She then took out a scroll and said, “This is my childish calligraphy. I am ashamed that I had no teacher; I beg you to correct it for me. I will come to collect it in three days. Please do not return it with flattering inscriptions.” Having spoken, she bowed twice and retreated, quickly vanishing.

	 

	Gong read what she had written; it was romantic, elegant, and beautiful—every word intoxicating. The next morning he rose early, dipped his brush in vermilion ink, unrolled the scroll, and evaluated it carefully, finding no arrogance of high station in it. Two days later, Jing’er indeed arrived at night.

	 

	Gong brought out the scroll and gave it to her, saying, “Fortunately, I have not disgraced your command. But your works are gems and pearls; it is impossible not to flatter them.”

	 

	Jing’er flipped through it several times and smiled radiantly, saying, “I trust a famous scholar has no hollow words.”

	 

	She still intended to leave. Gong blocked her way and stayed her, untying her sash for her. Jing’er blushed and laughed, saying, “Being fifteen and marrying Wang Chang—how can one say it is not a hardship?”

	 

	Soon, on the begonia branch, the new red was tested. Although Jing’er cried delicately and seemed unable to bear it, they reached the height of human pleasure.

	 

	After their intimacy, Gong asked who the old woman was. She answered, “That is my sworn mother. She is of the ancient surname Gu, a person of the wilds.”

	 

	Gong said, “Her might was quite terrifying; speaking of it now still makes my legs tremble.”

	 

	Jing’er mocked him, “Compared to your might tonight, I fear she is still far behind.”

	 

	With these words, both laughed greatly, and they slept with heads together.

	 

	At dawn, the previous maid knocked and entered. Gong thanked her for the virtue of resolving the dispute. The maid laughed, “That foolish old woman doesn’t understand these things. I insisted that it wouldn’t work unless Miss Jing’er went herself.”

	 

	She waited for the girl to arrange her clothes, then supported her as they left. From then on, there was no night she did not come, and their love deepened daily. Since Jing’er loved poetry and literature and possessed great charm, but found Gong’s residence cramped and occupied by servants which prevented them from doing as they pleased, they often pondered verses on the pillow or debated arguments at the head of the bed. Sometimes they used elegant words to tease each other, or cited clever lines to chant together. The sound of their talking and laughter was audible, sometimes continuing continuously until dawn.

	 

	By this time, the older servant had returned and was astonished to hear this. At daybreak, he spied from outside the window. He saw his master sleeping tiredly, the door suddenly opening by itself, and with small, graceful steps—skirts generating a breeze—something left, yet when he peeked, he saw absolutely nothing. He was terrified, believing that since no humans lived in this area, these must be ghosts or foxes. He strongly urged Gong to return home. Gong would not listen. The servant then went into the capital and reported this to Gong’s uncle. Knowing he was being bewildered by a demon, the uncle sent a messenger to summon him.

	 

	Before the messenger set out, Jing’er already sensed it. That evening, she suddenly wept and said to Gong, “Our happiness will not last. What can be done?”

	 

	Gong, startled, asked why. She replied, “Your servant has leaked our affair to your master, causing him to summon you. When you return, you will certainly not come back here. Where will that leave me?”

	 

	Gong was also sorrowful and asked Jing’er to go with him. She declined, saying, “I truly dare not. I am a fox; we spirits have our boundaries. Moreover, the capital where the Holy Emperor resides is not a place we can go without permission. If you do not wish to abandon me, the only way is to return south.”

	 

	Gong was already deep in her tender trap and could not bear to leave her. He asked what plan she had. Jing’er said, “I have some meager savings, enough to afford a boat and carriage. If you just do as I say, we can return to your hometown. Why cling to this place?” Gong resolutely agreed to follow her plan.

	 

	He plotted with Jing’er to take nothing, leaving quietly at night. The servant had stayed in the capital for a long time, and the boy was sleeping with his head down, so there was no one to stop them. They walked for about a mile. In the grass, there seemed to be lamplight—faint twin torches, dimming and then brightening. Gong pointed at it, thinking it was a household.

	 

	Jing’er laughed and said, “What you fear has arrived. This is stripping the skin off a person’s face too much—how dare she roar here!”

	 

	Gong still did not understand. Suddenly, he heard the roar of a tiger, the sound shaking the mountain valley. Gong was terrified and nearly fell down the cliff.

	 

	Jing’er supported him, saying, “I am here; why are you so frightened?”

	 

	She then called out: “My husband and I are going elsewhere. We are grateful for Mother’s help in completing our union. When we return one day, we will perform the duty of feeding you in return.”

	 

	Before she finished speaking, the tiger suddenly vanished. Gong’s heart settled slightly, and he joked, “In the past, the fox borrowed the tiger’s might; today, your might can subdue a tiger.”

	 

	When they reached the foot of the mountain, there was a village. They borrowed a place for morning breakfast and openly declared themselves husband and wife; people had no reason to investigate. Jing’er took out silver to hire transport and buy clothes. They took a winding road, bypassing Beijing to head south, going straight to Tongzhou. In a few days, they untied the cables and boarded a boat, sailing south under a full sail. By the time his uncle’s summons arrived, Gong had already been out of the mountains for three days.

	 

	On the boat, Gong and Jing’er finally achieved their desire for unhindered happiness. Sometimes they brewed tea and held tea competitions; sometimes they trimmed the candle and played Go; sometimes they used poetry and books for drinking games; or they recorded the scenery in their travel cases. Assigning themes and setting rhymes, they sang and harmonized repeatedly; it was even more uninhibited than before. At first, Gong only reluctantly agreed, but eventually, he enjoyed it tirelessly. Even the company of good friends in fair weather or rain could not differ from this.

	 

	When they reached the lower Yangtze and were about to enter the Zhejiang border, Jing’er suddenly looked sad and said, “The water gods of this place are quite obstructive. I cannot cross. I must wait for a person of Great Fortune; only with his cloth sail can we be unharmed.”

	 

	Gong asked the reason. She said, “Minister Wu and Minister Fan possess awe-inspiring spiritual power, unlike other gods. I truly fear them.” Gong did not believe it.

	 

	Before they could hoist the sail, giant waves surged up, and dark haze covered the ground, obscuring people from sight. Gong was terrified. They were delayed for five days. Just then, a small boat arrived.

	 

	Jing’er’s expression immediately turned joyful, saying, “The Man of Great Virtue has arrived! This is even better than one of thick fortune. If you can cross with him, even a hundred river gods I would not fear.”

	 

	Gong followed her words. It happened that Xu was just changing boats. Gong urged him from the side and had the boatman call him over to receive him. However, from this point on, Jing’er no longer appeared during the day.

	 

	She told Gong, “This man is a filial son, protected by all the heavens. If I were to be brazen and unrestrained, I fear an unexpected calamity. I must carefully avoid him.” Therefore, although Xu and Gong shared a boat, Xu ultimately did not know Gong was traveling with a family.

	 

	Once they entered the great river, the waves leveled and the water stilled; it was like traveling on a broad highway. In a few days, they reached Hangzhou.

	 

	As Xu was about to go ashore, Jing’er first told Gong: “That man’s father is a high monk. When I arrive in your noble district, I still worry the local soil gods will not tolerate me. If we can get a word from the Master to intercede for us, perhaps I can grow old with you.”

	 

	Gong agreed again and again. Thus, he strongly requested to accompany Xu to visit the Master.

	 

	Jing’er further instructed, “Your plain fan is something I transformed. You must place it in your sleeve. When facing the Master, I will be able to speak for myself. Remember, you must not speak out of turn.” Gong accepted this instruction.

	 

	Before they even entered the temple, the Master already knew. Gong was overcome with fear and trepidation. Fortunately, an attendant came out carrying a slip of paper. Looking at it, there were ten characters: “All water and soil gods must not obstruct.” It was just like an official government pass. Gong was overjoyed and hurriedly returned with Jing’er. The boat indeed met with no resistance.

	 

	Arriving at his home, he claimed his uncle had arranged a marriage for him in the capital; the relatives and neighbors all believed it. Gong had lost his parents early, so he let Jing’er manage domestic affairs. She was very capable of running the household and produced tens of thousands in gold and money to buy fields and houses. Gong became suddenly rich. Previously, no one had seen him carry a single coin, yet now his resources were inexhaustible; it was truly strange.

	 

	On this day, Gong told Xu the whole story in extreme detail. It was dusk when they arrived at Gong’s place. The gate and courtyard were towering and magnificent, like that of a long-established wealthy family. He bowed Xu in and treated him to a grand feast.

	 

	The son Jing’er had given birth to was already three years old. He was brought out to see the guest. His brows and eyes were handsome and elegant, far different from ordinary children; from this, one could imagine his mother. They drank until midnight before Gong finally took his leave. The richness and beauty of the accommodations need not be mentioned.

	 

	The next day, Xu bid farewell. Gong did not try to detain him further, only saying, “The road is long and vast; I fear your honored father may not be found. When you return, please visit me again for a talk.” Xu agreed. Gong escorted him outside the city walls and gave him a parting gift of one hundred gold pieces. Xu could not decline, so he bowed and accepted it.

	 

	Xu traveled south to the sea but did not meet his father, so he returned gloomily. He went to Gong’s house again. Gong happened to be out. A servant, receiving orders from the mistress, presented him with a package. Opening it, he found a jade scepter, crystalline and snow-colored—it was a jade from Yue.

	 

	The servant delivered a message: “Borrowing this to slightly repay your high and thick kindness, and also taking the meaning of filial piety. But you should return home quickly. Otherwise, having not met your father, you will instead lose your mother and harbor a regret that lasts until the end of your days.”

	 

	Xu was shocked upon hearing these words. Without waiting for Gong, he traveled double-time to return. When he reached home, his mother was indeed on her deathbed, her illness critical. Seeing Xu return, she smiled once and passed away. Xu finally accepted Jing’er’s foresight. He often recounted these strange events to others, and all who heard were astonished.

	 

	Later, a letter came from Gong saying that because Jing’er feared crossing boundaries, he would not seek official advancement but would enjoy his remaining years in the fields. Only news of Shao Benyi remained nonexistent. It is thought that he achieved the Way in the Snowy Mountains and returned to the Trayastrimsa Heaven. Although Xu was perfectly filial, he ultimately had no way to ascend with him—is this not a great regret in life?

	 

	Usually, when watching plays, specifically the Legend of the Leifeng Pagoda, although the events are absurd, I always hate that old bald donkey Fahai for ruining people’s pure happiness. But upon hearing this story, this old monk was very understanding of human emotions. He must be the foremost Living Buddha to appear in the world. Investigating his roots, he actually came from a Confucian background, hence he had this heart of compassion and benevolence. Otherwise, if his heart was already settled in Zen, how would he know Jing’er was Jing’er? He did this to complete this extraordinary destiny, allowing it to be passed down through the ages. These two stories are totally unrelated, yet they are combined into one piece, almost like a seamless heavenly robe. To find such romantic and charming writing within the biography of a high monk and a filial son is enough to be called a marvelous spectacle, not just a marvelous story.

	 


Liang Shaomei

	 

	Liang Shaomei, a native of the city, was only twenty-four or twenty-five years old. He possessed a handsome demeanor, was skilled in conversation, and had the charm of a refined scholar. One day during the Zhongyuan Festival, he followed a crowd to the Fajue Temple outside the city to watch the distribution of food to hungry ghosts. At the time, the presiding master was Zen Master Ji, who held precepts of high purity and upheld the teachings devoutly. Strange occurrences often happened before his altar, so curious people all loved to watch.

	 

	Shaomei and two or three companions left the city gate at dusk. By the time they reached the temple, the moon had already risen. They saw groups of children holding lanterns covered in green lotus leaves or burning torches of green mugwort, jumping around like ghosts; they could not help but smile. Shortly after, wind instruments and drums played noisily, and banners were raised to guide the spirits. Monks surrounded the Dharma Master as he ascended the altar to preach the wonderful dharma, scattering heavenly flowers to complete the grand Ullambana ceremony. The spectators were as numerous as a marketplace, yet they saw absolutely nothing supernatural.

	 

	Shaomei was naturally very bold. He suddenly thought, “With human smoke and crowds gathered so thickly, how would ghosts dare to come? Even if they came, one couldn’t see them. If I went to a secluded place to wait for them, the efficacy of the magic would be immediately determined.”

	 

	So he left his companions and walked directly to a small path beside the temple, hiding himself to watch. He had not stood there long when suddenly dozens or hundreds of balls of black mist, as large as peck measures, came streaming in. They all passed right in front of his eyes, making a faint sound; it was truly a strange spectacle. Shaomei climbed higher to look; the mist vanished upon reaching the altar, leaving no trace. Those following behind were uncountable.

	 

	Shaomei stood for a long time. The night dew wet his clothes, becoming gradually unbearable. He thought of returning to the front of the temple to find his friends and plan where to sleep. Suddenly, he heard laughter and chatter, sounding like a flock of birds in the flower shade. He stopped abruptly. Peering closer, he saw over ten women in beautiful makeup and fine clothes, all looking enchantingly lovely. Two small maids led the way with caged candles. The last one was a young girl, especially beautiful, holding a single lotus lantern, walking with mincing steps. Catching a glimpse of Shaomei, she beckoned to him with her green parasol, appearing as if they knew each other.

	 

	Shaomei was entranced and lost control; he immediately followed her. The women moved as fast as the wind; he had to use all his leg strength to catch up. When they reached a place with high eaves and carved walls, towering and magnificent like a temple, the women all entered, paying no attention to Shaomei. Shaomei was exhausted and could not return, so he rested in a corner of the wall.

	 

	After a long while, someone came out from the gate holding a torch, saying, “Just now a crazy boy chased my sister here. Why isn’t he visible?”

	 

	She shone the light around and saw Shaomei, exclaiming happily, “So the young gentleman is here! Who said he went back? Please follow me in immediately.”

	 

	Shaomei looked and saw it was indeed the maid who had been carrying the lantern. He stood up happily and went with her. They passed through several gates; it seemed there were divine statues, but he had no time to look closely. Then they entered a small courtyard where flowers and bamboo were lush and beautiful—a distinct world of its own.

	 

	The young beauty he had seen was already waiting on the veranda. Seeing the maid, she asked, “Did you find the scent-chasing fellow?”

	 

	The maid replied, “I found him.”

	 

	The young beauty smiled and came out to welcome him, and they entered the central hall together. The room was furnished luxuriously, with many things his eyes had never seen before. Under the lamp, he glanced at the girl; she was about eighteen or nineteen, her attitude flowing with charm, her radiant beauty glowing unrestrainedly—truly a ravishing beauty. Shaomei was even more pleased.

	 

	He spoke: “Meeting in such a rush, I didn’t have time to retreat or avoid you. Not being scolded is fortunate enough, yet to be invited into your private chambers doubles my shame and fear.”

	 

	The girl smiled and replied, “I just saw you, sir, pacing amidst the grass and dew, and knew your heart was lost in the dark with nowhere to stay. Not considering my home too rude and remote, I presumptuously invited you to share a straw mat for one night to bring a little light to my humble abode. Why do you instead adopt such humility?”

	 

	Shaomei apologized again. The girl invited him to sit and told the maid, “Do not let anyone know of this good deed; I fear they might disturb us.”

	 

	The maid smiled and agreed.

	 

	The girl ordered food prepared, and they sat opposite each other to drink. Rare fruits and delicacies were arranged, many of which he could not name. Shaomei was slightly hungry, so this was very comforting. He slowly asked for her name.

	 

	She covered a smile and would not say, only stating, “Our affection is not yet deep, so I dare not state it abruptly. Let us wait for another day.”

	 

	Shaomei did not ask again. After drinking happily for a long time, both their hearts were uninhibited.

	 

	The maid announced, “It is a fine night for a late meeting, but the rooster is about to crow. Please go to sleep.”

	 

	The two held hands and rose. Upon entering the bedroom, the quilt and mattress were extremely gorgeous. The girl undid her clothes; her inner and outer garments were all brand new, and she wore only a red silk breast-band as she went to the pillow with Shaomei. Caressing her skin, it was plump and bountiful, so smooth it was hard for fingers to hold. During their union, she displayed a myriad of charming attitudes; Shaomei was already in a dream world.

	 

	A pillow of wandering immortals; he gradually fell into a sweet sleep. When he woke, he heard a clamor of delicate voices: “Shameless wench, stealing a dalliance with a crazy boy! We should beat the drums and attack her!”

	 

	He opened his eyes in startlement to look. The girl was still in his embrace, not shy in the slightest, only laughing: “Those who know the details should be punished alongside the perpetrator.”

	 

	The crowd roared: “The little rascal, dragging others down into the water?”

	 

	After saying this, they clapped their hands. Shaomei’s heart finally settled. He stole a glance at the four or five women; they were all the ones he had seen the previous evening. He got up and put on his clothes. The women all stared intently at his private parts, seemingly with envy. The girl also rose.

	 

	The group fixed her temple hair with their hands, saying, “Hair all disheveled—the wildness went too far.”

	 

	The girl laughed again: “You lot want to be wild but cannot.”

	 

	She then led Shaomei to bow to all of them, saying, “‘I asked my aunts, and then my elder sisters.’ The words of matchmakers are sufficiently represented.”

	 

	The group fell silent; then they became happy, sat down together, and their joking created a spring-like atmosphere. After a while, they all brought wine and roasted meat to help the couple overcome their hangover.

	 

	When they were slightly tipsy, one woman wearing green silk, older than the rest whom the girl called ‘Aunt,’ suddenly said to the girl, “Can you speak of it to the gentleman?”

	 

	She replied, “Meeting by chance, I dared not reveal it lightly.”

	 

	The Aunt laughed, “The gentleman is bold and rough; there should be no worry.” She then told Shaomei: “One word might be shocking to hear: We are not humans, but foxes. She was the favorite concubine of the late Ming Governor Mao Yilu. She died young at nineteen. Mao was condemned due to a civil uprising; in the haste, she was buried here. This place is the temporary palace of the Holy Mother. We often come here to serve. Seeing her and pitying her, we taught her the art of refining her form; although a ghost, she is no different from a human. Now that she has served you, sir, we wish you to take her back immediately so as not to defile the holy precinct. We can also thereby help her fulfill her beginning and end. What do you think, sir?”

	 

	Shaomei was startled at first hearing this, but then was not afraid. He responded resolutely, “I respectfully obey your command.”

	 

	The group looked at each other and laughed loudly, “This boy’s lustful boldness is indeed not small.”

	 

	The Aunt said, “I knew this deeply, which is why I dared to speak.”

	 

	They then all congratulated the girl. He finally learned her surname was Wang, and her nickname was Alian. The group prepared a dowry for her; in the snap of a finger, brocades, pearls, and jades gathered in abundance. Additionally, each sealed a bar of gold as a congratulatory gift. Alian and Shaomei thanked them one by one.

	 

	The Aunt added, “Daytime is not suitable for returning; I fear it would attract suspicion and strangeness. Why not wait for dusk?”

	 

	They then all rose and dispersed. Alian then said to Shaomei, “If I hadn’t made you bow to them, you would have been in danger.”

	 

	Shaomei asked the reason.

	 

	Alian said, “Their natures are all loose. Last night they just didn’t see you, so they allowed me to be swift-footed and get you. Meeting this morning, they were not without salivation. I relied on binding them with ritual, and the Aunt pitied me, accomplishing this righteous deed. Otherwise, to enjoy pleasure with a few—you could handle it; to enjoy pleasure with the many—you would not have been able to bear it.”

	 

	Hearing her words, Shaomei couldn’t help holding his belly laughing. He asked where the maids were.

	 

	She replied, “They are young maids from the Chuo family, buried together in this ground. I loved and cared for them, taking them in to serve me. They are only fit for evening service; they cannot appear during the day.”

	 

	She led Shaomei to view her dwelling. The vegetation was lush, not resembling the space between graves. Alian told him, “This is all their doing; I have no ability to create this. Since I began associating with them, my food, drink, and clothing have all been supplied by them. A few days ago, the Aunt suddenly told me that there was a look of joy between my brows and I would have a marvelous encounter, so I shouldn’t wear old clothes. Consequently, she changed everything to new ones for me. What I am wearing now was all gifted by the Aunt. As for my corpse, the coffin is still behind here; it has already rotted and is unbearable to look back upon.”

	 

	Whispering these details, Shaomei sighed deeply at the wonder of it. When dusk arrived, the group came again to set up a farewell feast. The two small maids from before both arrived, looking dazed and reluctant to part. After several rounds of wine, the Aunt pulled a hairpin from her hair, beat time on the table, and sang:

	 

	“There is a graceful girl, soaring with me. Now you depart, my heart is sorrowful. May you follow each other like phoenixes. When will we meet again? In the realm of immortals.”

	 

	The rhythm was very ancient and poignant. Alian bowed twice and sang in reply:

	 

	“A mound of earth long abandoned, darkly knowing nothing. You put flesh on my white bones, something unimaginable. Now departing for a long time, the crows caw at night. Deep grace unrequited, my steps are slow. I chatter a wish for longevity, equaling the heavens.”

	 

	The group also sang:

	 

	“The dodder clings to the tree, finding something to rely on. We cannot make you stay, our hearts are pained. Child, oh child, do not be absent for long.”

	 

	When the singing finished, everyone at the table wept. Drinking until dawn approached, the Aunt said, “The city gates are about to open. Why not go!”

	 

	She took the gifts everyone had given and placed them in the two people’s sleeves; they were not heavy or burdensome at all. Only then did she escort them out the door. Alian and the group held hands again to say farewell.

	 

	Shaomei looked at the place; it was indeed the Bixia Shrine near the city wall, less than a li from the city. So he supported Alian and returned to his home. Shaomei had no parents and had not yet taken a wife. Only an old woman waited at the door; she was surprised by her but dared not ask. Alian and Shaomei ultimately felt uneasy living there, so the next day they moved to the countryside. They took out the gold to buy property, and their household became like that of a wealthy family. Later, whenever they set out a feast to invite the foxes, they never came. Alian has now been out in the world for over ten years, yet she is still as beautiful as before. Many relatives and friends have seen her.

	 

	Foxes are creatures with fur, yet for a concubine of Mao (Hair) to marry a human, it seems she did not care for her own clan. Moreover, when Mao first buried his concubine here, he certainly didn’t expect there to be foxes. The foxes actually posed as masters and did not ask Mao; the concubine also presumed to seduce a young man without time to fear Mao. Thus, the nature of Mao being “muddled” is known. Shaomei’s gall was larger than a peck, and Alian’s face was thicker than leather. Were it not for these two people, even if the foxes were busybodies, they wouldn’t have been able to prepare the ground for Mao.

	 


Lu Qi

	 

	Scholar Li of Gaoyou was unmatched in elegance and refinement. At twenty, his qin and se were still devoid of a partner. He privately vowed: “Unless she possesses the beauty of Yiguang, I shall not propose.”

	 

	Those aware of his ambition advised: “A true beauty may not actually exist. Why delay your union to wait upon a Mao or a Shi? I fear that before you even take down the mirror stand, your Pan-like temples will turn starry white, and ninety percent of your spring days will be wasted.”

	 

	The scholar smiled but did not answer, remaining indifferent and disdainful of pairing with chickens or ducks. Several years passed like this; he found no one, yet persisted as before.

	 

	One Qingming Festival, he went personally to sweep the graves. Upon returning, he encountered his deceased servant, Zhong, who had died during Li’s childhood, though Li still vaguely remembered him. In his daze, he forgot the servant was dead and suddenly called out: “Have you come at Madame’s order to welcome me? There is nothing urgent at home; why such haste?” (At this time, only Li’s mother was living; his father had long since passed, hence he spoke this way).

	 

	Zhong replied: “It is the Old Master who wishes to see the Young Lord, not the Mistress.”

	 

	Li was greatly startled, but out of respect for his father’s command, he followed him directly. They arrived together at a massive residence with high gates and connecting mansions. The scholar went to enter, but Zhong stopped him, saying: “The Master is furious with you and intends to inflict corporal punishment. No one here can dissuade him. If we can get the New Aunt to put in a good word, perhaps we can turn back the thunder. Wait for Zhong to go in and plead with her; only then may the Young Lord enter.”

	 

	Li was bewildered and did not know what to do, only asking: “Who is the New Aunt?”

	 

	Zhong replied: “The Master’s newly taken concubine.”

	 

	Zhong went inside. After a good while, he emerged and told the scholar: “The New Aunt has consented; she will intercede for you upon seeing you.”

	 

	He then led him through the gate. Knowing his father was angry, the scholar was apprehensive, advancing with hesitation. The buildings were exquisite, resembling the homes of dukes and marquises. There was a hall named “Crane’s Perch,” silent and empty of people, yet magnificent and beautiful to the extreme.

	 

	After a moment, his father came out, attended by only two or three small maids. His father’s dress and cap were no different than when he was alive. He called Li forward, saying: “You come here! You are a descendant, yet you do not think of continuing the lineage, seeking only beauty. What is your heart made of?”

	 

	Having spoken, he sat down, facing Li with great anger. The scholar prostrated on the ground, holding his breath, daring not look up. His father was about to order Zhong to administer the rod.

	 

	The scholar kowtowed and said: “Your son is unworthy and has truly betrayed Father’s kindness. But I consider marriage the weightiest matter of life. If I force myself to accept what I do not desire, it would be like an ulcer attached to the bone. I hope you will forgive this crime and allow me to fulfill my personal wish; then your boundless grace will equal heaven and earth!” When he finished speaking, he knocked his forehead until blood flowed.

	 

	His father grew even angrier and called for the rod more urgently.

	 

	Suddenly, a beauty from behind a screen, dressed very sumptuously, came out smiling and said to the scholar’s father: “Having just heard the Young Lord’s argument, it is indeed the constant sentiment of youth. My Lord need not be overly harsh. If a match has not yet been made, I have several nieces and younger sisters in my family who are quite lovely. Please act as the matchmaker immediately; would that not fulfill the wishes of both father and son?”

	 

	The scholar’s father was still not appeased, but Zhong urged him from the side. Finally, he said: “Let it be done as you say; I ultimately find no joy in having such a son!” He shook his sleeves and went straight inside.

	 

	Zhong led the scholar to bow to the beauty, observing the etiquette for a concubine-mother. She ordered him to sit and told a maid: “Quickly summon the girls; invite the Young Lord to choose for himself. If one is suitable, I will take full responsibility for it.”

	 

	The maid had not been gone long when suddenly a fragrant breeze wafted from the side of the courtyard. More than ten fine women appeared, some wearing shark-silk, others draped in kingfisher cloaks. With light makeup and gorgeous clothes, they filled the steps in a chaotic throng. All were sixteen or seventeen years old, of exceptional beauty. They stood respectfully, adjusting their lapels, and bowed to the beauty.

	 

	The beauty pointed out their names one by one for the scholar to select. The scholar was already dazzled and did not know whom to follow. Finally, he arrived at one girl with hair still in tufts, younger than the rest, wearing only clothes of smoke-like gauze, her radiance reflecting on those around her.

	 

	The beauty looked at her, then said to the scholar: “This is Luqi, my niece. Does the Young Lord find her acceptable?”

	 

	The scholar gazed at her intently; Luqi covered her shame with her sleeve, her demeanor even more moving. The scholar nodded repeatedly.

	 

	The beauty looked at Zhong and laughed loudly: “The Young Lord has eyes; he did not err!”

	 

	She waved the other women away, keeping only Luqi to sit with the scholar, saying: “You are now the new bride of our family. Manage the household provisions well, and do not bring shame upon your parents.”

	 

	Luqi was so ashamed she seemed to have nowhere to hide, yet she frequently glanced at the scholar with liquid eyes, seemingly giving her consent.

	 

	The beauty immediately rose and went inside to report to the scholar’s father. After a while, she returned, saying: “The stubborn old man’s anger has not yet subsided.”

	 

	She immediately ordered Zhong to prepare the Green Hut, and took out a chest of new clothes, having the scholar and Luqi change out of their old ones. Her care was thorough and meticulous, no different from a loving mother. The scholar secretly felt grateful to her.

	 

	As evening approached, giant candles were lit in the hall. The scholar’s father finally came out to receive the ceremonial bows, saying to the scholar: “These are the busybody affairs of women; this old man has little patience for it.”

	 

	Shortly after, they exchanged bows to complete the ceremony, and were sent into a splendid room behind the courtyard. The furnishings were abundant and beautiful, with brocades and embroideries laid out brightly, all gifts from the beauty. The scholar urged Luqi to the pillow and undressed her. Like a young warbler or a nursing swallow, she could not help but cry red tears.

	 

	After the joy, the scholar began to ask about her village and clan. She replied: “My aunt and I are both surnamed Hu. My parents are serving far away in Jiannan, and my sisters and I rely on my aunt for our livelihood. Therefore, our marriages are entirely at her command; my parents need not be informed.”

	 

	At daybreak, they were about to rise when a small maid came to the window to call them. After the scholar and Luqi had washed, Luqi changed her tufted hair into a bun and went to pay respects to her in-laws. The scholar also entered to pay respects and found his father and the beauty sitting together.

	 

	His father said to him: “You now have a wife; you should return quickly. I fear your mother is leaning against the gate, heartbroken.”

	 

	The scholar could not bear to part from his father; he knelt long and wept, unwilling to go.

	 

	His father finally laughed: “Silly son! How could this be a place for you to dwell for long?”

	 

	The scholar then understood. His father took out two ingots of silver and gave them to him, saying: “Take this to serve your mother and support your wife. Giving you too much might be more than you can handle.”

	 

	The beauty also instructed Luqi: “Serve your mother-in-law well. Do not rely on being spoiled or act childishly, as you did when you were with me.” She also gifted a box of hairpins and earrings, and dozens of jackets and skirts, urging them to return quickly.

	 

	The scholar and Luqi both wept so hard they could not make a sound; his father and the beauty also wore expressions of sadness.

	 

	Before long, Zhong entered to urge them on, saying: “The carriage and horses are ready; the Young Master and his wife may depart.”

	 

	His father then changed his expression and scolded the scholar: “Animal! You cling to your father, yet do you not think of your mother?”

	 

	The scholar had no choice but to bow in tears and ask to leave. The beauty personally saw them out the gate. Indeed, servants and horses were waiting. Luqi sat in an oil-curtained small carriage, and the scholar rode a small black colt. The couple walked about half a mile, then looked back; they saw the mansion still standing there, distinct and clear. The beauty and Zhong were leaning against the gate gazing into the distance, as if wiping away tears to watch them go. Once they were far away, the house vanished.

	 

	Upon returning to his home, his mother had indeed been worrying bitterly. The scholar entered with Luqi, ascended the hall, and presented her. His mother was greatly shocked and asked where she came from. The scholar told her the whole story.

	 

	His mother suddenly realized: “Ah! The new bride’s aunt is almost certainly a fox. In his middle years, your father studied in an outer room. At night, a beautiful woman would often come to keep him company. When asked her name, she would lower her head and not answer. When discussing ancient and modern poetry, she responded like an echo. The two grew fond of each other and gradually became intimate. The woman declined, saying: ‘My Lord has a wife; I cannot bear to make myself a pair while leaving another solitary. If you must enjoy my company, please wait until twelve years have passed.’ She then left and did not return. When your father was on his deathbed, he suddenly said to me: ‘If that person comes to welcome me, I will die in a good place.’ I asked who she was, and he replied: ‘The one with whom I shared lamp-lit window conversations ten years ago.’ After speaking, he died. You were still young then, so I did not tell you. Now judging by these words, it must be her.”

	 

	The scholar also recounted the great care she had shown him. The mother said: “Since she treated my son as a son, I shall treat her niece as a niece. To repay her in kind is surely appropriate.”

	 

	Thus, she cared for Luqi as if she were her own. Luqi was also gentle and good at pleasing the mother’s heart.

	 

	When colleagues heard Li had a mate, they secretly laughed, saying: “Li is finally hungry enough not to choose his food.”

	 

	Upon hearing this, Li smiled slightly. He spread a feast and invited all his friends, dressing his wife and having her come out to bow to them. The whole room stared, declaring she was not suited for the mortal world. From then on, the gossip ceased abruptly.

	 

	The next year, she gave birth to a son with an extraordinary appearance. The scholar was traveling in the suburbs when he again encountered Zhong on the road, who bowed and said: “The Master heard the Young Lord has had a son and is incredibly gratified. The New Aunt also sends word: ‘This child is exceptionally intelligent and will surely bring glory to the family gate; you should raise him well.’“

	 

	After speaking, he vanished. The scholar sighed in wonder for a long time.

	 

	Today, the son is only eight years old, yet understands the Mao Shi and Zuo Zhuan. When answering guests, he never loses his composure. Everyone looks at him and predicts he will be a great vessel in the future.

	 

	Profound indeed is the toil of parents, never ceasing! Even in the dark netherworld, they still think of their solitary son; how much more so for those living in the hall? The father had a fox concubine, and the son a fox wife; Li and the foxes have been related by marriage for generations. Were it not for the virtue of the fox, the father would have long carried Xiang Ping’s debt, and the son would have lacked Fan Li’s fate; it would have been rare indeed for him not to become a laughingstock among his friends!

	 


Peach Leaf Immortal

	 

	Shang Tingcai, a native of Tianjin, was long on talent but short on vision. Within the space of a few steps, he could only vaguely distinguish the shape of a human figure. His colleagues consequently called him “Cigong,” playfully referencing the meaning of “the ardent press forward.”

	 

	One day, while visiting a friend, he found Cao Zhi’s Rhapsody on the Goddess of the Luo River on the desk. He read it with a look of delight, saying, “Is there truly such beauty in the world?”

	 

	His friend laughed, “I fear that if you saw her, Brother, she would look no different from Momu.”

	 

	Shang laughed as well, retorting, “You are mistaken! Even if I cannot perceive her color, would I not smell her fragrance?” They then shared a hearty laugh.

	 

	Two years later, he traveled south to tour the Wu and Chu regions and lodged in Moling. He brought wine to places like the Qinhuai River, seeking out scenic spots daily. Happening to pass the Peach Leaf Ferry, he felt a sudden surge of emotion. By the time he returned to his lodgings, dusk had fallen. He closed the door and lay down, reciting old poems by Wang Xianzhi without stopping.

	 

	Suddenly, he heard a low chanting outside the window: “Old friends do not recognize me; sitting alone, for whom do I frown?”

	 

	The voice was extremely delicate and graceful, like that of a lady from the inner chambers. Shang’s heart stirred slightly. He opened the door to look; it was the fifteenth of the first lunar month, and the moonlight was as clear as water, but the courtyard was completely deserted. Suspecting a ghost, he hurriedly shut the door, brushed off his bed, and went to sleep, holding his breath and daring not to make a sound.

	 

	Before long, he heard the tinkling of jade pendants, and his bedroom door opened of its own accord. Shang stared in terror from his pillow, suffering from his inability to see clearly. However, a fragrance wafted forth rapidly; upon smelling it, his bones felt as though they were melting.

	 

	Moments later, he heard a soft voice say, “Is Master Wang asleep?”

	 

	She was now close at hand, and only then could he slightly discern her features: a slender waist and fragile bearing, a pale face and red skirt—a young woman of about twenty. But limited by his eyesight, he still could not distinguish whether she was beautiful or ugly; yet, the breath from her rouged lips blew toward him from afar, and he was already intoxicated.

	 

	Thus, no longer fearful, he rose and pulled her down to sit, saying, “I trust you have been well since we parted? Why resent that I did not recognize you?”

	 

	The woman laughed, “You poor pedant! Forcing yourself to act as if you understand. Do you know who I am? I am a ghost or fox come to take your life!”

	 

	Shang remained calm, simply pressing his eyes right up to the woman’s face, his eyelashes nearly piercing her cheek. He recited two lines: “‘Applied rouge makes it too red; applied powder makes it too white.’ The ancients did not deceive me!”

	 

	The woman, unable to bear his scrutiny, said, “People possess eyes to see things at a glance. Why must you force your pupils upon a person like this?”

	 

	Thereupon they joked and played together, sharing a joyous night. She only left at dawn. Before parting, she said to Shang, “You are actually the reincarnation of Wang Xianzhi. I am Taoye. Although a ghost, I have become an immortal. Our bond of love was not severed, which is why I came to give myself to you. If you can dwell with me for a long time, I will ensure you enjoy longevity. But be careful not to leak this to others, lest fabricators cast suspicion on me.”

	 

	Since Shang was overjoyed to have obtained such a beauty, he would not decline even if it meant life or death; thus, he did not fear her being a ghost, but rather became intimate with her. Even before his closest friends, he never revealed the slightest hint of the affair.

	 

	The woman left by day and arrived by night, their affection growing deeper by the day. Even if guests visited at night, she arrived without form and avoided them without a trace. When she whispered intimately, those listening against the wall heard nothing but muffled sounds; when she laughed and giggled, those peeping through the door saw an empty room. Because her movements were so secretive, Shang believed all the more that she was a true immortal.

	 

	Before long, Shang fell ill. The woman came frequently to inquire after him and personally attended to his medicine, acting just like a wife, and his illness abated slightly. However, Shang’s infatuation was unceasing; whenever she came, he desired to be intimate.

	 

	The woman refused with embarrassment, saying, “I have mistakenly brought you near danger; how could I bear to bewitch you with bedchamber matters?”

	 

	Shang would not listen and forced her to sleep with him. By the next day, his illness flared up violently.

	 

	The woman sighed, “I have harmed my husband; he will never be a man again!”

	 

	Shang said solemnly, “Even if I die for you, my love, it is better than living in vain. What regrets would I have?”

	 

	The woman ultimately took the blame upon herself.

	 

	Fortunately, because Shang had difficulty seeing at a distance, she concealed her tracks and silenced her voice. Although she attended to Shang’s left and right daily, she did not let him see her once. Shang consequently suspected her of being heartless and resented her endlessly.

	 

	Helplessly, his illness grew terminal, and his friends in the lodging all worried for him. The woman also stayed away for several nights. In truth, since Shang fell ill, the woman was bound by passion and pressed by anxiety, gradually becoming unable to hide her form. Although Shang did not see her, others conversely caught glimpses of her from time to time, and only then did they learn the source of his illness. Those close to him remonstrated with him bitterly, but Shang steadfastly denied it, saying, “There is no one!”

	 

	It happened that there was a Taoist priest on Mount Zhong who possessed the art of commands and edicts, being most effective at driving away spirits. The group conspired together without letting Shang know and went to invite him. The Taoist readily came with them. Upon arrival, he said, “The demonic energy is very deep; it cannot be dispelled by talismans and incantations alone.”

	 

	He then measured the ground to build an altar and spread hunting nets on all four sides. The Taoist performed the Steps of Yu and, forming his hand into a halberd shape, pointed and shouted, “Speed! Speed!”

	 

	After a long while, a ball of black gas, slightly carrying a red light, came from the southeast, moving as fast as the wind, and threw itself directly into the net. The crowd looked and saw a white fox, its fur the color of snow, holding a small stalk of grass in its mouth which flashed with light. The red light seen earlier was actually this. The Taoist, having no time to interrogate it, urgently drew his sword to behead it. The fox prostrated itself to beg for its life, howling toward the sickroom with its snout, as if overcome with unbearable grief.

	 

	The Taoist examined the grass and found it to be lingzhi. He threw down his sword and sighed, “The wives of this world who look upon their husbands with indifference are not even the equal of this beast. I almost harmed the righteous integrity of the world!”

	 

	He urgently ordered the net removed. The fox rolled over and transformed back into the woman. The crowd surrounded and stared at her, seeing she was extraordinarily enchanting. They clicked their tongues in awe, saying, “No wonder Shang San was bewitched!”

	 

	The woman went to the Taoist to plead for her life and explained herself: “Your daughter’s previous incarnation was indeed the Wang family’s Peach Leaf. Because of past sins, I fell to become a fox. I have cultivated myself for hundreds of years and had already comprehended the Dao. Previously, upon seeing Shang, I felt a lingering attachment to the silk robes of the past and was wildly deluded, forgetting that I was of a different species. I did not expect Shang to fall into a grave illness that became incurable. I pondered but had no plan, so yesterday I went to Spirit Mountain to find this grass, truly intending to come and use it as medicine. I was captured halfway. It is my lot to die for bewitching a human with demonic delusions; I only pray that the Master will use this object to cure my husband’s chronic disease. If my trivial wish is fulfilled, I will die without regret.”

	 

	As she spoke, both her words and expression were tragic. Many in the crowd shed tears and turned to the Taoist to beg for mercy on her behalf.

	 

	The Taoist called the woman forward and said, “Passion is like water; when it overflows, it becomes a disaster. Although Shang is not dying by your hand, his illness was indeed born of you—how can you be without guilt? However, I now perceive your sincere heart and will not punish you. Moreover, since Shang’s illness has obtained this grass, it will recover. In the future, serve your gentleman with effort, but admonish him to have few desires and a pure heart. Not only can you both become Earth Immortals, but you can also fulfill your original aspirations.”

	 

	When he finished speaking, he sighed heavily and left directly. The crowd invited the woman into the room to boil the grass and treat Shang. With one draft, he was healed. More than ten frail and sickly men in the vicinity who partook of the leftover dregs were also saved. From then on, the woman appeared during the day, and all those lodging there were able to converse with her.

	 

	The woman was skilled at calligraphy, capturing the methods of the Zhong and Wang families. Whenever someone begged for a scroll or a fan, they treasured it for life. Although Shang loved and respected the woman even more after his recovery, and their affection was doubly sincere, he dared not let his passions run wild, and thus he became increasingly robust.

	 

	After living there for half a year, Shang returned to his hometown, and the woman went with him. However, she no longer revealed her form, though in her domestic role as a wife, she was no different.

	 

	Shang did not hide it himself, constantly saying, “If one does not see what is desirable, one’s heart remains undisturbed. To me, those as beautiful as clouds or flowering rushes are just like nothing. But forced to see one up close, I could hardly survive. Must we not be wary of sharp eyes?”

	 

	Those who heard this deeply nodded in agreement with his theory.

	 

	Later, when Shang reached the age of fifty, the Taoist suddenly arrived. The two locked the door and drank. By evening, their whereabouts were lost; presumably, he and the woman had both ascended as immortals.

	 

	The Supreme One forgets emotion, which specifically means not drowning oneself in emotion; however, regarding those humans who possess emotion, never has he not granted them approval in his heart. Observe the Taoist: seeing the woman holding the magic fungus, he immediately opened the tight net, earnestly speaking of integrity and righteousness. Was this not pitying her because of her emotion? As for the crowd, they were not necessarily all men of deep passion, yet they were moved by the woman, weeping until their lapels were wet, and conversely intervened to resolve her calamity. The power of emotion to move people reaches such heights! Yet, if not for Shang’s depth of emotion and the woman’s obsession with emotion, I know that those who “forget emotion” would end up simply heartless. And how would those who never reach the level of emotion understand that there is such a thing as emotion?

	 

	Those who see the tip of an autumn hair up close but are blind to a cartload of firewood in the distance—the short-sighted of the world are indeed many. Only this man, by this means, met a beautiful woman, leaving a romance fragrant for a thousand ages. This not only serves as self-consolation but can even more so sober one up from drunkenness. Master Haoge is truly the number one understanding person in the world!

	 


Qingmei

	 

	Zhu Shiba, a leatherworker, was a rustic man from the district. He was barely twenty years of age, yet his appearance was as beautiful as a young woman’s. Although he lived in the market quarter, none of the handsome youths in the neighborhood could outshine him; thus, he bore the nickname “Handsome Zhu.” His wife was named Qingmei; her beauty was exceptional, causing those who saw her to suspect she was a figure from a painting. When first asked about her origins, Zhu steadfastly refused to speak of it, but later he revealed a little: she was actually a fox from North Mountain.

	 

	Originally, Zhu was hired out as an apprentice in the countryside when he was young to learn leather tailoring. He was just sixteen at the time. His master was fond of wine and would often go out at night and not return. Zhu would be left alone in the shop, sewing until midnight before daring to sleep; this became his routine.

	 

	One evening, the master went out again. As Zhu was working into the night, he heard the sound of finger-snapping. Thinking it was a neighbor coming to pick up shoes, he asked through the door.

	 

	A voice replied, “It is I.”

	 

	The tone was exceedingly delicate and soft. Zhu was greatly startled and worried it might be a hooligan from the market who, spying that his master was absent, sought the pleasures of the cut sleeve. His heart grew anxious, so he lied, saying, “I am already in bed. Guest, please come tomorrow.”

	 

	From outside, the voice spoke again: “I am no violent guest, but actually the girl from next door. Why not open up and let me speak a word with you?”

	 

	Zhu had no choice but to peek through a crack in the boards. Indeed, it looked like a girl of sixteen with hair hanging down in coils, standing under the eaves. He opened the door. The girl covered a smile and entered directly. Zhu looked at her appearance; her radiance illuminated the cramped room. Although he was young, his heart could not remain unmoved, so he shyly asked where she came from.

	 

	She replied, “My home is but a few feet from here. Because I was spinning at night and the wind extinguished my candle, I specially came to beg for a fresh light from you. I have no other intentions.”

	 

	Zhu, being naturally simple and cautious, generously gave it to her without daring to exchange another word. The girl took the torch and left directly. Although Zhu had not spoken any words of affection, his heart was quite fond of her, and he hoped she would return. But when his master returned, the girl did not come again. Morning and evening, he sat in the shop waiting for her, but there was no trace.

	 

	Before long, the master went out again. The girl returned to beg for fire. Their feelings grew familiar, and he happily invited her in to sit and talk. The girl asked Zhu his age.

	 

	He replied, “I am sixteen.”

	 

	The girl smiled slightly. “I am just the same age as you.”

	 

	Zhu asked where she lived.

	 

	She replied, “In time, you will know naturally.”

	 

	They whispered for a while, and she showed no intention of leaving. Zhu, coveting her beauty, was reluctant to let her go. They gazed at each other obsessively, their bond becoming unbreakable. The girl suddenly looked back at the bedding and said to Zhu, “Is this your bed? I fear it is too cramped to hold two people.”

	 

	Zhu understood her meaning and replied, “Why don’t you try lying down first to see if it fits?”

	 

	The girl laughed and stood up. “I will come tomorrow evening to try it.”

	 

	Then she left again. Zhu remained shy and could not bring himself to ask her to stay, yet his mind was already bewitched.

	 

	When he rose in the morning, he had no heart for work, hoping only that his master would not return so he could fulfill this beautiful meeting. Indeed, the master was detained by yeast and malt and did not return by nightfall. Zhu was overjoyed. When dusk fell, he lit the lamp and sat upright, looking like a fool, and did not bind any more sandals.

	 

	At the second drum watch, the girl indeed came and knocked. He opened the door and she entered; she was dressed in brilliant makeup and glamorous clothes, far different from her plainness the day before. When asked about it, she smiled but did not answer, climbing directly onto Zhu’s bed and lying facing the wall.

	 

	Zhu knew she was shy, so he first undressed himself, extinguished the light, and went to the pillow. Groping in the dark, his hands trembled and his passion blazed. The girl suddenly feigned refusal, saying, “Market boy, is sharing a quilt not enough? Do you hope for something else?”

	 

	Zhu laughed. “I thought those who share a quilt could not remain without incident.”

	 

	Moments later, a delicate fragrance overflowed, sashes were loosened, and clothes undone. The girl seemed to tremble as if she could not bear it, yet her affection was especially deep. Zhu, being new to female charms, had his soul overturned; in but a moment, the jade mountain collapsed. Thus, soft flesh pressed against soft flesh, and their dreams were full of spring.

	 

	When they awoke, the east was already white. Zhu wished to linger, but the girl gathered her clothes and rose first, saying, “Our joy is not yet halfway done, but we must not let others spy the truth.” She then left.

	 

	Zhu got up, and the master returned. The girl absolutely did not come, and Zhu did not find this strange. After several nights, taking advantage of the master’s absence, they met happily again, their intimacy double that of the beginning.

	 

	The girl said to Zhu, “Since seeing you, I was suddenly bound by affection, which is why I could not restrain myself, leading to the events of the other night. Now that we are fortunate enough to love one another, swearing never to change even in death, if you do not discard me, will you take me as your wife?”

	 

	Zhu stammered for a long time before replying, “Who would not wish for that? But I lost my parents young and was raised by my brother and sister-in-law. Now I follow a master to learn this trivial trade; I do not know what the future holds. Who has the surplus wealth to acquire a wife for me? Moreover, my age is still low, so I dare not speak carelessly.”

	 

	The girl said, “True. But as I calculate it, if you can leave your master and travel, I can assist you in establishing a career. Why look up at another’s eyebrows and lashes, making our marital bliss unhappy?”

	 

	Zhu suddenly understood and asked, “You speak of having a home; surely you have parents? Can you decide for yourself?”

	 

	The girl laughed. “I deceived you at first; do you now realize? My name is Qingmei, I live on North Mountain, and I am actually a fox. I envied your jade-like appearance, so I pretended to be a neighbor’s daughter to get close to you. Did you really think there were high halls restricting me?”

	 

	Zhu was young and greedy for new pleasure, so he was entirely unafraid, only saying, “I hear foxes often harm people. Is that true?”

	 

	The girl said, “It is true that such things exist, but I am not of that class. If I did not love you, I would not have deigned to come this far. To love you and then kill you—how could heaven and earth tolerate that?” She swore an oath earnestly, and Zhu believed her without doubt.

	 

	Before leaving, she gave Zhu a plan. Zhu followed her instructions and petitioned his master: “Yesterday I heard a villager say my sister-in-law is sick and in critical condition. Since I was raised by her care when young, I request leave to return home and visit her.” As he spoke, he wept.

	 

	The master had also heard rumors of the sister-in-law’s illness and, seeing his distress, felt pity. He took over the shop duties himself and sent Zhu on his way.

	 

	Zhu left the shop, but before he had gone a mile, the girl was waiting by the roadside. She asked, “Where are you going?”

	 

	Zhu said, “I am going back to my home.”

	 

	The girl laughed loudly. “You are mistaken! If you go to your home, your brother and sister-in-law are there; how could they not make you follow your master?”

	 

	Zhu asked, “What should be done?”

	 

	The girl said, “I have observed your trade. Although you have not yet mastered it with room to spare, your skills can still be advanced. I am fortunate to have some meager savings. Let us travel to an outer prefecture and establish a livelihood ourselves. It will surely be better than being a servant to others. What do you think?”

	 

	Zhu originally had no mind of his own and happily agreed. The girl produced a silver ingot and hired a boat to go south. Zhu and the girl enjoyed their journey as husband and wife, giving no thought to his village or clan. The boat arrived in Changshu. The girl wanted to go further, but Zhu was unwilling, so they rented a dwelling at the north gate of the city. The girl used half a bar of gold to buy shop equipment, and they opened a store in the market, with their living quarters in the rear.

	 

	Because Zhu was still young, the girl did not let him handle the dealings with customers. Whatever Zhu could not manufacture, the girl did in his stead. The styles were very novel, and his name became famous; all the shoes in the city were bought from them. The girl personally handled the water and mortar, cooked the meals, and in her spare time wove sandals to assist her husband, doing so happily without a trace of resentment. Zhu felt increasingly grateful to her in his heart.

	 

	By the next year, Zhu was seventeen. The family was slightly well-off, and his ambitions began to wander; he frequently associated with ruffians. The girl forbade it, but he would not listen.

	 

	It happened that there was a son of a rich family in Changshu who was frivolous by nature and particularly fond of Longyang Jun. He often came to the shop to buy shoes and, seeing Zhu’s beauty, was deeply pleased. Knowing Zhu associated with ruffians, he used heavy gold to bribe them. On a night after the full moon, when the moonlight was very bright, the group set up wine at Cijue Temple in the city and invited Zhu for a long night of drinking. Zhu lied to the girl about some other matter and went with the ruffians.

	 

	Upon arrival, the rich son was also present and was extremely attentive. Zhu’s capacity for alcohol was naturally limited; before he was half done, he could not handle the wine’s power. The group led him to a separate room to let him rest, though it was actually a plot to toy with him.

	 

	Zhu was tossing and turning, about to sleep, when he suddenly heard someone whispering, “Leaving your wife to sleep alone, yet here you lie high?”

	 

	Zhu quickly opened his eyes and saw Qingmei standing by the bedside. He asked how she came to be there.

	 

	The girl said, “Your danger is like treading on a tiger’s tail, yet you still ask? Please return with me immediately.”

	 

	Zhu felt inwardly ashamed, so he feigned drunkenness to decline. The girl blew a breath onto Zhu’s face, cold as the wind from a Tartar pipe; his drunkenness vanished instantly, and he forced himself up to follow her.

	 

	The girl said, “If you do not see the truth, you will resent me upon returning. Why not stay a moment? There will be a laughing matter to provide you with amusement.”

	 

	She grabbed a low stool, placed it at the head of the bed to wait, and waved at it, transforming it into a human shape with clothes and facial features indistinguishable from Zhu. Zhu could not fathom her intent but stood waiting.

	 

	After a while, he saw the rich son enter with the group, laughing and saying, “The fish in the pot can be caught now!” He went straight to lift the clothes of the sleeper and secretly pulled down the trousers, engaging in obscene acts that cannot be fully described.

	 

	Zhu’s face turned red and sweat poured down; only then did he realize the group’s evil plot. The girl suddenly grasped his wrist with her slender hand, saying, “Go, go!” They walked out quietly. It seemed like a dream; their two bodies were already back in their room.

	 

	Upon returning, the girl invited him to sit, then knelt for a long time and scolded him: “I took you far from your hometown; though I dare not hope for great success, you should at least cherish yourself. Now you frequently wander and dissipate, nearly causing your manly body to fall into the ranks of concubines and women. If their cunning plot had succeeded, not only would I be ashamed to be the wife of Mizi, but what face would you have to return to your native village?” Her words were choked with sadness, and tears fell in rows.

	 

	Zhu was so ashamed and regretful that he had no place to hide his face; he looked dejected and could not utter a phrase. Fearing he was too shamed, the girl stood up and comforted him with warm words: “Do not do it again hereafter; the value of a mistake lies in being able to correct it.” They then resumed their affection and spoke no more of it.

	 

	Meanwhile, the rich son enjoyed himself for a good while, but suddenly felt something was strange. When he looked, there was a naked stool lying there, and Zhu’s trace was gone. He was greatly shocked, suspecting Zhu was a demon, and reported it to the county magistrate along with the group. At that time, the magistrate of Changshu was Su Jinchen of Baling, a provincial graduate. He was well aware of the rich son’s immoral behavior and did not wish to investigate the matter. However, due to the case of Ma Chaozhu, the arrest of sorcerers was urgent, so he ordered runners to detain Zhu. When Zhu arrived, the official saw he was just a youth and the matter involved ambiguous sexual affairs. After a brief interrogation, he laughed and released him.

	 

	When Zhu returned to the shop, the girl suddenly said to him, “We cannot live in this place any longer; staying will bring disaster.” They sold their tools, packed their bags, and traveled north, moving their home to the area of Guabu, eventually settling in the southern outskirts of Shanyang.

	 

	Because Zhu was young and inexperienced, and having too much money before had caused his heart to wander, the girl did not open a shop again. Instead, she ordered Zhu to carry a load into the market daily; what he earned was barely enough to feed them. She herself spun thread in their few thatched rooms to help out; beyond this, there was no surplus. Zhu gradually could not endure it. Whenever he went out, he would secretly gamble with the market boys. At first, he won, which helped a little with expenses, and he became happily self-satisfied. The girl knew but did not ask.

	 

	One day, the girl went out to draw water and suddenly met a certain man from the same lane. Catching a glimpse of her, he was startled, thinking she was a divine being. This man was a professional gambler who had offended a powerful local tyrant through gambling and was deeply worried. Seeing the girl, he considered her a rare commodity and immediately thought of using her to resolve his grudge and curry favor with the tyrant.

	 

	Taking an opportunity, he tempted Zhu with words: “You work in this trade hoping to support two mouths, but you are bound to fail. Furthermore, a man far from his village should think of striving to establish a career so he can return to see his clan. If you only seek fly-head profits daily, guarding a tree stump, not only can you not return, but if you did return, what face would you have?”

	 

	Hearing these words, which hit exactly on his worries, Zhu sighed and said, “Sir, your words are very true, but I have nowhere to raise capital. How can I establish a business?”

	 

	The man pretended to hesitate, then slowly said, “This matter is not too difficult. Among my peers, So-and-so and So-and-so all rose from gambling to gain ten million in wealth. I hear your luck is very high and you win every battle. Why not use the strategy of ‘getting the son without the mother’? A fortune can be made empty-handed, which is far better than sitting around doing accounting.”

	 

	Zhu was already conceited about this and couldn’t help but envy the idea privately. He immediately rolled up his sleeves and said, “If you can lend me ten strings of cash, I will try it once. Let’s see if the dice are not my wish-granting pearls!”

	 

	The man generously agreed. That evening, he came with another person, saying, “I am currently short of funds, so I borrowed from this brother. Fortunately, he has the amount. Please sign the bond immediately.”

	 

	Zhu was illiterate, and though the girl could write, he dared not tell her. He asked the man to write for him. The creditor’s name on the paper was actually that of the local tyrant, though Zhu did not know this. The other person took the bond, gave the money to Zhu, and left hurriedly. Without looking into the details, Zhu took the money to the man’s house to gamble. At first, he won small amounts, but later he lost heavily. By the time the cock crowed, ten thousand cash were gone in an instant. The crowd dispersed with a roar, and Zhu returned home with his head hanging, falling into bed exhausted. The girl knew what he had done but did not question him.

	 

	The next day, Zhu went to the man’s place to discuss a last-ditch strategy, but after several visits, he could not find him. In the blink of an eye, a month passed. The man suddenly arrived with several people, dressed very smartly; the previous creditor was also among them. The man said to Zhu, “The accumulated debt could not be cleared quickly; the interest must be paid.”

	 

	For this reason, Zhu had privately saved a thousand cash. He resolutely said, “How much is the interest?”

	 

	They replied, “Fifty strings.”

	 

	Zhu was shocked. “The principal was only ten thousand; how can the interest be several times that?”

	 

	The crowd shouted, “What nonsense are you speaking?” They hurriedly produced the bond and made Zhu read it himself. Indeed, “one thousand strings” was written on it.

	 

	Zhu’s neck turned red, and he argued forcefully with the man. The man would not yield, and they engaged in both verbal and physical fighting. The crowd all shouted angrily, “A debtor dares to be abusive?” They beat him in a group, nearly killing him before leaving.

	 

	A neighbor who pitied Zhu helped him into his room. The girl applied soothing touches to his wounds without a word of scolding; people respected her virtue even more. The next morning, the tyrant’s servant came again to demand payment, hinting, “If you can use your wife to pay, a hundred strings can still be obtained.”

	 

	Zhu cursed him loudly, and the man returned. He then led the previous group back; they beat on the door and shouted obscenities that the neighbors covered their ears to avoid hearing.

	 

	The girl went out behind Zhu’s back and stopped them, saying, “Do not act like this. Your intent is on the person, not the money; I already know this. But Zhu is my husband, and now he is in a sorry state. Out of conjugal affection, I cannot bear to abandon him immediately. Go back and tell your master: if he truly desires me, wait until Zhu heals, then come directly to fetch me. I certainly do not begrudge this body.”

	 

	The tyrant’s servants were all delighted upon hearing this and left with respectful agreement. The neighbors who heard her words all thought the girl was using a delaying tactic; even Zhu did not suspect she had the heart to leave.

	 

	After ten days, Zhu had recovered, only worrying about the tyrant’s family coming to collect the debt. Eventually, they arrived. The girl went out to make an agreement with them, details of which Zhu did not fully know. In the evening, the girl set out wine in the room to celebrate with Zhu.

	 

	When they were slightly drunk, the girl stood up, poured a full cup, and said to him, “I have been your wife for three years now, yet I have not been able to benefit you. I caused you to leave your village so that your flesh and blood cannot exchange smiles and words. Now, with my mediocre appearance like willow and cattail, I have disgraced you at the poisonous hands of mad slaves. I am truly ashamed. At this moment, the accumulated debt cannot be paid, and we are in a dilemma. How will you handle it?”

	 

	Zhu was silent, then sighed. “I am truly unworthy and have heavily let you down, my dear. Regarding the tyrant, I am willing to go to court with him; what else is there to say!”

	 

	The girl wept and said, “Why are you so stubborn? You are a stranger in a strange land; comparing yourself to a powerful local tyrant is dangerous—disaster can be expected in the time it takes to lift a foot. If you pack your bags and quickly return to your native soil, you can honor your ancestors above and repay the kindness of your brother and sister-in-law below. There is truly no plan better than this.”

	 

	Zhu understood her intent and asked, “If I return, what will you do?”

	 

	The girl said, “What the tyrant plots for is beauty. If I serve you with beauty, I can serve the tyrant with beauty. He surely will not pursue my husband.”

	 

	Zhu flushed with anger and said, “What words are these! I would rather die than use my wife to pay a debt!”

	 

	The girl ceased speaking. But when they went to sleep, she explained the pros and cons to him again, and Zhu finally nodded. The girl immediately rose, packed his bags, and urged him to leave, saying, “You cannot delay; hesitation will bring disaster.”

	 

	Zhu still lingered, but the girl forced him out the door and waved her hand at him. His feet could no longer move of his own will; he ran wildly as if mad, not returning to his normal pace until he was a hundred miles away. At dusk, he stopped at an inn, calculating he was two days’ journey from Shanyang. Zhu ultimately worried about the girl, so he stopped and did not go forward, intending to find out news of her.

	 

	After five days, someone indeed came from the Huai region whom Zhu knew well. Upon seeing Zhu, the man blamed him, saying, “You are truly heartless! Abandoning your wife to flee far away, leaving her to die at the hands of violence—how can you bear the emotion?”

	 

	Zhu had anticipated something like this and wailed in grief, asking for the full story.

	 

	The man said, “Your wife went to the tyrant’s house, weeping and refusing to eat. In the night, she went out and hanged herself at his gate. The corpse was so heavy it could not be lifted. The officials learned of it, examined her bosom, and found a letter written in blood detailing her grievances. The magistrate intended to arrest you, but since no one knew where you went, he punished the tyrant according to the law. Those who lured you were also punished. The neighbors all cheered. When I left, the case was about to be closed.”

	 

	Zhu’s heart was slightly comforted. He bought paper money and performed a sacrifice in the wild, crying until he vomited blood. He fell ill and lay in the inn, weeping constantly, soon falling into a delirium.

	 

	In his stupor, the girl suddenly entered, approached the bed to stroke and look at him, and laughed. “I have gained life; why do you wish for death?”

	 

	Zhu was astonished. “I heard you died for your virtue. Now you are here; are you imitating Guiying coming to claim Wang Kui’s life? I truly am heartless; I would have no regrets in dying.”

	 

	The girl laughed again. “You are so old, yet why can you still not distinguish beans from wheat, crying ‘waa-waa’ like a small child? I am originally a fox immortal; would I not have a strategy for self-preservation? The one who died before was merely a stone from the riverbank. Would I imitate a foolish woman and become a hanging ghost?”

	 

	Zhu had long known she was magical and was overcome with joy, yet his illness was critical. The girl gave him medicine, and he was suddenly cured.

	 

	The girl then said to Zhu, “I cannot reveal my form here, or it will cause people to be suspicious and strange. I will go ahead to wait for you; do not linger long.” She then left first.

	 

	Zhu took to the road the next day and reunited with the girl at an inn by evening. Zhu planned to go elsewhere, but the girl would not allow it, saying, “Because of a moment of recklessness in the past, we stumbled repeatedly in foreign lands. Now we know there is no peace and happiness like one’s native soil. Please let us return together; I will no longer roam aimlessly with you.”

	 

	She took out gold to make clothes and shoes for Zhu and ornaments for herself, and they returned to their home district.

	 

	Initially, Zhu’s brother, seeing his younger brother gone, wanted to sue the master. Villagers who had seen Zhu traveling far away stopped him forcefully, but the brother and sister-in-law constantly missed him. Once they saw Zhu return with a beautiful wife to their clan, everyone was pleasantly surprised. Zhu lied, saying he married her in another district, and people did not suspect otherwise.

	 

	The girl gave money to Zhu, making him open a shop in the market as before, and they welcomed the brother, sister-in-law, and master to support them in their home, saying, “They will restrain my wild husband for me. Though a wife may be wise, it is ultimately hard to control a husband.” From then on, Zhu and the girl worked hard, and the family grew daily more prosperous.

	 

	I first saw Qingmei and was deeply amazed that she was no ordinary person. So I questioned Zhu repeatedly, and only then was he willing to recount the outline of the story.

	 

	He further said to me, “Without your writing, my wife would be forgotten for all time.”

	 

	I also admired her wisdom in assisting her husband and her steadfast integrity, so I took up my brush to write this biography for her.

	 

	Qingmei is certainly the leader in merit, but also the chief in guilt. If she had not tempted Zhu to leave far away, how would they have repeatedly reached the brink of danger? Fortunately, she returned to die in her home burrow, which serves to cover her faults. However, it was also Zhu’s addiction to drink and gambling that brought this sorrow upon himself; was it truly a case of “a woman with a long tongue is a stairway to disorder”? He did not yearn for the Village of Tenderness but yearned for the Village of Drunkenness—it is fitting he suffered the panic of a fleeing rabbit. He did not covet the Sea of Love but coveted the Sea of Suffering—it is fitting he suffered the danger of a scurrying rat. Therefore, while blame cannot fail to be placed specifically on Qingmei, ultimately it cannot be reduced for Zhu the Leatherworker.

	 


Ruocui

	 

	Wang Liyou of Gu’an, a man of great talent, frequently placed on the secondary list for the provincial exams. At the age of thirty, he still had not passed, and he lived in a state of constant depression. In the Gengwu year, he entered the examination stalls again. Once the testing was concluded, he returned home quickly due to his mother’s illness, not waiting for the announcement of the results. Upon his arrival, his mother had recovered slightly. Wang personally attended to her medicine, but the matter of the examination hall never left his mind.

	 

	One night, while his mother slept and his wife lay weary in bed, Wang sat alone reciting the three essays he had written for the first session. He was so overcome with delight that he sighed with emotion, saying, “Such fine writing! If thrown to the ground, it would ring like gold and stone. How could the Lord of the Red Robe still refuse to nod in approval?”

	 

	Before he finished speaking, he heard a giggle from the corner of the wall. It sounded as if someone were secretly laughing. He was greatly startled, suspecting a burglar, but the laughter was delicate and soft, not resembling that of a common thief. He quickly rose to investigate and saw a girl of about sixteen. Her features were as beautiful as a painting; she wore a green blouse and a red skirt, and held a single stalk of chrysanthemum in her hand. She walked away slowly and suddenly vanished. Wang, marveling at this, assumed she was a monster. Terrified, he dared not recite anymore and hurried to sleep.

	 

	Two days later, as the announcement date approached, his excitement flared up again. He lit a lamp and unrolled his manuscripts. Alone in the room, he chanted and recited them aloud, chattering incessantly. The girl suddenly flashed into the room, suppressing a smile. She walked straight up to him and covered his scroll with her soft, tender hand, saying, “Writing like yours is only good for covering pickle jars. Must you chatter on endlessly and disturb people’s sweet dreams?”

	 

	Wang was shocked. Looking at her under the lamp, he saw a face like a full moon and hair like clouds—truly a peerless beauty. Though his heart trembled with fear, he had always prided himself on his reputation as a famous scholar. To be mocked by a woman made him feel deeply indignant. He stood up, bowed, and said, “Do you understand literature? I fear that those who cover pickle jars could not easily achieve this level.”

	 

	The girl smiled slightly. “From what I hear, it might be just the same.”

	 

	Wang became even more resentful. He grabbed her sleeve and made her sit, saying, “Try reading my work. If you don’t grant me the cassia branch for such yellow silk writing, then the Moon Goddess is truly blind!”

	 

	The girl sat down calmly and laughed, “The Moon Goddess is not blind; it is your own heart that is blind.”

	 

	She took the vermilion brush from the desk and began to critique the work. Her beautiful eyes did not blink, and her slender wrist did not stop; she hooked and marked the text. In a moment, she had gone through all three essays. At the end, she signed eight characters: “Half a branch of Guilin cassia; be fortunate to pick it.”

	 

	When Wang saw this, he became depressed and pale. He took the manuscript and examined it; she had opened up the obscure parts and resolved his doubts, hitting the mark with every stroke. He was convinced and delighted, and urgently asked for her name.

	 

	The girl laughed. “If you are to act as a disciple presenting gifts to a teacher, why are you so anxious to ask for a person’s name?”

	 

	Wang insisted firmly. She finally said, “My surname is Cheng, my childhood name is Ruocui. My home is actually quite close to yours.”

	 

	They then discussed ancient and modern literature; she was able to point out the flaws and merits of each one by one. Wang was completely won over. He asked for a poem from her, using the chrysanthemum in her hand as the topic. Cui took the brush and swiftly wrote a regulated verse:

	 

	“Seeking chrysanthemums by the eastern fence, learning from the recluse,

	Fingertips still fresh with the magnificent dew.

	A strange marvel upon the palm, the crow-yellow fades,

	Smiling, counting the phoenix-beak petals, uniform in the wind.

	Plucked away, the autumn light chills the green sleeve,

	Divided here, the beautiful color brightens the silk scarf.

	If not for the fragrance filling the hand while playing,

	One might mistake it for a gold hairpin to give away.”

	 

	Wang read it over and over, praising it: “Fresh, elegant, and beautiful; something the Xiang Lian Ji has never contained.”

	 

	Cui laughed again. “This and your writing are about the same level. I didn’t expect both would receive such undeserved praise.” Wang was greatly ashamed.

	 

	He wanted to keep her for the night, but she declined, saying, “A literary friendship with you is permissible. But as for anything else, you have someone at the head of your bed. Who can guarantee the Vinegar Lady won’t furrow her brows?”

	 

	Having spoken, she left directly and instantly disappeared. Wang secretly adored her; every night he sat alone waiting for her arrival, but there was no trace of her.

	 

	Several days later, the whole town was abuzz with the news that a certain person from such-and-such county had passed. Gu’an had only one person on the secondary list. When Wang inquired, it was indeed himself. He admired Cui’s judgment all the more for its accuracy.

	 

	That evening, he privately set out wine and fruit, dismissed the servants, and sat alone, praying: “Lady Cui, why not favor me with a visit?”

	 

	Hardly had he finished speaking when there was a giggling sound behind him. He looked back, and she was already in the room. He invited her to sit and thanked her, saying, “Your dharma eye did not err; you are truly my teacher!”

	 

	Cui said, “I just guessed correctly; how could I really have foresight?”

	 

	They sat together and drank happily. Cui gradually lost her reserve. The night grew deep, yet she did not speak of leaving. Wang suddenly pulled her to the pillow. Amidst their joy and intimacy, she retreated and hesitated; she was still a virgin.

	 

	Cui sighed, “I originally sought a friend in birdsong, but now I have become a spouse. There are indeed demons within brush and ink; truly, a woman should not meddle in many things!” She left at dawn.

	 

	From then on, not a night passed that she did not come. Her movements were secretive; Wang said nothing, and his family remained unaware.

	 

	One day, she said to Wang, “My home is but a few paces from here, yet you have never once paid respects to Mount Zhangren. It seems a lack of propriety.”

	 

	Wang agreed. He asked her to take him there.

	 

	Cui said, “Tomorrow morning, make an excuse that you are visiting a friend and walk out to the east of the village. I will come to guide you; only then can we go.” Wang agreed.

	 

	The next morning, dressed in his cap and robes, he hastened outside the village. Cui was indeed waiting in the fields. Seeing Wang, she said, “Have you come?”

	 

	Wang replied, “I have come.” He ran to her.

	 

	Cui took a red scarf from her sleeve and covered Wang’s face, laughing, “Please move your jade footsteps, my lord.”

	 

	Wang lifted his feet. It felt as though he were stepping on rotten cotton; it was so soft it could hardly support his shoes. He was terrified but forced himself to follow her. After a while, he heard Cui say, “We have arrived.”

	 

	She removed the scarf. He saw a bamboo fence and a thatched hut, possessing a sparse and elegant charm. An old man was already leaning on a staff waiting outside the door. Seeing Wang, he cupped his hands in greeting: “You have endured hardships coming from afar.”

	 

	Cui pointed and told Wang, “This is the old gentleman.”

	 

	Wang looked at him; he had bushy eyebrows and ancient clothing, appearing extraordinarily hale and hearty. Wang performed the rituals of a son-in-law. The old man invited Wang inside. The thatched cottage had several rafters and was exceedingly clean and tidy, seeming devoid of any smoky, mortal atmosphere.

	 

	After exchanging pleasantries, a girl with unpinned hair brought tea, pouring out a clear fragrance. After tea, the old man apologized, saying, “My little girl lost her mother young and was left alone and helpless. Now she has burdened you, sir; this old man is very ashamed.”

	 

	Wang humbly made polite denials. Cui then rose and went inside. She personally prepared the meal, and in a mere moment, meats and fruits were arrayed. Wang stood up and held a cup to toast the old man’s longevity, and the old man returned the toast. Just as they finished exchanging cups, the old man called to the servant girl, “Ask your sister to come; Master Wang is not a stranger.”

	 

	Cui arrived with a smile and sat with them to drink. The old man then asked Wang about his essays from the examination. Wang, fearing Cui’s mockery, mumbled and dared not speak.

	 

	Cui laughed, “Father, do not ask. No matter how good they were, they are ‘outside Sun Shan’.”

	 

	The old man glared at her angrily and said, “Is this the proper etiquette for serving a husband?” Cui fell silent.

	 

	When they were slightly tipsy, the old man pointed to a plantain tree in the courtyard and begged Wang for a pearl of wisdom. Wang, emboldened by wine, suddenly forgot that a brilliant talent was sitting right there. He improvised a line: “Cool shade like willow, green like moss.”

	 

	Cui knitted her brows: “The comparison is unmatched, but the idea is wondrous in its vulgarity.”

	 

	Wang paid no heed and recited another line: “Accompanying all the green color cut by the gauze window.”

	 

	Cui covered her mouth: “Before, you were stuck in the ditch; now you are truly throwing rocks on the water surface!”

	 

	Wang looked ashamed and stopped composing. The old man insisted he continue. Wang thought deeply for a long time before continuing: “Scissors cut spring clothes in autumn rain.”

	 

	He could not come up with the concluding line quickly. Cui immediately said, “I have already found one for my husband.”

	 

	She recited loudly: “A green-haired lion comes to the stairs.”

	 

	After speaking, she laughed loudly, and the old man could not help but beam with amusement. Wang could not bear the mockery. He changed color, stood up, and said, “If the wife does not treat me as a husband, how can I remain here?”

	 

	The old man profusely apologized. Wang would not listen; he shook his sleeves and stormed out the door. However, he saw green mountains on all four sides, vast and without human paths; he could not recognize the way he came.

	 

	Just as he was hesitating in distress, a cowherd boy appeared, driving a reddish calf and playing a flute. Wang quickly intercepted him to ask the way. The boy said, “Aren’t you the new son-in-law of my family? Why are you in such a panic?”

	 

	Wang indignantly recounted what happened. The boy said, “Returning is not difficult. Just ride on my cow’s back, and you can return.”

	 

	Wang reluctantly followed his advice. The boy told Wang to close his eyes. It felt as if he were traveling through clouds and mist. In less than a moment, he arrived at his home. Wang opened his eyes and realized he was outside the village. He dismounted. As the boy was leaving, Wang held him back to ask about the distance of the journey.

	 

	The boy replied, “The place you went to was Mount Emei in Sichuan.”

	 

	The boy then gave Wang a packet of Chuanlian, and both the person and the cow vanished.

	 

	Wang was terrified. Upon returning home, he did not tell anyone. Secretly, he was angry with himself, thinking, “If a husband is inferior to others, even an ordinary wife would be ashamed, let alone a fairy among women!”

	 

	Thereupon, he disciplined himself severely and studied behind closed curtains. After a full year, his scholarship advanced greatly. He took out his previous writings, pondered them for a long time, and laughed, saying, “Looking at myself now, I was like a whistling arrow.”

	 

	He strengthened his resolve even more. He thought of Cui constantly, but she never came again. In the Ren-shen year, he took first place in the provincial exam. In the Gui-you year, he passed the metropolitan exam and stayed in the capital awaiting an appointment.

	 

	While he was bored in his lodgings, Cui suddenly lifted the curtain and entered. Wang was pleasantly surprised and rose to meet her.

	 

	Cui gathered her skirts, assumed a solemn expression, and apologized: “Relying on the affection of the bedchamber, I made an occasional joke which provoked your anger, my husband. I also caused you to become lost in the hills and valleys, nearly unable to return. My sins are as high as a mountain; I dared not see you again. Now, hearing that you have achieved successive victories on the list of fragrant buds, I could not contain my joy. I had no choice but to shamefacedly come to congratulate you. After this parting, I will retreat to my old garden and have no face to grow old with you.”

	 

	Having finished speaking, she made to leave. Wang smiled, pulled her back, and said, “Don’t put on an act! I have dreamed of you in my sleep and thoughts; who holds a grudge against you?”

	 

	Cui then smiled and said, “If you missed me, that is true; but if you didn’t hold a grudge against me, how could you have passed the exams?”

	 

	Wang found this strange and questioned her. Cui said, “I was actually attending to your left and right daily; you just didn’t know it.”

	 

	They sat together, and she recounted the past for him: “My father was angry that his daughter had been humiliated by fawning, so he scolded me and drove me into the wild. I then transformed into the cowherd boy and used the red scarf as the cow to send you back to your village. Having nowhere to stay, I borrowed a place in your study, but I dared not reveal my form. When was I ever apart from your side for a single day?”

	 

	Wang still did not believe it. Cui then said, “On such-and-such a day you read such-and-such an essay; on such-and-such a day you wrote such-and-such a piece.”

	 

	She was accurate down to the smallest detail, all of which happened after they had parted. Wang then had no doubts. He thanked her, saying, “If not for your mockery, I would never have reached this point. My rapid rise today is entirely due to the power of your provocation. The wife of Le Yang shall not claim all the glory alone!” Cui also humbly declined the praise.

	 

	That night, it was like a new marriage after a long separation; their joy was double that of the past. Cui improvised a poem to congratulate Wang:

	 

	“A single voice sings the roll call, opening the moth eyebrows,

	Forgetting the tears shed at the crossroads of parting.

	Today, I raise the tray with you again,

	The imperial incense blows favorably toward your temples.”

	 

	The next day, Cui and Wang moved their lodging to another place, falsely claiming she was a newly acquired concubine. Cui then appeared during the day, and no one found it strange. Later, Wang observed politics as a Second Class Graduate and made his home in the capital. Wang’s wife died soon after, and he made Cui his successor wife. She bore one son and two daughters.

	 

	Several years later, claiming she missed her father and wished to visit her parents, she left and never returned.

	 

	Among immortals with the surname Cheng, there is only Zhiqiong. This was likely a fox. Her wit and humor possess the talent of Dongfang Shuo. To be able to assist her husband through playful banter and cause him to rise to the blue clouds—how can a woman with a long tongue compare to her? Her father was also elegant and refined; his dwelling was proof enough of that. Moreover, how do we know it wasn’t a plot between father and child to provoke Wang Lang of this world into becoming a modern-day Wang Xizhi? Therefore, I dare not view them as foxes, but consider them true immortals.

	 


Silver Needle

	 

	During the Tianqi reign of the defunct Ming dynasty, Sun Dalian of Tongcheng, having been recommended as a provincial graduate, intended to travel to the Ministry of Rites for the metropolitan examination, but could not proceed due to illness. When the results were published, he heard that certain people had become metropolitan graduates; his heart grew increasingly unsettled, for these were men he had formerly held in contempt. Consequently, his illness worsened, causing his mother deep anxiety.

	 

	A physician stated, “The old ailment has subsided; this new condition is caused by emotional stagnation. He must take a scenic tour to broaden his horizons, then perhaps the illness will heal without medication.”

	 

	The scholar recounted this to his mother, who deeply agreed with the diagnosis. She hired a boat and packed his bags, sending him to tour the scenic wonders of the “Two Rivers and Three Mountains.”

	 

	The scholar bade farewell to his mother and set out, accompanied by one servant and one page boy to carry his books and luggage. Upon boarding the boat, an old man insistently requested passage. He appeared to be about sixty years of age and looked quite vigorous. The scholar, pitying his age, granted him permission.

	 

	The old man entered the cabin and paid his respects to the scholar. He introduced himself as having the surname Hu and the style name Yue’an, a man from the Northern Metropolitan Area. He was traveling to Jinling to sell his skills, hence his desire to hitch a ride.

	 

	When the scholar inquired about his profession, he smiled without answering, then slowly said, “This is not something a Confucian scholar would enjoy hearing about.”

	 

	The scholar suspected it concerned aphrodisiac arts, so he inquired no further. The boat then departed.

	 

	The following noon, the scholar was lying down due to his illness when he heard the sound of laughter beneath the awning window. Listening closely, it seemed his servants were clutching their bellies in uncontrollable mirth. Finding this strange, he stealthily investigated and saw the old man crouching by a low table, his arm bared. With a brush, he painted a human figure upon his arm; the figure immediately stood up of its own accord, resembling a naked body, and made sounds like a small bird singing ying-ying. The servants were delighted and amazed, hence the laughter reaching inside. Realizing this was a person of extraordinary abilities, the scholar did not startle him but held his breath and withdrew.

	 

	The next morning, the scholar prepared a feast and invited the old man, intending to ask about his arts.

	 

	The old man, knowing his intention beforehand, said to the scholar, “Your days of rapid success are approaching; it is not fitting for you to imitate the likes of wandering vagrants who sponge off others. Nevertheless, for the virtue of sharing this crossing, I cannot fail to repay you. Let us set a date of five days hence; upon parting, I shall present it to you as a gift, but for now, I have no time.”

	 

	The scholar asked no more; they drank happily and dispersed.

	 

	When the appointed time arrived and they were about to reach Nanjing, the old man entered to see him under the cover of night, saying, “Tomorrow morning we part. Regarding what was previously mentioned, I dare not eat my words and respectfully come to offer it.”

	 

	The scholar expressed his thanks and asked where the object was.

	 

	The old man replied, “Inside my belly.”

	 

	The scholar laughed and said, “Sir, you deceive me. ‘Splitting the liver and emptying the gall’ are merely metaphorical expressions of sincerity; how could an object inside a belly actually be taken out and given to someone?”

	 

	The old man smiled and did not argue, but simply unfastened his clothes, exposing his abdomen to the scholar, and said, “Sir, try calling to it; there will surely be a response from within.”

	 

	The scholar laughed even more, disbelieving, and steadfastly refused to call.

	 

	The old man then patted his own belly and called out, “Silver Needle, come out quickly to meet the guest! Why are you acting like a shy girl from a rustic hamlet?”

	 

	The scholar laughed so hard he could not catch his breath. Suddenly, a coquettish, languid voice spoke from within the old man’s abdomen: “I have always disliked seeing strangers; why do you force me so?”

	 

	The sound was as fine as a flute, gentle and clear. The scholar was greatly terrified; he ceased his laughter and waited.

	 

	The old man called out again, “I have already betrothed you to Mr. Sun; he is not to be compared to a complete stranger. Little girl, do not be afraid or shy.”

	 

	There was no response from within. The old man urged her again, and she finally said, “Such chatter proves the old man has become senile! Please open the door halfway, and I will come out.”

	 

	At this moment, the scholar was dumbfounded as a wooden chicken, staring with fixed eyes. He saw the old man strike his belly with his palm; it suddenly split open about an inch, yet there was not even a trace of blood. He was even more astonished. Suddenly, a strange fragrance wafted through the air, accompanied by a sound like tearing silk. The scholar looked hurriedly and saw a beautiful woman, dressed in a white upper garment and a red skirt, smoothing her temple hair and frowning slightly, standing beneath the candlelight. The old man, however, had vanished without a trace.

	 

	The scholar, strangely, felt no fear, though he marveled at the supernatural occurrence. Seeing that her beauty was peerless, he could not bear to immediately cast her aside, yet he sternly rebuked her, saying, “What monster are you, daring to confuse people with strange tricks? I am like Song Guangping of old, unmoved by feminine charms. Why do you not retreat quickly? Otherwise, my blade shall strike!”

	 

	The woman showed no sign of fear. She gathered her sleeves, bowed, and addressed him: “I am actually a fox immortal. My father received orders from above to go to Changling to guard the tomb of the High Emperor. Worried that I would have no one to rely on, he brought me along. Yesterday, upon reaching the riverbank, I was spied upon by a water god who, coveting my beauty, tried to force a betrothal gift upon us. My father, regarding him as a mere frog or toad in the mud, greatly disliked the idea. Thus, he hid me within his belly, borrowing your good fortune to cross this ferry. Now that we have arrived, and admiring your pure virtue, he has bid me to serve you as a wife, thereby also repaying the kindness of your protection. I dare not cause harm; I hope you will not be suspicious.”

	 

	The scholar observed that her intentions were not malicious and slightly accepted her in his heart, but said, “I am afflicted with a chronic illness that cannot be quickly cured; what heart do I have for other thoughts?”

	 

	The woman smiled and said, “That is easily handled. Sir, just rest your head on a high pillow and lie down. Allow me to first drive away the ‘two vertical children’ for you, to prove that I am not one to harm people.”

	 

	The scholar was overjoyed and asked, “Do you also understand medicine? If you can dispel this heaviness, I would certainly not hesitate to die for love.”

	 

	The woman did not speak. No sooner had the scholar lain down than she vanished. He only felt a breath like fire enter through his navel, reaching up to his liver and diaphragm and flowing down into his viscera. In a moment, sweat poured out as if from a steamer, and his spirit felt suddenly refreshed; thus, his illness was completely healed. Relieved of his heavy burden, he fell into a deep, snoring sleep, completely unaware of the woman’s whereabouts.

	 

	Upon rising in the morning, the boat was already moored at the shore. The page boy entered to report that the old man had already taken his leave, leaving behind a letter. The scholar opened and read it; it entrusted the scholar to treat his daughter well. As the scholar could not find the woman, he did not dare to fully believe it. He left the boat, took a carriage, and entered the city, staying at a friend’s house. Amidst conversation and feasting, he showed absolutely no sign of illness. Those who knew of his ailment all congratulated him, and the scholar was secretly delighted.

	 

	They talked until late at night before he returned to his bedchamber. Hoping for the woman’s return, the scholar ordered the page boy and servant to sleep elsewhere. When he went to bed, however, there was no trace of her; depressed, he laid his head on the pillow.

	 

	Just as he was tossing and turning, he heard a whisper by his ear: “I have come to accompany you. Is your heart truly made of iron and stone, that you are not moved in the slightest?”

	 

	The fragrance of rouge was close at hand. He reached out and felt smooth jade already within the bedclothes. The scholar could no longer control himself and joyfully became intimate with her. In the morning, he planned how to hide her, but the woman insisted it was unnecessary. Indeed, she vanished without a trace, only coming to him of her own accord when he was about to sleep.

	 

	The scholar had finished his sightseeing, and thoughts of returning home suddenly sprouted. Just then, Emperor Huai ascended the throne and issued an edict for the selection of scholars, so he returned.

	 

	The woman escorted him to the riverbank and said, weeping, “My father is here; I cannot follow you back.”

	 

	The scholar was also reluctant to part and tried to force her, but she would not comply. In the end, they parted ways. The following year, the scholar failed the examinations. He visited Moling again, hoping to meet her and renew their old romance, but there was absolutely no news of her.

	 

	“Out and in, she held me in her belly.” This does not refer to the time before pregnancy, but rather expresses the idea of nurturing. Now, this fox literally placed her in the belly, and moreover, she could exit her own father’s belly to enter another’s life. The scholar and the old man can be said to have a friendship of “belly and heart”; the woman and the scholar can be said to have a romance of “knowing hearts.” It is not merely a case of “baring the belly on the eastern bed” making for a charming tale.

	 


Wen Yu

	 

	Provincial Graduate Chen Fengwu was a man of romantic flair and refined elegance. His ancestral home was in Shaoxing, though his household registration was in Wanping. Having passed the imperial examinations with high honors while barely twenty, he was regarded by all as a child prodigy. His home was located near Ganshui Bridge in the capital. Behind the main residence stood a small two-story building of three bays; this had been the study and retreat of his late father, the Censor. Initially, the Provincial Graduate would go there to chant poetry, but after his father passed away, he could not bear to see the traces of his father’s handiwork remaining there. Consequently, he locked it up, and it had remained closed for several years.

	 

	One night, the moon was bright. The Provincial Graduate returned home very late from visiting a friend. The household was fast asleep, leaving only a young servant boy to answer the door. Upon entering, Chen, captivated by the moonlight, could not bear to go straight to bed. He gathered pine twigs himself and ordered the boy to wash a vessel so he could brew tea. Suddenly, he heard the sound of a flute, soft and winding, sounding as if resentful or admiring, weeping or complaining. He listened with raised attention; it seemed to come from the small building. Chen was terrified; his hair stood on end. Too afraid to stay awake alone in the cold dread, he hurriedly went to sleep.

	 

	At daybreak, he rose, intending to investigate the source. His family, learning of this, tried strenuously to dissuade him, but he would not listen. When he arrived, he found spiderwebs across the door and layers of dust on the railings. Just as he opened the lock, a massive creature burst through the door and flew away. Chen’s legs trembled. Looking up, he saw six quills cutting through the sky—it was a golden eagle. Since his father’s death five years prior, the building had not been opened, so the creature had made its nest there. However, as the doors and windows were sealed, it was truly a mystery how it had entered.

	 

	Having calmed his nerves slightly, Chen went inside to inspect the books and records. There was absolutely no trace of human presence, nor anything else strange, so he merely felt a wave of sadness and shed tears before locking it up and returning.

	 

	That night, he waited quietly. At the third watch, the sound started again. Listening closely, the tone was incredibly soft and beautiful, no longer the sobbing sound of before. The next day, Chen dressed in his formal cap and robes, went respectfully to the foot of the building, and prayed: “Are you an immortal? Or a ghost? Why do you startle people so? If you have marvelous music, please allow me to hear it face-to-face; do not be overly stingy.”

	 

	After speaking, he returned to his room. On his desk, he found an invitation card. Opening it, the calligraphy was graceful and beautiful, signed by Wenyu and Rouniang—clearly the handwriting of ladies from the inner chambers. Greatly shocked, he questioned his household, but everyone was clueless as to its origin. The entire house was alarmed and suspicious, everyone trembling with fear.

	 

	When dusk fell, the Provincial Graduate wanted to go to the appointment. His mother, the Grand Lady, was afraid and scolded him to stop. He pretended to lie down, but once everyone was asleep, he quietly went alone. Before he reached the building, a young maid dressed in green, extraordinarily enchanting, met him at the door and laughed, saying, “A connoisseur of music truly has great courage! The two ladies have been waiting for a long time.”

	 

	She led him along. Soon, he smelled the fragrance of pepper and orchids descending from mid-air. Looking up at the balcony, he saw two beauties with long sleeves leaning against the railing, seemingly pacing in boredom. Meeting them under the moonlight, with their fragrant mists and cloud-like hair, their clear radiance and jade arms, one could not help but feel affection.

	 

	He climbed the stairs, bowed straight away, and said, “I have common ears and a vulgar heart, unskilled in music. To be summoned to such an elegant gathering, how can I not feel ashamed?”

	 

	One beauty smiled slightly and said, “Since you are not Zhou Yu, why did you so earnestly request a fine performance? Who could believe such words?”

	 

	As they spoke, he glanced at their appearances. One was radiant as jade and round as a pearl, possessing a hundred charms; the other looked like a sorrowful flower or grieving willow, with a smile that could topple cities. Both wore ethereal celestial robes and skirts adorned with a hundred jewels; their jade pendants tinkled—they were truly heavenly beings.

	 

	Chen marveled at this strange encounter and said, “Last night, I listened to your clear music from afar. It seemed to come from two people, each excelling in her own way. Would you grant me instruction right here, so that I may be fully satisfied?”

	 

	The one who had not yet spoken smiled and said, “Do not be so hasty. Are you still clinging to thoughts of Dengtuzi’s bedside?”

	 

	She then took a jade flute from her sleeve and played a song—the very one he had heard the night before. It was like the clear cry of a crane or the mournful call of a wild goose, desolate enough to bring tears to one’s eyes.

	 

	Before the song ended, the other beauty waved her emerald sleeve and said, “Sister, do not make such heart-breaking sounds; it will make our fine guest unhappy.”

	 

	She ordered the green-clad maid to bring a sheng and leaned against the railing to harmonize with her. The sound was like a singing phoenix or a chiming luan-bird; the sorrow became joy, the resentment became relief. This was what he had heard the previous night, though even more intricate and moving. When the song ended, they introduced themselves. Only then did he learn that the sheng player was Wenyu, and Rouniang was the one who played the “Plucking the Willow” tune on the flute.

	 

	Chen chatted with Wenyu, discussing ancient and modern music; she responded instantly to every query. Rouniang alone lowered her head and covered her face with her sleeve, facing the moon in silence, appearing to be heavily burdened with sorrow.

	 

	Chen suspected something and asked about it. Wenyu said, “That silly girl is always striking such poses; you need not find it strange, Sir.”

	 

	By midnight, the maid urged him to return. Wenyu looked at Chen and said, “We have a guest but no wine; this fine night is joyless. If you can play the host, we shall visit your study.”

	 

	Chen respectfully agreed and set the date for the following evening. He then descended the wooden stairs. They drifted away past the east of the building, vanishing to who knows where.

	 

	Chen sneaked back to his bedroom; neither his mother nor his wife noticed. He rose early and kept the matter secret. Near noon, he went to his study and pretended to be busy writing. By sunset, claiming his literary work was unfinished, he did not return to the inner quarters. He ordered a servant boy to bring bedding, set up a couch, and secretly arranged wine and food, lighting a candle to wait for them, fearing only that they might break their promise.

	 

	At the second watch, the pair of beauties arrived together, their laughter bringing spring to the room, no longer showing the shyness of previous days. They entered and sat together, shoes and slippers mingling. Chen started to rise to warm the wine, but Wenyu signaled the maid with her eyes, saying, “We must not burden the host.” She ordered the maid to take over the task.

	 

	After three rounds of wine, slightly flushed with the colors of spring, Chen stood and requested they finish the wondrous music left incomplete the previous night. Wenyu declined, saying, “Ears and eyes are too close here; playing will startle people.” So they ceased playing and merely drank deeply, playing guessing games and hiding hooks to determine who would drink.

	 

	Before long, Wenyu collapsed like a jade mountain, her eyes swimming. She left the table and said to Rouniang, “Sister, why don’t you stay here? I shall return.”

	 

	Rouniang acted shy, saying, “I am not used to sleeping with strangers; I must yield this matter to you, Elder Sister.”

	 

	Wenyu laughed, “You blew the flute first to invite the wind and moon; how dare anyone else usurp you?” She then leaned on the maid’s shoulder and staggered away.

	 

	Chen undressed with Rouniang. She whispered, “I am still a flourishing flower; I hope you will not be violent, my Lord.”

	 

	Chen smiled, “I shall respectfully obey your command.”

	 

	Upon joining, Rouniang could barely withstand the pain of the breach; fishy blood flowed red, and her delicate cries were melodious. Chen examined her closely: her flesh was not abundant yet seemed boneless, her manner frail yet vying in beauty. Between the sheets, they experienced the utmost joy of the human world.

	 

	At dawn, Rouniang gathered her clothes and rose first, telling Chen, “You still have a new person to attend to; I shall come tomorrow.” She then left with a tinkling sound.

	 

	Chen feigned illness and did not return to the inner bedroom. The Grand Lady and his wife both came to visit him. Chen claimed his spirit was unsettled and wished to avoid noise and disturbance, sending them away. Thus, no one suspected anything.

	 

	Near nightfall, he again hid a pot of wine to await Wenyu. He gazed anxiously for a long time. Deep in the night, she finally arrived, but it was Wenyu alone; even the maid did not follow. Under the lamp, sitting close with knees touching, cups were exchanged. Wenyu’s unrestrained elegance surpassed even Rouniang’s. Before the wine was finished, Chen’s passion was already loose, and he urged her to bed.

	 

	Wenyu laughed and stood up, saying, “Being this wildly romantic, it fits that your thirst-disease is hard to cure!”

	 

	She blew out the silver lamp with a smile and secretly undid her silken jacket. Upon intimate contact, although she was technically a virgin, her manner in bed was quite fluid and experienced. Moreover, she was warm and soft as if embracing cotton, smooth and creamy as if smeared with fat. Her face glowed like the full moon, her demeanor like a famous flower closing its petals. In just two nights, he had conquered two distinct beauties.

	 

	After enjoying their pleasure for a long time, the light of dawn filled his eyes. Wenyu was about to rise when she said to Chen, “Two axes chopping one solitary tree—do you understand this? I leave and my sister comes; my sister goes and I arrive again. For you to withstand this with one body, it is rare that you would not be ruined. For your sake: go sleep in your inner chambers for now. Let us meet once every five nights. This way, your energy will recover, and won’t our affection remain solid forever?”

	 

	Chen, touched by her love for him, nodded in deep agreement. After Wenyu left, Chen also got up, intending to return to the inner rooms, but he felt dazed and lost. After a long while, he remembered and sighed, “Rouniang promised to come tonight; how can I fail her?” So he lay down again.

	 

	Shortly after, his mother and wife arrived. He still used illness as an excuse to stay in the outer study. However, his heart was bewitched by wine and lust, and his appetite decreased sharply, so people truly believed he was sick. The Grand Lady wanted to summon a doctor, but he firmly refused.

	 

	Rouniang returned that night, her affection doubled compared to before. Previously she was delicate and timid; now she was soft and seductive. Upon parting, she asked if Sister Jade had come. Chen nodded yes. Rouniang smiled, looking quite pleased.

	 

	When evening came, she arrived again, laughing, “I have come to take her shift tonight.”

	 

	Chen told her about the five-day agreement. Rouniang suddenly became coquettishly angry: “That bewitching wench is feigning concern! Let me tell you: she is not a celestial companion like me; she is actually a fox. She must have some illicit affair elsewhere, which is why she tricked you with this. Otherwise, how could one who loves you be willing to leave you so abruptly?”

	 

	Having spoken, they enjoyed their intimacy as usual. Before leaving, she enjoined him: “Do not leak a word of this, or it will seem like I am jealous.”

	 

	The next night, Wenyu was indeed absent. Chen suspected it was true, not realizing Wenyu was yielding to Rouniang. From then on, Rouniang came every single night, and Chen became unbearably haggard.

	 

	At the end of ten days, Wenyu finally came at night. Entering the room, she was shocked: “Did you not hang up this bed to abstain? Otherwise, why are your form and spirit so exhausted?”

	 

	Because he loved Rouniang, Chen firmly denied it. But when they went to sleep, Wenyu sensed something was wrong and questioned him further. He finally admitted Rouniang had been coming too often and that she had said Wenyu was a fox and asked him not to tell.

	 

	Wenyu heard this and was enraged: “I mistakenly worked with a ghost-child, nearly giving myself the reputation of killing my lover! She is the young daughter of a certain family; she has been dead for many years. At the end of the Ming dynasty, when the rebel Li Zicheng stormed the capital, she hanged herself. In the chaos, she was hastily buried beneath your rear building. While your late father was alive, his fortune and virtue were high, so she hid herself deeply. Now that the building is empty, she has occupied it. I knew her through music and visited her from time to time, which is how we came to meet you together.”

	 

	She then laughed, “She is also trapped by passion. However, you, Sir, are withered. Wait until she comes tomorrow night; I shall stop her for you.”

	 

	At cockcrow, she left. Chen, knowing for certain they were ghost and fox, finally became terrified and wanted to move out, but was too ashamed to speak of it.

	 

	That night, Rouniang and Wenyu indeed arrived together. Wenyu scolded Rouniang: “Sister calls me a fox; is Sister not a ghost? Why do you serve a man with beauty but do not love him with virtue?”

	 

	Rouniang blushed and had no words to reply. Wenyu kept prattling on, while Rouniang lowered her moth-brows and knit her brow, looking pitifully sad. Since meeting Chen, Rouniang had ceased her previous gloomy resentment, but seeing it now, Chen felt moved.

	 

	He tried to mediate: “She truly loves me; why do you blame her so deeply?”

	 

	Wenyu flushed red with anger: “Since you take her side, I cannot share the blame with anyone!” She shook her sleeves and stormed out. Although Rouniang stayed, they parted without full joy.

	 

	A day later, Chen’s real illness struck. His appearance was skeletal, his spirit exhausted. The Grand Lady insisted on moving him to the inner bedroom, and both Wenyu and Rouniang vanished. As the illness became critical, the whole family was filled with grief.

	 

	Just as Chen was sinking into a stupor, he suddenly dreamt of Wenyu coming to him in tears, saying, “You did not take my advice, and now you are nearly dead. However, your allotted lifespan is not yet exhausted. For the sake of your illness, I gathered herbs on Mount Song, but I offended the Mountain God, fell off a cliff, and died. Now I am on the dark path together with Sister Rou. Is this not tragic?” Her words were miserable, and Chen wept bitterly.

	 

	Wenyu spoke again: “A certain doctor is skilled in the arts of Bian Que; summon him quickly, and these two little devils might be driven away.”

	 

	After speaking, Chen woke with a start. He looked for the doctor as instructed and indeed found a healer. He entrusted his treatment to him, and the illness was cured.

	 

	After Chen recovered, he constantly felt grateful for Wenyu’s virtue and grieved for her tragic death. He also could not let go of Rouniang. Whenever he was alone, he hoped they would come, but they were gone without a trace.

	 

	The following year, Chen’s wife died in childbirth. Living as a widower was lonely, and he missed them even more. One long, desolate night, unable to sleep, he suddenly saw the green-clad maid from before walk straight in.

	 

	She told Chen: “Lady Jade sends word to you, my Lord: Wait outside the gate in three days. When you see a funeral procession for a girl, do such and such. Then the broken string can be mended.”

	 

	Chen asked for details. She replied: “When the Lady died, she appealed to the Emperor of Mount Tai. He obtained the truth and, pitying the Lady’s virtue, granted her permission to be reborn. Because her old karmic bond with you is not severed, she will seize a house to reunite with you.”

	 

	Chen asked about Rouniang’s current situation. The maid said, “She is ashamed to see you, my Lord. Furthermore, the Underworld has issued documents; she is about to go be reborn elsewhere.” Just as Chen was about to question her further, she gathered her sleeves and withdrew.

	 

	Three days later, he waited outside the gate. Indeed, there was a coffin passing by, covered with a red rug. The mourners were all dressed in green, with no white mourning clothes. Observing it was a female, he went against the flow and spoke to them: “The person is not dead; why bury her?”

	 

	The crowd was shocked. Suddenly, the coffin became so heavy it could not be lifted. Soon, a whimpering voice was heard from within the coffin saying, “I have come alive, yet I am about to be stifled to death!”

	 

	Everyone was greatly alarmed. The girl’s father was a Ministry Director; she was his only weak daughter. She had died young just after reaching marriageable age, causing him deep pain. After her death, he couldn’t bear to encoffin her immediately, hoping she might revive. Hearing this now, he was overjoyed and did not find it strange, only regretting there was no place to stop on the thoroughfare.

	 

	In the midst of the panic, the cries from the coffin became urgent. Chen stepped forward and said, “Do you lack a place to rest your shoulders? This is a great, auspicious event; my humble home is available.”

	 

	The Ministry Director was delighted and deeply grateful. They carried the girl’s coffin into Chen’s gate. The family was shocked and strange, but Chen insisted it was fine. As soon as the coffin was opened, the girl sat up abruptly.

	 

	Chen stole a glance at her. Her appearance was beautiful; although thin and frail, she was no different from Wenyu. The Director asked to borrow the outer quarters to let her rest a while. Chen showed no reluctance, opening the study and ordering the servants to help her in. The Director was even more grateful for his virtue. After inquiring politely, he learned Chen was from a scholarly family and a Provincial Graduate. He immediately thought of betrothing his daughter to him but feared he had a spouse. Privately asking the servants, he learned Chen had just lost his wife, which pleased him greatly. Thus, the funeral song changed to a wedding ode, and the engagement was settled.

	 

	Chen was delighted. He prepared a feast to entertain them and ordered the coffin burned outside the city wall to display the miracle; the spectators stood like a wall. By evening, he sent the girl home in a fragrant carriage. He chose an auspicious day for the betrothal gifts, and the old string was restrung.

	 

	On the night of the wedding, as soon as he lifted her veil, the girl gazed at him like an old acquaintance but dared not speak immediately. When night fell, she sighed and said, “For the sake of two nights of joy with you, I risked danger and fell to my death. Do you pity me, sir?”

	 

	Chen said, “Yes. I harbor it in my heart, never to be forgotten. Your spirit must have seen this long ago.”

	 

	Wenyu laughed, “If Sister Rou were reborn, you would view her ten times more favorably than me.”

	 

	Chen also laughed, “Have you not forgotten your jealousy regarding past events?”

	 

	They held hands and went to bed. Wenyu said, “Twice I have served you with a maiden’s body. Others suffer the pain only once; I have suffered the agony twice.”

	 

	After intercourse, the mattress was soaked red. The girl’s timidity was double that of before, but her tenderness was no different from the past.

	 

	Rising early, she said to Chen, “Today I can finally be presented in the ancestral temple. Before, it was truly a case of ‘My status undefined, how can I see the in-laws?’“ She washed and went to pay respects. The Grand Lady, seeing her gentleness and grace, was deeply pleased.

	 

	From then on, their marital love was strong, and no night was spent in vain. Chen teasingly asked her, “Are you not afraid I will fall ill again?”

	 

	Wenyu blushed and replied, “Today is not like the past. Ghosts and foxes are alien species; five nights were unbearable, let alone a constant stream. Now that I serve you with a human body, it is the proper interaction of water and fire; even a little excess does no harm.” Chen deeply agreed with her theory.

	 

	One evening, she suddenly told Chen, “The prophecy from before has come true. Last night I dreamt Rouniang came to say farewell. She was ashamed to see you, so she asked me to inform you. She has been reborn in a certain family. Fifteen years from now, you may visit Yangzhou to find her.”

	 

	At that time, Chen had already gained Long and no longer desired Shu, so he only asked, “Can one who committed suicide enter the cycle of reincarnation?”

	 

	She answered, “She had virtue and no sin, and she had been languishing in the darkness for a long time. She should have been born male, but because she missed you, she specifically begged to be female.” Chen was moved by her words but let the matter rest.

	 

	Conversely, Chen failed the metropolitan examinations repeatedly but eventually was appointed as a County Magistrate based on his provincial degree. His first post was in Xincai, where he gained a reputation for good governance. He was suddenly promoted to Prefect of Qin Prefecture, where he remained for ten years without transfer. Soon, due to outstanding performance, he was promoted to Prefect of Anqing. Taking his family across the Huai River, passing the Han Canal, it had been exactly fifteen years.

	 

	Wenyu said to him, “The Zhuluo Village is right here; have you forgotten the dream of Yangzhou?”

	 

	By then, Wenyu had already borne two children, both boys. Chen had no great desire, but because Wenyu insisted, he went along with it. He stayed for ten days, searching extensively among the houses of the courtesans-in-training, but Wenyu said none were her.

	 

	Just as they were about to leave, a poor old woman carrying a young girl was begging for food from the relay station soldiers. Wenyu, returning from a visit to Pingshan Hall with the Grand Lady, saw them and said, “This is her!”

	 

	She immediately told Chen, and under the pretext of buying a maidservant, they obtained her. Wenyu took her back to the room and wept, “Sister, how did you come to such poverty?”

	 

	The girl did not understand what she meant, but her bright eyes stared fixedly. Wenyu personally washed and combed her; her features became radiant. When asked her age, she was exactly fifteen. They kept the name Rou for her, not wishing to bury her past.

	 

	That night, the match was made. Chen tested her weeping and smiling; she was exactly like Rouniang. He was overjoyed, saying Wenyu’s words were not false. After serving several terms, although Wenyu managed the household, she treated Rouniang as an equal. She would yield one night to her often, saying, “I do this to make up for the deficit of fifteen years.”

	 

	A year later, Rouniang also gave birth to a son. Not long after, Chen returned home to mourn a parent and did not enter public service again, roaming in the “Land of Warmth and Softness” until the end of his days.

	 

	Wenyu was named for “Warmth”, signifying her virtue. That the girl was named this, is there any shame in it? The virtues of a wife are merely not to be jealous and not to be lascivious. For a woman to yield her turn for the night is not being jealous; to limit it to every five nights is not being lascivious. Moreover, to be able to die for her husband and still wish for her husband to live—with such worthiness, even if the Emperor of Mount Tai was enraged, his anger would surely have dissipated. In the end, the broken became whole, and the separated were reunited. Being warm as jade, she was not left to grieve in the underworld in vain; this is fitting. As for Rouniang, she had no redeeming qualities, except for her wish to become a woman again; this single point of virtue serves as a slight defense. But without the goodness of Wenyu, how could she have attached herself to the thoroughbred’s tail to be transmitted in this story?

	 

	People say this resembles the story of “Lianxiang” in Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio. I also say it resembles “Lianxiang.” However, if not for the traces of ghosts and foxes being somewhat similar, where would humans find the needle and thread to weave the story? The events are strange, the writing is strange; why can there not be a Wenyu after a Lianxiang?

	 


Yang Qiu’e

	 

	In Shanxi province, there was an academy—I have not inquired as to its name—built by the local officials as a place to promote education. A local licentiate named Zhu Xie, who had just reached the age of twenty, was studying there. He was pure, cautious, and devoted to learning, such that the head of the academy held him in high regard.

	 

	At the end of winter in the Dingsi year, just as he was about to return home for the New Year and everyone in the academy was binding up their books, Zhu was also organizing his scattered papers. Suddenly, he found a piece of poetry paper, as large as a palm, with cursive calligraphy resembling flowers. He read the lines:

	 

	“The lotus pod keeps the lotus seeds,

	But the lotus seeds will not stay.

	Once they enter the golden platter,

	The empty pod weeps in the autumn dew.”

	 

	The language was extremely sorrowful and beautiful, quite resembling the style of the ancient Yuefu ballads. Zhu loved it and could not bear to put it down. Upon arriving home, he pasted it on his wall and would chant it whenever he had free time, initially unaware that it was written by a woman.

	 

	It was New Year’s Eve, and social exchanges were quite frequent. After the Renri, he was gradually able to invite companions for outings. The families of Tang and Wei were traditionally diligent and thrifty; even married women and girls would occasionally dress in simple clothes and travel incognito, appearing in unprecedented numbers like clouds or flowering rushes.

	 

	Zhu followed the crowds roaming about. Happening upon a lane, he suddenly saw a woman on the flat roof of a house. She had a face cloth wrapped around her head and was walking slowly and gracefully. Her “double-hook” steps seemed extremely delicate, and he could not help but fix his gaze upon her. As she drew near, he saw she wore a white silk skirt and cotton clothes, all very refined and clean, and her plain stockings and vermilion shoes were even more moving. However, he had not yet seen her face, which he regretted deeply.

	 

	Although the accumulated snow had melted, the spring ice was slightly slippery. The woman lost her footing, and sliding right in front of the crowd, she fell like a wisp of cloud flying downwards. The crowd let out a great shout as the woman fell right into Zhu’s arms. Zhu hurriedly held her with both arms; fortunately, she was uninjured.

	 

	In the tumble, the cloth covering her face fell away. The crowd stared at her: cicada-wing temples and a jade-like face, a natural and supreme beauty. It was indeed a young woman.

	 

	Being stared at by everyone, she was overcome with shyness. Relying on the fact that her home was nearby, she fled like a green phoenix dropping its wings. The crowd was captivated by her and had no time to look elsewhere. Only Zhu noticed a sheet of red paper on the ground, which he knew the woman had dropped. He hurriedly picked it up and hid it in his sleeve; his companions were all oblivious.

	 

	The woman had already gone far. They teased each other, and since Zhu was unmarried, they vied to joke about him. Zhu merely smiled without answering, feeling quite pleased with himself in his heart.

	 

	When he parted from the group, he did not wait to reach home before taking the paper from his sleeve to examine it. The ink was still fresh. It was the original draft of the “Lotus Pod” poem. Zhu was greatly astonished. When he returned to his room and compared it with the one on the wall, the brushwork was identical. He was even more stunned and could not set it aside. Consequently, a foolish passion arose in him; thinking of the woman’s demeanor, he could not sleep the entire night.

	 

	In the morning, he secretly went to the place to investigate and discovered the truth. The girl’s surname was Yang. She was born in the Cassia Month, so her parents named her Qiugui. Her uncle, a comprehensive scholar of Shanxi, felt that the character “Wa” was too archaic, while “Gui” was too common for today, so he changed her name to Qiu’e.

	 

	As she grew up, she was beautiful and intelligent, studying under her uncle. She excelled at calligraphy and poetry; her works had the flavor of the mid-Tang dynasty poets, so much so that her uncle would sometimes put down his own pen in admiration. However, born into a humble and simple family, she hid her brilliance, so no one knew of her.

	 

	At seventeen, she was still betrothed to no one, kept within the women’s quarters. Before the New Year, reading ancient texts stirred her emotions, and she drafted this quatrain. She had been on her way to seek correction from her uncle when she fell and returned in extreme shame. She had not realized she dropped the draft, nor did she know how a copy had ended up in Zhu’s hands ten days prior.

	 

	However, Zhu only learned her name and surname from the neighbors and did not fully know the extent of her talent. He only let the thought of her beauty gather in his chest daily, becoming absent-minded as if he had lost something.

	 

	The Lantern Festival passed, and it was time to enter the academy for studies. Zhu appeared almost mad; he would only silently recite the woman’s poem ceaselessly. At times, he would shake his head and stomp his foot, saying, “Is it her? Is it not? Did she really write this?”

	 

	His classmates sharing the inkstones all heard him and were amazed. When they asked him the reason, he steadfastly refused to speak. After several days, the academy teacher began lectures. Everyone listened respectfully, but Zhu alone seemed indifferent and unheard, constantly murmuring as if speaking to someone. The teacher found this strange and questioned him, but he stood there like a wooden block with his mouth sealed. After a short while, he returned to this state.

	 

	Someone who had been on the outing with him that day explained the matter to the teacher. The teacher sighed, “This boy has likely succumbed to a madness of the heart! He should be helped home to seek medical treatment, otherwise, he will become insane.”

	 

	Thus, the teacher stopped the lecture and ordered someone to escort him home, explaining the details to his parents. His parents wept, but Zhu shook his head and stopped them, saying, “Your son is not sick. It is just that the person on the ice made an appointment with me to arrange a fine wife for my parents.”

	 

	After saying this, he closed his eyes as if sleeping and snored through the night. The whole family was even more unsettled and frightened.

	 

	Little did they know that since entering the academy, Zhu had been praying: “Whoever gave me that poem note should act as the Moon Elder. Why burden me with lovesickness while standing outside the matter?”

	 

	There had always been a spiritual fox in the academy. Zhu had heard of it and suspected the note was delivered by the fox, hence his prayer. Later, in the silence, he concentrated his mind and thoughts—appearing foolish, but his spiritual nature was not dimmed.

	 

	While he was beside the lecture seat, a man in a tall hat and formal attire, about fifty years old, bowed and spoke to him: “I imitated the flowing water of the Imperial Moat and sent the red leaf to you beforehand; it was not without intent. A good affinity is present; you should plan for it yourself. Why do you resent me?”

	 

	Zhu knew this was the fox and was overjoyed. He asked where the poem came from and what strategy to use. He chattered endlessly. At that time, others could not see the fox; they only perceived that Zhu was speaking to someone, but could not hear what was said. Thus, they were suspicious and terrified.

	 

	The fox told Zhu: “Although the girl was raised by the Yangs, in her previous life she was truly of my kind. Her mother is still alive. Why not visit her with the rites of a son-in-law? This marriage can be hoped for.”

	 

	Zhu, having lost his own judgment, happily said, “Agreed.”

	 

	When Zhu returned home, the fox followed him, waiting outside the courtyard. At this point, Zhu felt his body become as light as a leaf. He quietly went out the gate and walked with the fox through the market. In a moment, they arrived at a huge mansion. Lights were glowing brightly. More than one or two men in brocade clothes and flowered hats were in charge of the doors.

	 

	Seeing the fox, they called out a greeting: “Member Ding has arrived; Elder Sister Yang’s matter will be successful.”

	 

	The fox nodded. The men went in to announce them, and shortly after came out to invite the guests in. Zhu entered following the fox. The main hall was five bays wide, extremely high and spacious. In the center stood a white jade screen carved with peonies that looked alive. Below was a barbarian bed with red cushions inches thick. Beside it were four embroidered stools, dazzling to the eye. Looking around the room, gold and jade ritual vessels shone left and right, all things Zhu had rarely seen.

	 

	He secretly thought, “To be a son-in-law in this family, I need not worry about wealth and rank.”

	 

	The guests had crossed the threshold, but the host had not yet appeared. The usher told the fox, “The Grand Lady is old and ill and cannot walk quickly. Fearing she might slight the guest, she asks you to sit and wait.”

	 

	Having spoken, he left.

	 

	The fox pulled Zhu close and whispered, “This old woman is stubborn and does not give her approval lightly. She worries deeply that your talent might not be enough to enter the trap. I have a clumsy draft; if you copy it, hitting the peacock screen will not be difficult.”

	 

	He handed a paper to Zhu, who was even more delighted.

	 

	Suddenly, a strange fragrance wafted in. Four gauze lanterns led an old woman wearing a ceremonial headdress and cape. She was attended by over ten maids, all exceptionally enchanting. The fox guided Zhu to perform the son-in-law’s bow.

	 

	The old woman stopped him, saying, “No, no! Marriage is not a trivial matter; we dare not be rash.”

	 

	As she spoke, she took the central seat without declining. The fox and Zhu sat facing north. Zhu, valuing beauty above all, did not find the lack of etiquette strange.

	 

	The old woman said to the fox, “It has been such a rush these past years; you haven’t visited even once.”

	 

	The fox stood up to apologize.

	 

	She then asked Zhu his surname and occupation. Zhu answered each respectfully.

	 

	The old woman smiled, “The Pan River is naturally a place where dragons transform. The Jade Hall and Golden Horse are all based on this. Since you have gathered celery in your youth, your future is limitless.”

	 

	The fox also praised him from the side, saying he was a neighbor of Zhu, and the sound of his reciting and writing never ceased, which was why he dared to make the introduction.

	 

	The old woman appeared very pleased. After a while, she said, “I am old and unsteady; my hearing and vision are far worse than in the past. I dare not make decisions on my children’s marriage by myself. Wait for the little girl to come and match wits with the young gentleman. If he fits her fancy, then he fits mine.”

	 

	The fox asked, “Where is Sister?”

	 

	The old woman said, “I have already sent a maid; I expect she will arrive immediately.”

	 

	She then ordered maids to serve tea. Sipping it, the flavor was extremely fragrant and cold. Shortly after, a maid reported, “The young mistress has arrived.”

	 

	Zhu and the fox both left their seats and stood far behind a screen. Again, gauze lanterns appeared, and a girl in embroidered clothes and a brocade sash came fluttering in. Seeing the old woman, she adjusted her dress and bowed twice. Zhu glanced at her sideways; although her adornments were different, her bearing was as before—it was indeed the girl.

	 

	The old woman held her wrist, sat her on the bed, and patted her shoulder, saying, “Child, have you missed your mother recently?”

	 

	She answered, “How could I not? But we have been separated by a lifetime for so long. If Mother had not shown herself in a dream, how would I have known?”

	 

	The old woman said, “Since you miss me, my commands are like your parents’ commands. Mother worries that your family is extremely poor and might lightly betroth you to some ignorant fellow, ruining your life. Now Member Ding has come to act as a matchmaker for a Master Zhu. He is quite talented and handsome. Will you accept him?”

	 

	Hearing the old woman’s words, the girl lowered her head and did not answer. Although she looked ashamed, her expression seemed heavily burdened with worry.

	 

	The old woman laughed, “Mother will not force you. I called you here to test him yourself. The judgment lies in your monthly critique; your pupils surely won’t mislead people. Why hesitate like this?”

	 

	The girl’s expression relaxed slightly, but she remained silent as before. The old woman pressed her again, but she remained silent.

	 

	The old woman then said to the fox, “The little girl is too shy. I will set the topic; you give the poem to her to choose. That might work.”

	 

	The fox immediately encouraged this, saying, “Yes.”

	 

	The old woman pointed to the flowers on the screen and ordered a seven-character regulated verse. She added, “The peacock screen is not as beautiful as the flower screen.”

	 

	Thereupon, the maids set up a small table by the pillar, presented a crystal inkstone, and spread out Wanhua paper. Zhu, having something to rely on, sat down confidently. He placed the fox’s draft under the paper, wielded the rabbit-hair brush, moved the ivory tube, and finished in a moment. He asked a maid to present it to the old woman.

	 

	The old woman ordered the girl to recite it. The poem read:

	 

	“National beauty faintly falls from the tip of the brush,

	The Jade Mountain adds charm to the colorful cloud mass.

	Once the picture is complete, truly it has a thousand-gold price,

	When hung up, it fits the hundred-treasure balustrade.

	The mica reveals a smiling face, piling up embroidered quilts,

	The King of Flowers laughs at the sun, leaning on the jade bamboo.

	If the reeds and rushes indeed enter Huang Quan’s painting,

	Perhaps it permits learning from the phoenixes at the banquet.”

	 

	Hearing it, the old woman nodded her head in approval first. The girl also frowned slightly and said, “The Dao is in this.”

	 

	She then stood up and went behind the screen first. Only then did the old woman invite Zhu back to his original seat, saying, “You are truly a genius, a match for my Qiu’e. Go back and quickly find a matchmaker; this happy event can be harmonized.”

	 

	The fox stood up again and said, “Since the Matriarch has spoken, the divination for the phoenix is indeed unproven. But how can we make people necessarily comply? My idea is to select a lucky day and immediately invite Master Zhu to marry into the family. Announce it after the marriage, and there will be no obstruction. Does the Matriarch agree?”

	 

	The old woman tilted her head in deep thought, then slowly said, “Originally, I should not forcefully interfere in human affairs. But desiring a quick-witted son-in-law, I, an old woman, do not care about people’s gossip.”

	 

	She turned to the maids: “Quickly fetch ten feet of red silk to add splendor to the great matchmaker first; another day we will prepare a feast to repay him.”

	 

	The fox ordered Zhu to stand and thank her. The old woman smiled and accepted it. The fox draped the red silk over himself and went out with Zhu, escorting him all the way to his home before leaving, saying, “Wait for the auspicious date to be set, then I will respectfully inform you.”

	 

	Zhu entered his door and realized he was on his bed, with his parents still guarding his side. Zhu told them everything. The whole house thought he was delirious and only gave him medicinal broth to drink.

	 

	The next day Zhu got up, his spirit and energy as normal. He went to the academy to thank his teacher but continued his studies. Since this was not something Confucian scholars liked to hear, he did not speak of it.

	 

	About ten days later, Zhu suddenly went missing. The academy teacher and his family hurriedly asked people to chase and search for him, but there was no trace. On that same day, before her doors and windows were opened, the Yang family also lost their “pearl in the palm.” The whole town began to pass the story around as a marvel.

	 

	More than a year later, a cousin of Zhu’s, who was very wealthy and did business in the capital, sent a letter along with a letter from Zhu. It turned out Zhu had purchased a studentship and had passed the provincial examination.

	 

	It happened that after Zhu had been at the academy for a few days, he saw the fox come rushing to report: “The old woman’s family has already sent a carriage. Because there are many people in the academy, I stopped them at my house. The bridegroom can go now.”

	 

	Zhu wanted to go back to tell his parents, but taking the previous event as a warning—fearing they wouldn’t believe him and he wouldn’t be able to marry—he locked his door and went with the fox. When they reached the fox’s place, the courtyard was elegant and free of the slightest dust. Indeed, a carriage was stopped outside. The fox bowed Zhu in. Zhu thanked him for the virtue of bringing this to completion.

	 

	The fox laughed, “You are no stranger. In a past life, you were also a girl. You died from my haunting. The feelings of grace and attachment were earnest; even if you have forgotten, I cannot forget. Therefore, I planned in a hundred ways to form this fine couple for you, simply as a repayment. Why thank me?”

	 

	Zhu suddenly understood.

	 

	The fox brought out clothes for him to wear, extraordinarily beautiful. Although Zhu did not have the beauty of Pan Yue, he had a spirit that stood out from the crowd. He boarded the carriage and they set off. The sky was turning dark. Flutes and drums played noisily, but the villagers seemed to turn a deaf ear.

	 

	Upon arrival, ushers and servants swarmed in. In front of the hall, the guests of honor stood solemnly—about several people, their hats and clothes unlike those of today, their appearances all striking and imposing. The old woman also came out, leaning on a staff to wait. Zhu descended from the carriage. The master of ceremonies chanted the rites. Maids then escorted the bride out, dressed like a fairy, her lovely face heavily obscured by a veil.

	 

	Zhu suddenly suspected this was not the Yang daughter. Only after exchanging bows and completing the ceremony, when he lifted the veil to look, did he see the flower-like face, solemn and dignified—it was indeed Qiu’e. Zhu was overjoyed.

	 

	They went to bed. The desire for conjugal bliss was fulfilled, and the joy of fish and water could not be surpassed. Amidst their harmony, Zhu suspected he was in a dream. Furthermore, regarding the beauty of the Yang clan, he asked why her betrothal and marriage were directed by the old woman.

	 

	At first, the girl was ashamed and did not speak. Slowly, she confessed, “I was born with wisdom from a past life. In swaddling clothes, I clearly saw my origins, but fearing I would confuse people, I dared not speak wildly. As I grew, the past causes gradually dimmed. Last year, I suddenly dreamed of the old woman, who said she was my mother from a previous life. Because my mother fell ill, I went out to find magical fungus and was bitten to death by a hunting dog. I was a fox. Because Mother missed me painfully, and it happened that my father traveled to Shanxi and brought Mother here, we were able to trace the roots and meet. It was incredibly toilsome. She often secretly sent clothes and exotic food. I was also in the land of sleep when she came daily to visit.”

	 

	She continued, “This spring, she told me: ‘Your parents are plotting with your uncle to marry you to the son of Master Liu. This man has a resounding literary reputation, but his blessings are extremely thin. I will find a fine husband for you.’ Previously, because Lord Ding obtained your fine poem, both Mother and I approved in our hearts. Checking your registry of destiny, you are a man on the roster of officials, so I came to serve you with dustpan and broom.”

	 

	Zhu said, “Then, since you are here now, are you still like the butterfly of the Paint Garden? And since we haven’t visited Mount Tai twice, what is his title, that the old woman is suddenly called Grand Lady?”

	 

	The girl said, “I do not understand it myself. A few days ago, Mother said she would betroth me to you. My heart felt very hesitant, thinking that without receiving my parents’ orders, the talk of a next life was ultimately absurd, so I politely declined. Mother was very unhappy. Last night, deep in my chambers, suddenly two maids entered the room and carried me away. It was like being in clouds and mist. When I arrived here, Mother told me, and I could no longer return. I also heard that in my previous life I had brothers, all serving in the Imperial Capital and holding minor ranks; the servants honor Mother because of this. As for Father, he also went to the capital and has been gone for a long time without returning. That is the general idea; I truly do not know the details.”

	 

	Having obtained the girl’s narrative, Zhu’s heart suddenly became clear. He also spoke of the strangeness of the two poems and their chance encounter leading to the bitterness of longing. He joked, “You are the one who fell from the tower. If not for me, even if the jade didn’t shatter, I fear the tile couldn’t have remained whole.”

	 

	The girl also learned the whole story. She laughed, “Looking at your appearance, you seemed familiar. I suppose it’s because of my slip of the foot.”

	 

	Having spoken, they slept with necks touching.

	 

	The next morning, they went in to thank the old woman. The old woman suddenly said, “The son-in-law and daughter are ultimately not of our Way; they cannot stay here long.”

	 

	She gave them a curtained carriage, several fast horses, two maids, and three servants, sending the girl and Zhu north to the capital.

	 

	On the brink of departure, she gave them a thousand taels of gold, saying, “My son-in-law can rise to success on his own; too much wealth would only mislead you. Moreover, your father and brothers are all at the residence in the capital; there is no worry about a lack of firewood and water.”

	 

	Zhu and the girl wept and bowed at her knees, then forced themselves to set off.

	 

	On the journey, the girl initiated a poem exchange with Zhu. Zhu blushed and declined, saying he was not skilled at it. The girl found this strange. Zhu told her the truth.

	 

	The girl sighed, “Lord Ding has misled a lady of the boudoir for the sake of his beloved! How can he be without sin?”

	 

	Later, seeing the prose Zhu wrote, she finally smiled, “Although I do not know how to write this, poetry and prose are one. A heroic and sharp spirit should naturally develop early; it is a pity you haven’t deliberated to make it perfect.” Zhu greatly admired her opinion.

	 

	Arriving in the capital, the maids and servants all took their leave. Zhu then used the gold to hire humans to replace them. After a few days, the old man arrived. His discussion was profound and learned, exactly like an old Confucian scholar. Zhu then took up the classics and studied under him, making great progress in his learning. However, the two brothers excused themselves due to official duties and never appeared, though they sent gifts to their sister, no less than full siblings would.

	 

	Zhu also visited his uncle. The uncle was greatly shocked and questioned him. Zhu explained the story in detail. The uncle half-believed and half-doubted but advised him to purchase a studentship. It happened to be time for the autumn examinations. Relying on the Fox Elder passing on the “golden needle,” Zhu grasped the moon cassia.

	 

	The following spring, having failed the metropolitan exam, he was about to return. The girl went into labor and gave birth to a son. Only after the first month passed could they return west. Leading his wife and carrying his son, he went in to see his parents and told them the situation. Zhu’s parents were delighted that their son had suddenly acquired a wife and they were already holding a grandson, so they were overjoyed.

	 

	The girl was finally able to return home to visit her parents. However, her uncle suspected the girl of illicit elopement, staining the family instructions, and rejected her, refusing to communicate. The girl felt internal shame because of this and fell ill for several months.

	 

	Fortunately, the Fox Elder tired of his travels and arrived at Zhu’s home with the old woman to visit their daughter. The noise of chariots and horses overflowed the gates and lanes. The townspeople all saw it, and the gossip ceased. The uncle’s doubts resolved themselves without words, and he finally began to communicate with her. The girl’s illness then healed.

	 

	However, from then on, the Fox Elder and his wife never came again. For Zhu and the girl, the past seemed like a dream; they did not know where they lived. They could only touch their hands to their foreheads in homage from time to time.

	 

	Pi Jingxiu of Hancheng once stayed at the academy and told me this. The “blue-collared ones” still pass it down by word of mouth and envy it in their hearts.

	 

	The kindness of the old woman, the filial piety of the daughter, and the passion of Ding are all worthy of transmission. However, the old woman forced a marriage without asking the biological parents; Ding acted as a matchmaker but resorted to deception among his own kind; and Zhu, for a single red thread, abandoned his home and did not even think of his parents—this seems unteachable. But if one does not realize that the uncle, being a “comprehensive scholar,” considered himself the arbiter of the age and would inevitably have promised her to Liu and not Zhu, then without the old woman’s great power, Ding’s maneuvering, and Zhu’s excessive passion, how could this matter have been easily achieved? It is only a pity that the old man and woman did not arrive together. Zhu certainly did not decline to be Xiangru, but what crime did the girl commit to be Wenjun? Who can resolve the suspicion of the melon field and plum tree for her? Is it not unjust!

	 


Yizhi

	 

	Liu, courtesy name Jiabao, was a native of Shanyin. At his birth, his grandparents were already advanced in years; they cherished him like a precious jewel, which is how he received his name. As he grew older, he possessed an air of refined elegance and was exceptionally handsome. Moreover, having entered the prefectural school in his childhood, the wealthy families of the district who had daughters all set their sights on him.

	 

	However, Bao’s parents were extremely fastidious in choosing a daughter-in-law, often saying, “Our son is a phoenix among men; how could he be paired with the chickens and ducks of this world?”

	 

	Consequently, though matchmakers constantly filled their doorway, consent was never given. As he approached the age of twenty, his bedchamber remained empty, and he felt quite despondent about it.

	 

	One day, by his father’s order, he went to the outskirts of the city to visit his paternal aunt. After a brief discussion of family matters, he stood gazing idly out the gate with his aunt’s son. Shortly after, a maid came to call his cousin; it turned out the aunt had to go to a neighboring village for some business and ordered her son to accompany her, telling Bao to wait a short while as she would have more to say upon her return. Bao could not leave, yet felt rather annoyed. His cousin, having just reached the age of young manhood, was already betrothed to a certain family, and this trip was regarding the marriage arrangements.

	 

	Seeing his aunt lead her son away in high spirits, Bao felt doubly bored. He stood at the village gate, gazing into the distance toward the southwest, where the woods and valleys seemed to hold beautiful scenery. Suddenly desiring to see it, he walked off alone. The gatekeeper tried to stop him, but he said, “I cannot endure this solitude. I will walk a little and return on my own; do not fear.”

	 

	He went straight away, and could not be held back. He had walked less than halfway when he reached a stream. His legs were tired, so he rested by the water’s edge. Looking down at the clear current, he felt quite relaxed and content. Suddenly, he heard a lovely voice from across the stream saying, “With such a handsome appearance, how can one not be charmed to death!”

	 

	Bao looked in surprise and saw a young lady, about fifteen years of age. Her face was exquisite and charming, her beauty quiet and graceful. She was washing a piece of crimson gauze in the stream; her fingers reflected in the water, appearing snowy white and lustrous, and her clothing was simple yet elegant. Bao was unwittingly intoxicated. He wanted to speak to her, but his shyness prevented him from opening his mouth, and he looked as if he were stammering.

	 

	Seeing him standing there like a wooden statue, the girl laughed and said, “Why do you stare at me? Even the girl from Zhuluo Village might not easily surpass you.”

	 

	Hearing this, Bao was delighted.

	 

	The girl then beckoned to him, saying, “Why not cross this stream? I should like to speak with you.”

	 

	Bao motioned with his head to indicate that he could not.

	 

	The girl pointed and said, “There is a red bridge on the west side; are you so foolish as to suffer from a fear of crossing?”

	 

	Bao stood and looked into the distance; not a few paces away, there was indeed a footbridge, brilliantly red. He happily hurried towards it and walked across.

	 

	By the time he reached the opposite bank, the girl had already stopped washing and was waiting for him. Seeing him approach, she spoke with him joyfully, saying, “I dwell in the women’s quarters and have always guarded my chastity and faith. Yet, upon seeing you, sir, I find I can no longer remain firm. Surely there is the will of Heaven in this.”

	 

	She led him to sit beneath a willow tree. The green grass was thick and soft, just like a brocade mat, far superior to spreading out rush mats to sit facing one another. The girl asked about his village and clan, but Bao, being tongue-tied, could not speak clearly.

	 

	The girl blushed, stood up, and said, “If a man acts like this, how can I endure it? Please, let us part here; I dare not see you again.”

	 

	Bao grasped her hem and forced himself to state his name and surname, but eventually, he stammered and could not speak fluently.

	 

	The girl could not help clapping her hands and laughing, “Just how many ‘ay-ays’ are there in this stutter?”

	 

	She then introduced herself: “My home is in the nearby village. My father’s surname is Linghu, and he has a daughter named Yizhi; that is I. If you do not disdain us, you should come to visit. It is a gate by the weeping willows, with a sparse fence to the east; it is not hard to recognize.”

	 

	Having said this, she took the gauze she had been washing and gave it to him, saying, “This is sufficient to serve as a token of betrothal.”

	 

	Just as they were becoming affectionate, there seemed to be the sound of laughter from upstream. The girl rose quickly and said, “My female companions are arriving; I cannot stay longer. You must remember my words; do not make me gaze until my eyes are worn through looking for you.”

	 

	She then slowly walked away along the stream, glancing back with fluid eyes, looking unbearably reluctant to part. Bao stood there disappointed, as if he had lost something, gazing for a long time until she was out of sight. Only then could he lift his feet to return. He hurriedly crossed the bridge, and the sun was already setting behind the mountains.

	 

	When he arrived at his aunt’s house, the new moon had risen. His aunt had returned long ago and, waiting for him in vain, had become worried and sent servants to search everywhere. When Bao entered and saw her, his aunt angrily asked where he had gone.

	 

	He replied that he had been walking idly.

	 

	His aunt scolded him, saying, “You child, you are too unrestrained! The city gates are already closed; where will you return to? Your parents are leaning against the gate waiting for you. Luckily you are at my house, so there is no worry, otherwise they would be heartbroken!”

	 

	Bao hurriedly apologized, and his uncle also argued strongly on his behalf. Only then did his aunt’s anger clear. She ordered a maid to bring food to entertain him, and he slept at his aunt’s house that night.

	 

	The next day, he took his leave and returned home, using other matters to excuse himself to his parents. His parents, who had always loved him, did not investigate thoroughly. When Bao reached his room, he finally took out the gauze to admire it. It was only a few inches wide but over a foot long, with gold buttons sewn at both ends; it was ready-made, shaped like a woman’s bodice. However, he thought that even a slender waist should not be this thin. Upon smelling it, although it had been washed, a delicate fragrance remained; it was indeed the same object. Bao was wildly happy. Fearing others might see it, he hid it in a bamboo chest. At night, he would embrace it under his covers, as if facing the beauty herself.

	 

	From then on, whenever he visited his aunt, he would go to trace his steps. But the stream waters were always flooded, and there was no bridge at all. Bao was secretly astonished. Repeatedly unable to cross, he returned home depressed.

	 

	Several weeks later, he heard that his parents had already sent a proposal to the Lu family in the same district. Lu Bian’s daughter was known in the village for her beauty, so his parents engaged her. Bao felt somewhat settled, yet he ultimately could not stop thinking about the girl, Yizhi.

	 

	One day, he happened to pass the Lu house just as the daughter was going out on an excursion; her sedan chair was resting outside the gate. Because the Lu family had humble origins and their dwelling was low and cramped, people in the street could observe those getting in and out of the sedan chairs. Bao was thus able to spy on her. He saw that although her appearance was somewhat petite, she had plump flesh and miserly bones, and was plastered with powder and rouge. Not only was there a vast difference between beauty and ugliness when compared to the girl washing gauze, but even compared to ordinary looks, there was a distinction between soot and white jade. Privately, he was unwilling. However, compelled by his parents’ command, it seemed there was nothing he could do.

	 

	He left the city outskirts in anger and went again to the side of the stream. Although there were no reeds to serve as a raft, fortunately, the water was clear and shallow. Without time to care about dignity, he took off his shoes and socks and waded across with bare feet. Bao was unaccustomed to this; the stream water was chilling, the cold penetrating to the bone. When he climbed the bank, his trousers were soaked.

	 

	He laughed and said, “‘If you lift your skirts to cross the Zhen’, ‘If you lift your skirts to cross the Wei’—today I am applying this in reverse.”

	 

	He arranged his clothes and went forward. After about a mile, he indeed found a village where the houses were neat and the mulberry and hemp grew thick and beautiful; it seemed to be more than just one or two families. Bao walked in slowly. To the east, there was a small alley with green willows casting shade, resembling what the girl had described. Upon entering and looking, he saw blooming flowers piled along the fence and yellow butterflies fluttering about; soon, he found her gate.

	 

	Before Bao arrived, he saw an old man with a staff, bare-headed and sitting with legs sprawled out, alone under a tree by the fence. He looked to be seventy years old, yet his appearance was magnificent and strange, not resembling a village elder. Bao suspected this was the girl’s father. He went straight forward to pay his respects.

	 

	The man with the staff was quite arrogant; he rose slowly to return the greeting and asked where Bao came from.

	 

	Bao suddenly felt he was being abrupt. He stammered for a moment, first stating his name, but dared not immediately explain his purpose.

	 

	The old man suddenly looked startled and said, “You are my wife’s nephew! We haven’t met for several years, and now you are grown. But how did you come here?”

	 

	Bao was secretly pleased, suspecting the man had mistaken him for someone else, but thought he could use this to gain entry. So he falsely replied, “We lost contact for a long time. My father missed you greatly, so he sent his nephew to visit.”

	 

	The old man laughed loudly: “How could your father know me? These are evasive words. Nevertheless, you have taken the trouble to travel far, and since we are related, you did not come without cause. Please, enter.”

	 

	He bowed and led him in. Because of his slip of the tongue, Bao looked ashamed, but forced himself to follow him into the hall. The dwelling was very secluded and elegant, with rockeries and flowing water, exhausting the beauty of hills and valleys. The zither and books were arranged tastefully, and the desk was free of dust; the man’s refined taste could be seen at a glance.

	 

	Bao requested to meet him with the etiquette of a nephew. The old man did not decline and actually accepted it. They sat and talked.

	 

	The old man said, “My mountain wife was a distant cousin of your respected father; she passed away long ago. She left one daughter. I took her to live in this village and haven’t entered the city, so until now she does not know her maternal family. Considering her heart, I secretly think she regrets this. Since you have honored us with your presence, I can let you meet once, so she knows the people of her mother’s clan are not trivial; the little girl will then have no regrets.”

	 

	Bao agreed respectfully. Just then, a maid with two hair buns came out carrying tea. The old man immediately ordered her to call the daughter.

	 

	While drinking tea, he asked again, “When you were young, nephew, I went to your house and saw your father, but I never actually shook your hand. What you said before—I suspect you were deceiving me. You can tell me clearly.”

	 

	Bao, having no choice, stood up and confessed, “My father actually did not think of this. I heard people say that Old Man Linghu is a great man of the world living in seclusion here, so I wished to see you to seek instruction. I hope you do not suspect me.”

	 

	The old man smiled and did not question him further.

	 

	Shortly after, there was the tinkling of jade pendants, and the young lady arrived in full makeup. Bao glanced at her; she had changed her attire, and her beauty was twice that of when she was by the stream. Recalling the Lu daughter, the difference was like heaven and earth. The girl stood with her head lowered, gazing fixedly without speaking.

	 

	The old man said to her, “Your elder brother has come from the city; he is your cousin’s son. You are the younger sister; you should greet him with propriety.”

	 

	The girl bowed to Bao, and Bao returned the bow. But when they looked face to face, the girl’s expression suddenly changed, seeming shy yet hateful, resentful yet angry, as if deeply regretting his late arrival.

	 

	The old man laughed again, “Yizhi and her brother actually look alike. If they were not raised in two different surnames, they would be enough to bring glory to a single family. It is a pity that the boy does not follow the father’s sister, and the girl merely follows the mother’s brother.”

	 

	As he spoke, he frequently looked at Bao, seeming to look upon him with favor. Bao dared not propose on his own behalf, yet he was enamored with the girl and could not leave. Time passed gradually. Suddenly, dark clouds rose, and torrential rain poured down. Bao was flustered and at a loss.

	 

	The old man comforted him, saying, “Nephew, do not worry about this. Though we have just met, we are close relatives. It is perfectly acceptable for you to stay the night in my home.”

	 

	Bao was overjoyed, finding this exceeded his expectations. He watched the girl twisting her sash, sitting silently by her father’s side; the anger between her brows had vanished. He used words to probe the old man, asking, “How old is my younger sister?”

	 

	The old man replied, “Seventeen.”

	 

	Bao said, “Is she only two years younger than I?”

	 

	The old man seemed to understand his meaning and did not answer further. Just then, the meal was served with a variety of dishes. Bao expressed his uneasiness again, speaking clearly and brightly.

	 

	Suddenly, he heard the girl chuckle softly, “Why is it that facing an elder, you have no ‘stuttering air’, and your tongue becomes sharp depending on the person?”

	 

	Bao also laughed secretly at this. After the meal, the rain had not yet cleared.

	 

	The old man ordered a couch set up in the east hall as a guest room and excused himself, saying, “I am old and cannot keep you company in conversation for long. Nephew, rest yourself, and be careful not to get homesick.”

	 

	He led the girl behind a screen and left. Bao was secretly delighted, thinking, “Belly exposed on the eastern couch—today I am truly like the General of the Right!”

	 

	Before long, a maid arrived with a candle and whispered, “The young mistress sends word: wait until the master is asleep, and she will come herself.”

	 

	Bao was even more joyful. He took a book from the desk and flipped through it, daring not to sleep immediately.

	 

	Near midnight, the girl indeed came out. She had partially removed her makeup, her demeanor even more moving. Upon entering and seeing Bao, she immediately assumed a stern expression and scolded him: “For a moment of tender feeling, ignoring the potential for eternal ridicule, I met you by chance and gave you a garment worn close to my body. My intention was fixed. Yet you discarded it like something lost. We parted for three months, and your ‘jade toes’ did not diligently visit, making me feel a mix of shame and regret, angry enough to want to die. Since you are a young man of brilliance, you should not be so faithless. Now that I am seeing you specially, I beg you to return my old object. There is no need for other words.”

	 

	Having finished speaking, tears filled her eyes, and she was on the verge of weeping. Bao knew her resentment ran deep. He pulled her to sit down, explained the reason for breaking the appointment, and described the suffering of wading across the water. The girl pretended not to believe him. Bao pulled his hem to show her; the wet marks were still clearly visible. The girl finally smiled, her anger turning to joy, though she continued to chatter endlessly, demanding the gauze from before.

	 

	Bao smiled and took it out from his breast, saying, “The object is still here, but it has been close to my skin; I fear you can no longer bind yourself with it.”

	 

	He then fondly described how he had held and embraced it. The girl’s face turned red, and she could not help her shyness; she hurriedly got up to flee. Bao tried to stop her but could not catch her.

	 

	As she passed the painted screen, he heard her say, “You are too much of a rascal; you almost leave one with no place to hide!”

	 

	Suddenly, voices were raised in a clamor. The sound came unexpectedly from behind the hall; there seemed to be angry cursing, mournful weeping, and someone trying to mediate. Bao was very suspicious. He listened intently but could not make it out. After a long while, it became silent. Bao then undressed and went to sleep.

	 

	In the morning, he rose, intending to see the old man to offer thanks and then take his leave, planning to reveal a slight hint of his desire for marriage. Suddenly, the girl rushed in, her complexion haggard and her expression miserable.

	 

	She said to Bao, “Because my undergarment was with you, the situation was irretrievable, so I had no choice but to tell my father, hoping he would condescend to agree. Unexpectedly, my father was furious; he thundered with rage and was going to put me to death. Fortunately, the maid pleaded gently on my behalf, and he has just granted permission. He limits you to ten days: go back and tell your parents, then come personally to settle the agreement. Otherwise, the day you do not come will be the date of my death; it cannot be delayed a moment. Only if you take pity and promise will I be saved; I truly have no ability to decide for myself.”

	 

	Bao was shocked at her words. Moreover, since meeting the girl, he had long put the old marriage arrangement out of his mind, as if it had never existed. Now, seeing her state, he felt deep pain in his heart. In his panic and urgency, he had no time to consider anything else and generously said, “Agreed!”

	 

	The girl asked him to swear to it, and he pointed to his eyes and made an oath. After lingering again and again, the girl walked him all the way to the gate before waving goodbye with tears.

	 

	When he reached the stream, the water had risen another foot and seemed uncrossable. He hesitated for a long time. Suddenly, the previous bridge appeared on the waves, curved like a rainbow. Bao was overjoyed.

	 

	He pointed and laughed, “The world speaks of the Wuding River; is this not the Wuding Bridge?”

	 

	Thus, he was able to cross straight over and climb the other bank. On the road, he suddenly calculated to himself: “The Lu daughter has already accepted the betrothal gifts, and it was commanded by my parents. This girl has not reported to my parents; how can I intimately approach her? The former alliance cannot be neglected, but the later promise absolutely cannot be unfulfilled. The fates of Wang Kui and Li Yi will be seen in my own person; what can be done?”

	 

	Bao thought of this, and his heart began to hesitate, but ultimately he had no good plan. As he walked and neared his home, a deceitful plan suddenly arose: “If the old marriage goes through, the new one will be hard to seek. If I lose this beautiful woman, I might as well die! I hear my parents are going to choose a date for my marriage. Why not bribe the fortune teller heavily to falsely claim that the Lu daughter’s birth data is actually harmful to my parents? I will use filial piety and righteousness to remonstrate with my parents and swear death rather than marry her. My parents have always loved me; they will surely destroy the former alliance. Then, going to Linghu will not be difficult.”

	 

	His plan set, he returned home. Using the rain and mud as an excuse, he claimed he had slept at his aunt’s place. His parents did not suspect him. The next day, he carried out his plan. The fortune tellers in the district all coveted his gold. Because both the son and the daughter-in-law-to-be were of age, his father indeed thought of choosing a lucky day to complete the matter. Knowing this, Bao asked to accompany him.

	 

	At every shop they visited, the tellers all frowned and said, “Who told you to make this alliance? If the woman enters, both your lives will be in danger!”

	 

	Bao’s father was terrified. Originally, hearing the girl was beautiful, he had been anxious to send the matchmaker and had intentionally not consulted the oracle beforehand. However, because the agreement was already made and difficult to break, he forced himself to set a date and return.

	 

	That evening, Bao suddenly wept before his mother, saying, “Giving birth to a son and giving him a wife, though an act of boundless grace, is truly for the purpose of fulfilling the duty of care and support. Now, the new bride is an obstruction to my parents, yet I would knowingly marry her—there is no greater unfilial act. Even if the words of divination prove unverified, my heart is already uneasy. If they prove true, will I not be a criminal against the moral code? I beg to end this marriage; I brave death to report this!”

	 

	Hearing this, his mother was greatly shocked and urgently told his father.

	 

	His father refused, saying, “To believe in absurd words and ruin an established contract—what will people say of me? The matter concerns reputation and integrity, yet you treat it like child’s play. The Lu family will certainly not accept it; the situation will lead to a lawsuit. How can that be allowed! Furthermore, since we, your parents, are old and frail, if we can obtain a fine daughter-in-law to match this fine son, we will have no regrets even in death—besides, we may not necessarily die.”

	 

	He firmly would not listen. Bao knelt for a long time before his father, swearing by death that he could not bear to go through with this marriage.

	 

	He also said, “I ask to go see old man Lu to retrieve the betrothal gifts. If there is a lawsuit, I will take it upon myself; I will certainly not let it implicate my parents.”

	 

	His father, ultimately doting on his son, though he did not grant permission directly, nodded slightly, merely to comfort his son’s heart.

	 

	The next morning, Bao went to the district school, pulled along several close friends, and went straight to the Lu place to demand the withdrawal of the marriage. Lu was astonished. Bao and his friends all spoke with straightforward and upright arguments, using the Three Bonds and Five Constants as their rationale.

	 

	He also said, “Which is heavier, filial piety or righteousness? Even if you sue me before the magistrate, sir, I will die before I accept this.”

	 

	Lu was inherently coarse and could not argue forcefully; moreover, fearing these gentlemen of the scholarly circles, he simply called the original matchmaker to scold him and actually returned the original betrothal gifts, daring not to contend. In this single action, the arguments held were very correct; people conversely considered Bao to be virtuous, not knowing it was his scheme.

	 

	Bao’s ambition was increasingly satisfied, but counting on his fingers, ten days had passed. Fearing the girl might be lost, he thought to go first to fulfill his word, and afterwards return to tell his parents and persuade them to present the betrothal gifts; then everything would be complete. So he again walked alone to the place. Fortunately, the bridge over the stream was still there, and crossing was not difficult.

	 

	Just as he arrived in the village, he met the old man on the road. The old man shook his hand joyfully, invited him to the house, and immediately said, “Nephew, your coming suits my wishes perfectly. I have a matter to ask of you.”

	 

	Bao asked what it was.

	 

	He replied, “I am originally an official of Yan. I retired here some years ago. Yesterday I received an Imperial command: because the multitudes of You and Ji, when serving their duties, often go out privately and cause trouble for the people, I have been specially selected to go and govern them. Now I am about to travel far, and my weak daughter absolutely cannot follow; I was just worrying about this. You have met this occasion perfectly. As we are relatives, I respectfully entrust her to you. To take her as a wife is acceptable; to marry her off to another is also at your command. I will ask no more of it. Nephew, take her away immediately; please do not firmly decline.”

	 

	Bao was both surprised and delighted, and resolutely accepted the instruction. The old man soon went inside to urge the girl to pack; the sadness of separation could be heard outside. A short while later, he led the young lady out. Her beautiful eyes still held residual tears.

	 

	She bowed twice to Bao, saying, “Brother, today I rely entirely on you!”

	 

	Her expression was very sorrowful.

	 

	The old man said again, “Yizhi, follow your brother well. The Imperial deadline is urgent; the house has already been sold to another, and we cannot stay.”

	 

	He then pointed to dozens of boxes and baskets, gifting them all to Bao; utensils, books, and curios were all given to him. He ordered them to depart immediately, allowing no further delay.

	 

	Bao and the girl wept and bowed at his knees. When they went out, several sedan chairs and over a hundred people were waiting outside; it was inexplicable how they were prepared so instantly. The girl took two maids, each riding a sedan chair, and Bao also rode a sedan chair to lead the way. The old man watched them off from the gate. The girl wept aloud, losing her voice.

	 

	The old man comforted her, saying, “Child, do not torment yourself. Though your father is bound by official duty, if we wish to meet, even ten thousand miles is not difficult, let alone a mere few thousand.”

	 

	Bao did not understand his words at all. Once the luggage was dispatched, the momentum could not be stopped. For a time, there was a constant stream on the road, and the villagers all craned their necks to watch.

	 

	Some sighed, “Old Man Linghu was this wealthy! Why have we never heard of it before?”

	 

	Shortly, they crossed the stream. Bao calculated in his heart: “If I suddenly bring this person home, my parents will be frightened, and I will be guilty of not informing them. Why not go to my aunt’s place to stay temporarily, ask my aunt to devise a plan for me? Then nothing will go wrong.”

	 

	So he commanded the bearers to go straight to his aunt’s house. His aunt happened to be sitting idly with her husband, discussing Bao’s broken engagement; they were both clicking their tongues in praise of his filial piety. Suddenly, Bao entered with a beauty; her attire was like that of an immortal, and the baggage was uncountable. As they moved into the courtyard, the aunt was shocked. Upon questioning the reason, Bao finally told the entire truth.

	 

	The aunt suddenly exclaimed in surprise, “Is this girl the one raised by my sister? But she actually came from a fox, not a human.”

	 

	The aunt’s husband urgently asked about it.

	 

	The aunt said, “I had a cousin who died young before marriage. Her illness was caused by a fox haunting. When her illness became critical, she was willing to speak of it herself, saying that when she was fifteen, a handsome man came to sleep with her. After getting drunk, he often revealed his true form—he was actually a fox. Now that she was pregnant and about to give birth, she asked that she not be put in a coffin immediately after death, fearing the fox would come to seek his child and the whole family would be uneasy. She died after finishing her words. Her parents followed her instructions. That night there was a great storm. A bold family member secretly spied on her and saw a fox come to help the corpse sit up; it was as strong as a living person sitting on a delivery mat. A moment later, there was the sound of a baby crying, and the fox actually carried it away. The sky then cleared. Looking at my sister, the bed mat was stained red with blood, and she was lying stiff as before. So they lifted her and placed her in the coffin. My sister died seventeen years ago; calculating the years, this girl is not yet fully sixteen.”

	 

	Once the aunt had spoken in detail, everyone in the room was astonished. Only the girl, hearing the tragic manner of her mother’s death, wept so hard she could not look up. The aunt looked closely at her appearance; she bore a striking resemblance to her sister.

	 

	She held the girl’s wrist and sat with her, saying, “Niece, do not be sad. I am your aunt. Seeing me, is it not like seeing your mother?”

	 

	She then laughed and said, “I always thought Jiabao was simple and honest, but now I know he is cunning! I once saw the Lu daughter with my own eyes; indeed, she is far inferior to my niece. No wonder he swapped that for this. But using that excuse to deceive his parents and the people of the district—is his plan not deceitful?”

	 

	The aunt’s husband also laughed loudly, and Bao looked very ashamed. The aunt ordered the girl to stay with her in the women’s quarters, stored the soft goods in the inner room, and placed the heavy items separately.

	 

	She said to Bao, “I will complete this beauty for you. Otherwise, your wish would not be fulfilled, and your sin would be unforgivable.”

	 

	She then taught him a plan. Bao rushed home in great joy and told his father, “I went to see Auntie. Auntie misses my mother terribly; she must go for a visit.”

	 

	His father indeed sent his wife to see her sister. Upon arrival, the aunt ordered the girl to come out and meet her, saying she was the daughter of a neighbor who was being fostered there; her father was an official far away and could not take her, so he entrusted her to the aunt, and her betrothal and marriage were also entirely up to the aunt. Bao’s mother looked at her closely; she was truly far superior to the Lu daughter.

	 

	She gazed at her unceasingly and, finding an opportunity, asked the aunt, wishing to seek her as a daughter-in-law.

	 

	The aunt feigned a laugh and said, “The young gentleman of your house is fickle in his virtue; we cannot let this girl also harbor the resentment of abandonment.”

	 

	Bao’s mother requested firmly and asked for the girl’s birth data.

	 

	The aunt laughed again, “No need for you to worry, sister-in-law. I have already matched it; it will not be harmful to the worthy couple.”

	 

	The marriage discussion was thus harmoniously settled. His mother returned quickly and told everything to Bao’s father. The father was also pleased. They chose a day to send betrothal gifts to the aunt’s house, and within half a month, the groom went to welcome the bride.

	 

	On the wedding night, Bao and the girl felt deep gratitude for the aunt’s virtue. In addition to what the girl’s father had gifted, the aunt and uncle supplemented what was lacking. The clothes and dowry, even from a noble family, could not have surpassed them. Bao’s parents were both overjoyed.

	 

	Late that night, Bao finally returned the red gauze to the girl and insisted she bind herself with it. The girl shyly undid her clothes and put it on her chest; it was still loose.

	 

	She laughed softly and said, “I have wasted away entirely for you, sir!”

	 

	Bao then knew that the slender waists of the Chu Palace were not a false tradition of the ancients. He felt even more triumphant, and their joy and love were doubled.

	 

	On the third day, when she came out to meet the relatives, everyone thought the jade-like couple was a perfect pair, and that he had not betrayed his fastidiousness in choosing a marriage partner. From then on, the girl diligently fulfilled her duties as a wife, and her parents-in-law were deeply pleased. She only missed her father from time to time. However, at night when she slept, she could meet him; he would give her whatever she desired in secret, so the girl was left with no regrets.

	 

	Occasionally, she told Bao: “When I was a few years old, my father first brought me from the mountains to this place. When I grew a little older, he taught me needlework and also instructed me in books, supervising my lessons like a strict teacher, without the slightest rest. My father lived here, neither plowing nor weaving, yet food and clothing were abundant. He closed the door and did not communicate with the villagers; people only knew his surname was Linghu. In the spring of this year, he suddenly ordered me to wash by the stream daily, with maids accompanying me, letting us play as we wished. The ‘female companions’ I spoke of were them, not others. Every time I went out, he gave me a red chopstick and instructed, ‘If there is a young man who wishes to cross, you must use this to help him cross.’ He then taught me a spell, so I understand a little of the magic arts. Now when we meet in dreams, he always says, ‘For you, husband and wife, wading across was truly not easy, but for me, it was only a day’s work, not much labor.’ He urges me to serve my parents-in-law well and assist my husband. Are you turning a deaf ear to this, sir?”

	 

	Bao then sighed at the wonder of it, realizing the “Bridge of No Certainty” was all the Fox Old Man’s magic.

	 

	Initially, when Lu Bian learned Bao had engaged another, he thought there was no one in the district superior to his daughter, so the one Bao married could not be a surpassing beauty. When Yizhi returned to visit her aunt, some of Lu’s clansmen saw her; there was none who was not subdued, acknowledging that the Lu daughter was indeed inferior. Later, the fortune teller Bao had bribed leaked a little of the story. People finally knew Bao’s original intention; “filial piety” was merely his pretext. Bao’s reputation subsequently diminished slightly. He ended up trapped as a qingjin and could not rise higher, which everyone said was caused by abandoning his wife. However, by borrowing the girl’s wealth, added to the accumulated savings of his prominent family, he remains the richest man in the district to this day.

	 

	After the matter was settled, the aunt occasionally told her brother and sister-in-law about the girl’s origins. The women in the inner chambers, getting along affectionately, often teased her by calling her “Spirit Fox.”

	 

	The beauty of Xishi washing gauze is something not seen even once in a thousand years; this is a regret between heaven and earth. Unexpectedly, Liu met such a one in haste. Moreover, her beauty was not in the least inferior to Xishi, and their harmonious singing and following in one room, growing old together for a hundred years, far surpasses sinking into the Wu Palace’s pond or floating on the lake with Fan Li. Yet, the Fox Old Man used magic to bait his son-in-law, and Scholar Liu used intellect to deceive his parents. Can those of ice-clear and jade-like purity behave like this? Without the aunt’s high righteousness, though the union might have been formed, the words of people are truly fearful. Planning lies with man; success lies with Heaven. The union of two beauties is, after all, nothing other than the will of the Azure Heaven!

	 

	The Nine Bends of Mount Wuyi can only be known by traveling them fully. At first glance, there are only strange peaks standing like walls, seeming to have no path to turn. What kind of literary mind is this, to compete with the mountain spirits? Here, I have obtained another inexplicable thing.

	 


Yu Chengbi

	 

	Yu Chengbi was a native of Shenyang. In his youth, he followed his brother to conduct trade in other provinces. In his prime, he was preparing to return home to take a wife. His brother entrusted him with a thousand taels of gold, admonishing him: “The road is filled with ‘flowers and willows’; be careful not to squander this. Return to our hometown quickly, for your wedding night is drawing near.”

	 

	Chengbi indeed had a heart for such diversions. Although he promised, he treated the words as if he had not heard them. He bid farewell to his brother and set off; by the time he stopped along the way, he had already spent an incalculable amount.

	 

	As he was about to reach the Jimen Pass, he stopped at the market in Muju Town. Feeling an urgent need to relieve himself, he went out alone to defecate. He saw a vast expanse of crops, lush and flourishing. It was the season for summer weeding, and the fields were packed without gaps, so he squatted upon a ridge to relieve himself. When he finished, before he could fasten his belt, a creature suddenly leaped up in front of him. It resembled a small pig with long bristles and fled rapidly. Chengbi found this strange and chased it. The creature darted through winding paths without looking back. Chengbi’s legs were not strong enough to catch it; after chasing it for about half a li, he stopped, and the creature disappeared.

	 

	As he was about to return to the main road, he suddenly saw two beauties walking with light, mincing steps, coming from a side path. One wore a madder-red skirt and a green upper garment, adorned with kingfisher feathers and gold hairpins, her appearance extremely seductive. The other wore a thorn hairpin and a cloth skirt; she was elegant, pale, and clean, yet her radiance outshone everything around her. He secretly suspected they were a mistress and her maid, so he did not dare to question them.

	 

	Chengbi was by nature addicted to such things, so he loitered by the edge of the field, unable to walk away. The two women walked and talked. When they reached the spot where Chengbi had chased the creature, the poor girl suddenly looked around and said, “Sister, yesterday you arranged to meet that man from the mulberry patch right here. Today he is nowhere to be seen; you should know he is no Weisheng.”

	 

	The rich girl smiled but did not answer, then slowly said, “Don’t wag your tongue. Just now, looking from a distance, I saw someone who looked like a little rat scurrying to the left of the road, revealing his ugly state completely. I imagine he was embarrassed by some passerby; speaking of it makes one blush.”

	 

	The poor girl laughed loudly, vigorously shaking her slender wrist to stop her, saying, “Don’t speak of it! The one who chased the fleeing creature is still here; hearing this will make you feel there is no place to hide yourself.”

	 

	As they spoke, they gradually approached Chengbi. Both cast sideways glances at him with their fluid eyes for a long time before slowly passing him. The path was very narrow; although Chengbi turned his body to make way, their delicate fragrance overflowed, and his nose had already taken in much of it. Even if he were not a dissolute man, he would not have been able to restrain his feelings. The two women looked back and snickered, showing no sign of shyness, which made his soul wither even more.

	 

	After the beauties had gone, Chengbi stood there like a block of wood, unable to move. His driver, seeing he had not returned for a long time, tracked him down. Seeing him standing there like an idiot, the driver couldn’t help but secretly laugh and urged him to return.

	 

	When they were about to set off, Chengbi said, “My body suddenly feels unwell. We shall rest here and leave tomorrow; surely that is acceptable.”

	 

	The driver argued that it was too early to stop for the night, but after being forced repeatedly, he agreed. They found a village inn nearby to stay for a short while.

	 

	Chengbi neither drank nor ate, but wandered alone by the field ridges, hoping to meet them again, but there was no trace of them. As the sun was about to set in the west, he suddenly saw the rich girl coming alone. He exclaimed in surprise and joy, “The beauty has arrived!”

	 

	Suddenly, he heard the rustling of crop stalks. A man, wearing black clothes and a black hat, dwarfish and short, came straight out of the dense crops and embraced the woman, saying, “Noon was our appointed time. The sun is now setting; do you not resent that I have broken our engagement?”

	 

	The woman seemed displeased and brushed him away with her sleeve, saying, “If you do not think of me, are there no other men? Who would miss a heartless person like you!”

	 

	The man laughed and said, “Don’t brag so largely; right now, there is surely no one else willing to lift your skirt.”

	 

	The woman immediately pointed at Chengbi and looked at him, saying, “Is that man not one? ‘That crazy boy is acting crazy!’“

	 

	Hearing the woman’s words, the man turned his head to look, then cried out in shock, “Tsk! How can you force someone to this extent!” He looked extremely panicked, abruptly dived into the crops, and vanished. Chengbi suspected nothing.

	 

	The woman beckoned him with her emerald sleeve, and he moved to join her. The woman led the way, entering the thick crops. Chengbi followed her. Once inside, it was a different world: multi-storied buildings and pavilions, painted beams and carved eaves—no longer the green, dense vegetation fighting for space.

	 

	Surprised, he asked her about it. The woman laughed and said, “As long as you find a beautiful place to stay, why must you ask where the halls and structures come from?”

	 

	Thereupon, she spread a brocade mat on an embroidered couch and set out mandarin-duck pillows on a kingfisher-green quilt. They undressed and enjoyed each other; her skin was soft and her manner enchanting. Although Chengbi had visited brothels many times, he had never experienced such abandon and pleasure.

	 

	When the affair was over, the woman asked him, “What business brings you here? Observing your jade-like appearance, you are not merely one who pulls carts or peddles goods.”

	 

	Chengbi told her the reason for his return home. The woman asked, “Is there someone waiting to marry you? Or will you choose a wife after you finish your business?”

	 

	Chengbi replied, “I am not yet betrothed; I will plan it upon my return.”

	 

	The woman laughed again and said, “Even if you plan well upon return, you will find no more than someone with disheveled hair and a dark face. How could such a one be worthy of being your spouse? If you can truly give me a thousand taels of gold, I will procure a beautiful wife for you. Is there enough in your purse for this amount?”

	 

	Chengbi was overjoyed and urgently asked who she was. She answered, “It is the female companion from earlier. Unfortunately, she was widowed early and is alone with no one to rely on. The local ruffians frequently harass her. If she could serve you with towel and comb, not only would she avoid starvation, but I would also have no more worries.”

	 

	Chengbi, having lost his heart, did not haggle over the price. He silently calculated that although he had spent some money, if he sold his goods and clothes, it would not be difficult to reach that amount. So he nodded directly and said, “I have just formed a new bond with you, yet you do not plan for yourself, but instead promote another. Are you not deceiving me with this?”

	 

	The woman said, “Not so. I am dissolute by nature; I cannot be confined to a lady’s chamber and always have many outside lovers. Furthermore, I cannot be a housewife for you, so of what use would I be to you? If she follows you, I can still come and go as a relative, maintaining this thread of connection. As long as you do not abandon me because of the new one, I will be fortunate.”

	 

	After speaking, she urged him to get up, saying, “Bystanders are looking with angry eyes. You should return for now. If you can stay for two days for my sake, then this good deed can be accomplished.”

	 

	Chengbi got up and adjusted his clothes. Lifting his eyes to look around, the buildings had vanished completely. Not only were the quilt and pillows gone, but the place where he stood was merely among the field ridges. He was greatly shocked. The woman was already nowhere to be found. He knew in his heart this was a supernatural occurrence, but being young and lustful, he did not consider it a danger.

	 

	On his return path, the sun had already set. He caught a glimpse of locals wielding bows and weapons, as if chasing something. Looking closely, he saw a female fox, its fur deep black, stumbling among the thick grass. Hunting dogs were snapping at it in a pack, the situation extremely critical. Feeling pity, and before the crowd arrived, Chengbi picked up stones and threw them at the dogs. The dogs retreated slightly, and the fox was able to escape. He did not know then that it was the poor girl.

	 

	When the hunters caught up, Chengbi had already left. From a distance, he heard them saying, “This beast was very tame when it first came. We were about to catch it repeatedly; how did it escape again?”

	 

	Chengbi chuckled to himself and thought nothing more of it, returning to the inn to sleep soundly.

	 

	The next day, he feigned illness and did not travel. After eating, he went again to wait for them. The rich woman was indeed there first. She joyfully said, “You are a man of your word! To be so devoted, and yet so honest and trusting; my sister has found the right person.”

	 

	She then asked about the gold. He abruptly reduced the amount by two hundred. Chengbi was very pleased and agreed to hand it over the next day. The woman consented. Chengbi wanted to be intimate with her, but the woman refused, saying, “Save your energy for the one to come. Do not let people curse me as crazy and dissolute.” She left without looking back.

	 

	Chengbi returned to his lodging. Emptying his bags, he found he had only the greater half of the sum, as he had already wasted thirty or forty percent. With no other choice, he sold his goods, pricing them cheaply to sell quickly. Still insufficient, he pawned his clothes. Fortunately, the location was a thoroughfare, so there were many buyers. After struggling for a day and a night, the number was finally sufficient, but his bags were now washed clean of possessions.

	 

	His driver, having been hired, had already received his wages and did not question whether Chengbi’s affairs were in order or chaos. Because the large amount of gold was hard to carry, Chengbi carried it on his person and went to wait.

	 

	After waiting for a while, the rich woman indeed arrived together with the poor girl. Her clothing was still simple cloth. Upon seeing Chengbi, her jade-like face flushed slightly, as if she felt inner shame. Chengbi took this for shy coyness and thought nothing strange of it.

	 

	The rich woman then made them bow to each other and teased, “A fine son and a fine wife; go home and serve your parents well. I am frail and old; I cannot bear to receive slander and curses!”

	 

	The three of them laughed loudly. The rich woman said nothing more and left, giggling.

	 

	Chengbi was about to call her back to have her take the gold, but the poor girl finally spoke: “Husband, do you worry the gold won’t grow wings? Go back and look; the things at the head of your bed are already gone.”

	 

	Chengbi still could not immediately believe it. He supported the girl and they returned together. The girl laughed and said, “‘Uncle, oh Elder, drive me to travel with you.’ This speaks of today.”

	 

	When they arrived at the inn, it was not yet dusk, yet no one else could see the woman. Chengbi went straight into the room with her. He opened and inspected the bag of gold; the seals were as before, but the inside was empty. He finally believed the woman’s words and was not at all alarmed. He set out wine and enjoyed intimacy with the woman. The woman was good at joking; with every word she spoke, Chengbi would laugh until he could not look up. People in the inn heard this and all said he was suffering from madness.

	 

	They drank until the night watch sounded. Chengbi gently asked for the reason behind all this. The woman seemed to hesitate and mumbled, unwilling to speak, only laughing and saying, “You summon a guest but provide no food; do you take me for someone who does not know flavor? Let me tell you: we are neither Hariti nor Kumbhanda. Since you fear us, why do you not keep your distance?”

	 

	When she finished speaking, she clapped her hands. Chengbi beamed at this as well, and they rose hand in hand. The silk jacket was secretly undone, the painted candle bashfully blown out; their happiness can be imagined.

	 

	As dawn approached, they rose together. The woman said to Chengbi, “I presume there are no remaining funds in your bags. It is still nearly a thousand li from here; how will you traverse this long journey? Furthermore, I have a delicate and weak constitution and cannot bear the toil of wind and earth. It would be better for me to return on my own, so you can be free of burdens. Will you agree to this?”

	 

	Chengbi still thought she was joking and pretended to let her go. The woman lifted the curtain and left abruptly, vanishing without a trace.

	 

	Chengbi was overwhelmed with panic. He went again to wait for them, but the rich woman did not appear again either. He returned, despondent. His driver had already been delayed for several days and could not stay longer. With no choice, they took to the road. His resources were exhausted, his appearance haggard; he dared not engage in any more extravagant acts.

	 

	Traveling double stages, he reached home. His mother had already engaged him to a certain girl; his brother had sent a letter home in advance to arrange it. The girl had newly come from the region within the Pass; she was exceedingly beautiful, and her dowry was abundant. The one presiding over the marriage was the girl’s elder sister, and the agreement was already set. Chengbi heard this with joy, but because he had squandered so much gold, both his mother and sister-in-law were displeased and did not wish to complete the matter quickly.

	 

	It was delayed until the end of the year. His brother sent another letter, along with a hundred taels of gold, and only then was the ceremony performed. When they entered the bridal chamber, the bride’s face looked exactly familiar—she was the one he had met at the inn!

	 

	Greatly shocked, he questioned her. She finally explained, “My sister and I are both foxes. She lives south of Yan, and my family is to the right of Long. I happened to visit her to play. Thank you for your regard; I unwittingly was moved. Yet I was ashamed to offer myself, so I borrowed her to make the introduction. I am fortunate to serve you, my lord; I hope you do not reject me because I am of a different species.”

	 

	Chengbi was stunned. He finally realized that the strange events before were indeed the work of foxes, and he had merely fallen into their tricks without realizing it. He then asked, “Since we united our hearts, why did you abscond?”

	 

	She answered, “I worried that shocking your villagers with the supernatural would be unwise, so I dared not travel with you. Today, marrying openly, we raise no suspicions. Can we not be together forever this way?”

	 

	He asked again, “Why were you simple then, but magnificent now?”

	 

	She answered, “All the provisions of foxes are taken from the human world via magic, so abundance or frugality depends on the location. I was previously cultivating the Dao on Mount Zhongnan, living in great wilderness. Before, by borrowing your good fortune, I was able to embellish my appearance. The remainder is still in the chest; my sister did not take a single coin.”

	 

	Chengbi did not believe it. The woman immediately got up and opened her chest. White silver lay inside. Upon examining it, it was indeed his old property. He was overjoyed.

	 

	The woman then sighed and said, “For these few hundred taels of gold, I lost half a year of conjugal happiness! When I first saw you, I knew you valued beauty over wealth and spent extravagantly on the road. Upon returning home, you would surely face hatred, and in the future, you would have no means to make a living. So I conspired with my sister to temporarily remove it from your purse and store it in my trunk. Only today does it become yours.”

	 

	Having spoken, she gave him the key, saying, “I respectfully return it to its owner. Manage it well yourself; how can you rely on your brother and sister-in-law forever?”

	 

	Hearing this, Chengbi was moved and enlightened. He thanked her endlessly and recounted his hardships on the road, full of self-resentment. That night, their joy was double that of the past.

	 

	The next morning, she came out to meet the relatives, who were all startled, thinking her a person from a painting. The woman was excellent at managing the household. Chengbi also became serious and prudent because of this. Using the former gold to privately run a market shop, he gained immeasurable profits, his wealth soon equaling his brother’s. The rich woman came to visit her sister from time to time and occasionally chatted with Chengbi about their time apart.

	 

	The woman later bore two sons in succession. Suddenly, she bid farewell to Chengbi, wishing to return to Longzhong. When he firmly tried to keep her, she looked ashamed and said, “When we of our kind live with humans, we all benefit from gathering essence, which allows for long life and the achievement of the Dao. When I first met you, my sister’s intention was initially to use me as bait to steal your essence and concurrently fish for your wealth, not out of a desire for marriage. It just so happened that I was in danger from the hounds and relied on you to drive them away. Because of this, I engraved it in my memory and twisted events to form a happy union. Now that I have been here several years and produced two male offspring, although I have repaid you, my previous cultivation is entirely discarded. I must return to the mountains to preserve and nourish myself. I cannot stay longer. Do not think of me.”

	 

	After speaking, the rich woman arrived. They left together and never returned.

	 

	Chengbi finally realized that the fox he had saved was his wife. From then on, he abstained from killing and spoke no more of taking a wife. In the end, he died at a rare old age.

	 

	Foxes also have their Ugly Woman of Wuyan; how strange! Yet this one is the Xuwu among foxes, borrowing the light from a hole in the wall to eventually become a lady laden with gold. With the cunning of a fox, why must they mundanely rely on humans? Observing the remark about “luxury and frugality depending on the location,” one realizes that the rich also only borrow their sheen from others—is it only the poor fox who does so? The fox is merely the lesser example.

	 


Zhuzhu

	 

	The Gu clan of Chang’an was a prominent family. Its sons and younger brothers mostly flourished in martial pursuits rather than literary ones; consequently, those who galloped on fierce horses and tested long swords were not few, while those who held the three-inch writing brush were few and far between.

	 

	One day, when the spring snow had just cleared, they gathered for a hunt in the mountains north of the city. The entire clan went, young and old alike. They compared riding and archery skills and chased birds and beasts, their spirits high and full of self-satisfaction. As the sky approached twilight, having caught pheasants and rabbits by the hundred, they grew tired and thought of returning, so they all turned their reins homeward.

	 

	There was one named Weifan, who had just reached the age of adulthood. He was also skilled with the bow and horse. His elder cousins all loved him and had taken him along. At this point, amidst the chaos of men and horses, he alone became separated and fell behind. Weifan was naturally bold and had no sense of caution; sitting astride a small black colt and leading a slender hound, he rode slowly among the dry grasses of the plain. The new moon was just rising, and cold mist covered the wilderness.

	 

	Just as he was seeking the old path to proceed, suddenly two small foxes darted out in surprise from the left side of the road. Weifan was delighted; he unleashed his hound to chase them and whipped his horse to follow. The foxes moved with extreme speed; neither the dog nor the horse could catch them. Before long, he lost his dog in the darkness, and the foxes were nowhere to be seen. Overcome with regret, he slowed his reins and rode gently, no longer recognizing where he was.

	 

	After traveling a few miles, his horse was exhausted. He intended to borrow a place to sleep and leave early the next morning. Suddenly, he saw the uneven shadows of trees and the flickering of lights, so he whipped his horse towards them. Upon arrival, he found a massive residence resembling that of a prince or marquis, with compound walls, rows of houses, and roof beams connecting like clouds. The flickering lights he had seen were the torches of the night watchmen at the corners of the walls, guarding against violent intruders. Hearing hoofbeats, they shouted questions. Weifan dismounted and spoke with them, answering that he had lost his way and wished to seek shelter.

	 

	The group shone their torches on him and laughed, saying, “A young lad of such tender years, walking alone deep in the night—do you not fear tigers and wolves? We shall report this to the Master.”

	 

	They settled Weifan in the reception room. One man ran off and returned a short while later, saying, “The Master has risen to invite the guest in.”

	 

	Weifan tethered his colt and followed him. After walking a few paces, he saw high gates thrown wide open, with gauze lanterns glowing brilliantly; the residence suddenly appeared deep and vast. Guides led him in, and there were three or four groups of gatekeepers, all wearing fresh clothes and flowered hats, resembling the retainers of ancient times. After brief questioning, they led him further in. He passed through two layers of gates, both with guards who, upon seeing him, laughed and said, “Has the lost child arrived? The Master has been waiting for you for a long time.”

	 

	Weifan was quite astonished by this. Entering the gate and turning west, he reached a courtyard that was clean and exquisite, like a guest lodge. Before he reached the eaves, the Master had already lifted the curtains and come out. He was about fifty years old, wearing a tall hat and grand robes, followed by several attendants.

	 

	Descending the steps, the Master immediately said, “Zhuzhu and the others were merely playing games; why did you press them so hard?”

	 

	He then laughed, “Fortunately, you are of a tender age, so you can still be forgiven.”

	 

	Weifan did not understand what he meant and felt even more bewildered, only staring at him intently.

	 

	The Master laughed again, “What does a child know? It is this old man who is at fault!”

	 

	He then invited Weifan into the room. Inside, books and charts were brilliantly displayed, and bronze vessels and tripods were arranged in variety; the luxury was indescribable. The Master sat with him and asked slightly about his hometown.

	 

	He then rose in respect, saying, “So it is the noble family of our region! We live close to your native village but have not had the leisure to pay a visit, though I have admired you for a long time.” He urgently ordered, “Call Zhuzhu here!”

	 

	The messenger went back and forth four times before the sound of jade pendants was heard. A small girl, about thirteen or fourteen years old, with knitted brows and a beautiful face, her hair draped loosely and her makeup languid, entered from outside the curtain. Catching a glimpse of Weifan, her expression suddenly changed, as if she were too ashamed and timid to advance.

	 

	The Master smiled and said to her, “This is also a matter of fate; do not be so afraid of him.”

	 

	As soon as the girl neared the old man’s side, she bowed her head, let her sleeves hang down, and stood gracefully in silence. Weifan stole a glance at her; her manner was like flowing pearls, her spirit like autumn waters. Though she was young, he could not control his feelings.

	 

	He heard the girl whisper to her father, “He was violent and bullying; he nearly shattered my heart and gall. Why bring a thief into the house?”

	 

	The Master glared at her in anger and said slowly, “How can a child be so careless with her words!”

	 

	The girl then dared not speak. Pointing at the girl, the Master smiled and said to Weifan, “I have three daughters; two are already married. This is the youngest, Zhuzhu. Her age is quite similar to yours. I privately wish to attach her to you in marriage; I do not know if you would condescend to accept?”

	 

	Seeing the girl, Weifan truly loved her, and knowing nothing of her being a fox, he bashfully stood up and thanked him. Hearing the old man’s words, the girl blushed and gazed at him, seeming to accord with her own heart. The feelings of the two had silently united.

	 

	After a while, the Master stood up and said, “The young lord is overtired from riding; please rest for now. We will settle the agreement tomorrow morning.” He then withdrew.

	 

	The attendants hurried out the door ahead of them, but the girl walked with lingering steps, causing her to fall behind alone. As she reached the curtain, Weifan could not restrain his emotions; he playfully tugged at the hem of her garment to detain her.

	 

	The girl glanced back, gave a low laugh, and said, “The thorns of the raspberry have not yet grown, yet you already know how to catch a person’s skirt?”

	 

	She used her slender hand to release it. As her skin briefly touched his, it was indescribably smooth. Weifan felt even more aroused and moved straight forward to embrace her. Just as the girl was about to cry out in panic, the old man returned early. Weifan was greatly ashamed and immediately let go.

	 

	The old man scolded the girl, “If you do not walk quickly, you make this old man look for you again. You wretched girl, always so slow!” They then left together.

	 

	Disappointed, Weifan felt his spirit suddenly exhaust. A quilt and pillow were set at the head of the bed; he went to the couch and slept heavily, not waking until dawn. The old man came to wake him, offered some comfort, and then took out a green jade ring.

	 

	Giving it to him, he said, “This is what Zhuzhu wears. You, young lord, keep it as a token of faith. In the spring of next year, on the auspicious day of the peach blossoms, you may come here to welcome the bride.”

	 

	Having spoken, he sent him on his way, saying, “I fear your parents are worried; you should return quickly. There is no time to detain you for breakfast.”

	 

	He escorted him outside the gate, ordered his horse returned, and had someone guide him to show him the main road before returning. Weifan took to the road and only reached the city gate at noon. His family was already searching in panic; seeing him, they were relieved. When questioned about where he had stayed, he told them the truth.

	 

	His cousin Weiyuan, who had roughly studied the ancient classics, was horrified upon hearing it and said, “These are foxes! It is fortunate that because you are young, they did not harm you; that is enough. Do you still hope for anything else?”

	 

	He refused to discuss it further and negotiated a marriage for Weifan with a powerful family to cut off his thoughts of the fox. Only Weifan kept it in his heart and could not set it aside, remaining depressed until the following spring.

	 

	When the clan was about to perform ancestral sacrifices, Weifan was able to leave the city again. He privately went to visit the old man. When he found the location, he saw only fragrant grass like mist and no sign of human presence; there was absolutely nothing of the magnificent buildings from before. Furthermore, with turtle-doves calling, crows cawing, and trees standing in dark shade, it was chilling and impossible to stay alone.

	 

	Just as he was about to turn back, he suddenly saw two beautiful women, wearing light makeup and bright clothes, walking arm in arm. Arriving in front of Weifan, they looked at him and asked, “Whose young child is this? What business have you wandering here?”

	 

	Weifan told them the situation. One dressed in crimson silk immediately flushed red in the face and said, “Are you indeed that heartless young man? Zhuzhu is my younger sister. Because your family slandered us as a different species, Father was very angry and is sending her to marry someone else. Why have you come again?”

	 

	The one in green was also angry, saying, “Father is confused to lightly promise a pearl of a daughter to a bandit. If the jade ring is here, you must return it to me immediately!”

	 

	Weifan was indeed wearing it on his body, but he firmly refused to give it up. The two women left in resentment.

	 

	Weifan returned home full of gloom. He had only retraced his steps for a mile or so when he met a poor, old Taoist priest. The priest looked emaciated and had a sickly complexion, begging for money by the roadside. Weifan pitied him and immediately emptied the contents of his belt pouch to give to him. The Taoist thanked him and suddenly said to Weifan, “I observe your expression, young lord; you seem to be burdened by a heavy sorrow. You are in the prime of youth; you should not be like this.”

	 

	Since Weifan had nowhere to vent his bitter feelings, he recounted the story in detail.

	 

	The Taoist laughed, “This is a remarkably easy matter. I only fear your family will not be able to tolerate them, potentially causing the beauty to lose her place, and this poor Taoist will have been meddlesome in vain.”

	 

	Weifan swore firmly by himself. The Taoist then took three paper charms from his sleeve and said, “Burn this one in your room, and a certain old man will come of his own accord. Make an agreement with him to send his daughter for the wedding. If she does not arrive by the appointed time, burn another charm, and you will certainly get your wish. Finally, take a bowl of clear water, burn the third charm, and have your noble wife swallow it. Then, even if a True Immortal descends, he cannot break your marital bond. But you must exercise restraint so that your lives may be long. Do not let people blame the Matchmaking Mountain, and I shall be fortunate.”

	 

	Weifan thanked him respectfully and bowed to the Taoist as a teacher. In the blink of an eye, the priest disappeared. Astonished, Weifan returned. When he saw his cousins, he deceived them with other excuses and kept the secret.

	 

	Upon returning home, he was too impatient to wait. Sitting alone in his room, he waited until midnight and burned the charm. After a while, he heard the wind whistling, and suddenly there was a loud crash, as if a huge object had been thrown from the eaves. Going out to look, he saw a fox, very dark in color, bound like a pig for sacrifice, its eyes shining like torches, flattening its ears and begging for pity.

	 

	Weifan knew it was the Old Master, so he scolded it: “You used your daughter to lure me, then broke the oath. Now I have practiced magic to arrest you here; what do you have to say?”

	 

	The fox collapsed on the ground begging for life, howling as if unable to answer. Weifan laughed, “I will spare you from death for now. I give you a limit of three days. If you send the girl here, our marriage alliance still stands. Otherwise, I will not tolerate your deception!”

	 

	He untied its bonds and released it. The fox wagged its tail and left without looking back. Weifan knew it had not submitted and relied on the charms he still possessed.

	 

	The next day, he told his family, “Three days from now, the new bride will arrive. Please clean the bedroom for me.”

	 

	At that time, Weifan had already lost both parents and lived with his older cousin Weiyuan. The cousin was out, and only the sister-in-law was there. She scolded him, saying, “Although a marriage was discussed, no betrothal gifts have been accepted. Why are your words so baseless, Little Brother?”

	 

	Weifan paid no heed and directed the servants and maids to prepare his dwelling. The bed, curtains, tables, and screens were all extremely opulent. The family all thought he was mad.

	 

	When the time came, the fox indeed did not arrive. Weifan, angry, burned another charm. It was a clear day, exactly at noon. Suddenly, dark clouds arose steeply, thunder crashed, and rain poured into the courtyard like overturned basins. Soon, he saw an old man leading a frail girl descend from the sky. Their clothes were not wet in the slightest. They went straight into the bridal chamber.

	 

	The old man said to Weifan, “You have no feelings of incense and light, only a penchant for malicious pranks! The trousseau was not yet ready, which is why we were slightly delayed. Why did you immediately send Fenglong to summon us?”

	 

	Weifan said sternly, “Old man, you are treacherous and untrustworthy. If I did not do this, the matter would surely not have succeeded.”

	 

	The old man retreated in shame, leaving the girl in the room. Looking at her, she was slightly older, and her charming beauty seemed double what it had been. Seeing Weifan, she looked very resentful and said to herself, “A violent boy is never a good acquaintance.”

	 

	Weifan comforted her with warm words. The girl said, “Your family hates me; it is not my family that abandoned you. Why didn’t you leave us any face until now?”

	 

	Weifan then described the bitterness of his longing, and the girl finally smiled and let go of her anger. As they spoke, the sky cleared, and there was not a cloud in the bright sky.

	 

	Maids and old women gathered like dust. Catching a glimpse of the new bride, they all thought she was a person from a painting, unable to fathom where she came from. Weifan then vaguely told his sister-in-law. She was surprised, happy, and worried, but had no choice but to go along with it. She arranged the nuptial wine cups, set up the flowered candles, and had them bow to complete the ceremony. The girl was petite and lovely; the sister-in-law also loved and pitied her greatly.

	 

	When night came for them to consummate their love, although Weifan was young in years, he was magnificently endowed in his instrument. The girl could hardly bear the mismatch and sighed, “There is nothing about you that isn’t violent. No wonder my kind all fear meeting martial men!”

	 

	Weifan laughed heartily. The next morning, he burned the Taoist’s charm and forced the girl to swallow it. The girl felt her spirit strengthen and solidify, and she was happy at heart. Thus, they lived in peace, their conjugal affection doubling in depth.

	 

	In the afternoon, several sedan chairs stopped at Weifan’s home. When the occupants emerged, they were the Old Master, his wife, and the two beauties from before. All entered in splendid clothes and discussed the rites of kinship with the sister-in-law. Seeing the girl, they held hands and wept, unable to bear the separation. Weifan then performed the bow of a son-in-law. The old man remained ashamed and angry and did not converse much. They gifted the girl more than ten chests of clothes and ornaments; even wealthy families could not surpass them. They stayed for the feast until dusk and then left.

	 

	More than a month later, Weiyuan returned from outside. Hearing of this matter, he considered it a deep misfortune and urged his younger brother to send her away. Weifan would not listen. Weiyuan found out that in a certain county there was an extraordinary man skilled in the arts of exorcism and hired him to drive her out.

	 

	When the man arrived, he entered the girl’s room, looked all around, and said to Weiyuan, “There is no demonic aura at all; she is likely a celestial being. My arts cannot dispel her.” He then resigned and left. Weiyuan did not believe it.

	 

	He and his other cousins, such as Weicheng, deliberately led several hunting dogs to burst into Weifan’s room. The girl remained calm, showing no fear, and merely laughed, saying, “Uncles, you are being very rude.”

	 

	Having spoken, she descended the steps to meet them. When the dogs saw the girl, they all recoiled in fear, as if they were being chased. The Gu clan members could do nothing and dispersed in shame.

	 

	A year later, the girl gave birth to a boy who was no different from an ordinary child, and the group’s gossip finally ceased. Later, they encountered a certain Taoist Master from the Imperial presence passing through Shaanxi on business. Weiyuan, still worried about the girl, humbly invited him to the house. The True Man set up an altar to perform magic. The girl, inside the room, was also very terrified and was just bidding farewell to Weifan when suddenly Weiyuan and the others saw a Golden Armored God standing halfway up the sky, holding a yellow silk banner over ten feet long, displaying it to the True Man. They looked at it together; written in cinnabar were five characters, huge as bushel measures. The text read: “Ge Xianweng made the match.” Suddenly, it vanished.

	 

	The True Man immediately rose and said to the crowd, “This is the command of my master; she cannot be sent away.” He then also took his leave.

	 

	Initially, the sister-in-law was on good terms with the girl and repeatedly remonstrated with Weiyuan. Because of this event, she argued even more forcefully, and the clan finally ceased to have dissenting hearts. The girl became pregnant with three sons in succession, yet her appearance did not age. After several years, Weifan entrusted his sons to his brother and sister-in-law, entered the room with the girl, and did not come out. When the crowd opened the door, it was silent and empty. It seems they had both followed the charm-giver and ascended as immortals.

	 

	With such a hard-fisted matchmaker, why worry about a good affair not succeeding? Ge Xianweng and his wife often forced marriages in the human world; here we see another glimpse of this. Moreover, Weifan was also very rough and crude: having pressured her on the road, he distressed her again in the chamber. In the Southern Mountains, the Old Father nearly lost his life; within the bed curtains, the girl suffered wounds. A reckless male is absolutely not like a gentle and tender son-in-law. Why, then, did he have a teacher to aid his tyranny and a clan to fan the flames of wickedness? It is fitting that the girl felt chilled by him and viewed him as a violent intruder.

	
New Wonder Tales of Qi

	 

	Publication date: 1788

	
Fox Reads Examination Essays

	 

	Scholar Li of Linqiong County, Sichuan, was young and from a poor family. Once, while he was sitting idly, an old man arrived, bowed, and said, “My daughter is destined to be with you. Knowing that you are unmarried, I wish to unite our families in matrimony.”

	 

	Li replied, “I am poor and have no means to marry.”

	 

	The old man said, “You need only give me your promise, young man; do not worry about the wedding expenses.”

	 

	While the scholar was still skeptical and startled, a fragrant carriage suddenly arrived, escorting a beautiful woman of seventeen or eighteen years. Her trousseau was magnificent; tables, clothes racks, and all manner of furnishings were brought along without exception. The old man prepared the flowery candles and called upon the groom and the bride to perform the rituals of bowing to each other and scattering items into the bed curtains. He then said, “The wedding is complete; I shall depart.”

	 

	The scholar pulled the girl close to undress and go to bed, but she refused, saying, “My family has no white-robed sons-in-law. You must obtain an academic degree before I will consummate the marriage with you.”

	 

	Li said, “The examination date is still far off; how can you wait that long?”

	 

	She replied, “It is not like that. I need only look at the essays you write; if they are capable of passing the examinations, we can consummate the marriage immediately—there is no need to wait for a later date.”

	 

	Li was overjoyed and brought out all the essays on the Four Books he had written previously to give to her.

	 

	The woman looked through them for a long time and said, “Young man, do you usually read the drafts of Grand Historian Yuan?”

	 

	“Yes,” he replied.

	 

	The woman said, “Grand Historian Yuan’s essays are powerful and unique, and indeed advantageous for obtaining degrees, so they are worth reading. However, the man had high natural talent, which is not something you can imitate.”

	 

	She then took a brush and revised several sentences for him, asking, “Is what I have written like the Grand Historian?”

	 

	“Yes,” he said.

	 

	She said, “From now on, when you write an essay, ask me for the intended theme and structure first, then put pen to paper. Do not be careless.”

	 

	From then on, Li’s literary thinking improved daily, and in the Renwu year, he became a provincial graduate.

	 

	This woman remained in his home, serving her mother-in-law with filial piety and managing household affairs appropriately. She is still alive today, and people have even forgotten that she is a fox. Yang Chaoguan, the Magistrate of Linqiong, told me this story.

	 


Wu Ziyun

	 

	In the early Kangxi reign, Wu Ziyun, a licentiate from Tongcheng, was enjoying the moon one spring night when he heard a voice in the air saying: “In this year’s provincial examination, Wu Ziyun shall pass as the forty-ninth rank.”

	 

	The voice recited his essay in a clear, ringing tone; the prompt was the chapter beginning “The Superior Man, in his dealings with the world.” Although Wu did not fully remember the text, he felt the essay was excellent, so he wrote out a draft on this topic in advance to prepare for the test. Before long, he entered the examination hall, and indeed, it was that very topic. Overjoyed, he wrote down what he had previously composed. When the list was published, he had passed, matching the ranking foretold.

	 

	Soon after, he became a metropolitan graduate, served in the Hanlin Academy, and acted as Education Commissioner in Hunan, eventually returning home laden with wealth.

	 

	While staying at an inn, he reached for the chamber pot in the night, when suddenly someone offered it to him with hands featuring delicate, slender fingers. Startled, Wu asked who it was.

	 

	The reply came: “I am a fox spirit. I have a preordained bond with you, sir, so I have come to wait upon you.”

	 

	He rose to light a candle and saw a smiling beauty; they then became intimate.

	 

	She later admonished him, saying, “I faced a tribulation by lightning and hid within your carriage to escape it; thus, I came to repay you. Now, you too face a great calamity and must take precautions.”

	 

	Wu asked the reason.

	 

	She said, “On the road ahead, you must stay at an inn owned by a man named Lu. Lu has a beloved daughter, nine years of age. You must summon her, show her affection, hold her, adopt her as your goddaughter, and bestow precious gifts upon her heavily. Then you shall be spared.”

	 

	Wu arrived at the Lu establishment; indeed, there was such a girl, and he did exactly as instructed. At the third watch, the innkeeper took Wu’s hand and laughed, saying: “I am actually a ringleader of mounted bandits. When you left your office, your luggage was quite rich, and my minions have been drooling over it for a long time. Now that I know you are a true gentleman, I cannot bear to harm you.”

	 

	He took a bell-whip from the wall and struck the wall three times. The bandits all entered. He said, “Commissioner Wu is my kinsman by adoption. None of you may be rude; immediately escort him to his home for me.”

	 

	In the end, Wu was spared. Later, as Wu had no sons, his clansmen vied to offer their own sons for adoption. Wu privately asked the fox: “Who should I adopt?”

	 

	She replied: “The cowherd boy is good.”

	 

	The next day, a cowherd boy indeed passed by—he was also a relative from the clan. Wu pulled him in and adopted him as his own son. The clansmen all laughed at him. After Wu passed away, the son proved quite sincere and cautious; he was able to maintain the estate, and the family grew wealthier by the day. To this day, people call him “Wu the Ox.”

	 

	He once requested a couplet from the retired scholar Fang Zhenguan. Fang jokingly wrote: “Facing the window, often enjoying the moon; Sitting alone, strumming the zither to oneself.”

	 

	Wu was very pleased, completely unaware that Fang was secretly using idioms about cattle to mock him.9

	 


Zhang Guangxiong

	 

	Zhang Guangxiong of Zhili was intelligent and handsome from a young age. At eighteen, he resided in the West Tower to pursue his studies. Although his family was wealthy and possessed many maids and concubines, his parents supervised him with great strictness. On the seventh day of the seventh month, stirred by the legend of the Cowherd and the Weaver Girl, he sat gazing at the stars, indulging in a fantasy: might a household maid come to peek at him studying on this very night?

	 

	As this thought stirred within him, he saw a beautiful woman standing sideways outside the screen. He called to her, but she did not answer. After a short while, she drifted slowly toward him. Upon inspection, she was not one of the household maids.

	 

	He asked, “What is your surname?”

	 

	She replied, “My surname is Wang.”

	 

	He asked, “Where do you live?”

	 

	She replied, “I am your neighbor to the west. Morning and evening I have watched you come and go; I fell in love with your appearance, and thus have come to be with you.”

	 

	Delighted, Zhang immediately shared his bed with her. Thereafter, she arrived every night without fail.

	 

	A young page boy slept in the room to attend him. The woman said to Zhang, “It is not fitting for the little servant to be here. You should order him to sleep further away, only to return when called.”

	 

	Zhang tried to send the boy away, but the boy refused, saying, “Every night I hear soft, intimate murmurs from your bed, Young Master. I suspect something unusual is afoot. The Old Master ordered me to watch over and protect you; I dare not leave your side.”

	 

	Zhang, having no other choice, relayed these words to the woman.

	 

	The woman said, “It matters not; he will find himself in a bind.”

	 

	That night, before the boy fell sound asleep, he was snatched up by some entity, bound with rope, and suspended from a tree in the western garden. The boy wailed, begging his young master to save his life.

	 

	The woman laughed and said, “If he truly acknowledges his offense and stays far away, he shall be pardoned. But if he dares to leak a word that reaches the Old Master’s ears, I will make him suffer twice as much.”

	 

	The boy assented frantically. Immediately the ropes loosened, and the boy was back on the ground.

	 

	After more than a year passed, Zhang gradually became emaciated. His father questioned the page boy. Although the boy claimed nothing was amiss in the Young Master’s quarters, his expression was one of guilt and dejection. The father grew more suspicious and went personally to Zhang’s study to spy. Hearing a woman’s voice inside the bed curtains, he kicked open the window and burst in. He lifted the curtains but found no one; there was only a gold hairpin and a single hawthorn flower at the corner of the pillow.

	 

	The father reflected that hawthorn flowers had never grown in that region, concluding that this must be the work of a demon. Enraged, he prepared to whip Zhang. Left with no alternative, Zhang told him the truth. The father invited a renowned monk and a ritual officer to establish an altar and chant incantations.

	 

	The woman came to Zhang weeping in the night, saying, “The celestial secret has been divulged; I must bid you farewell.”

	 

	Zhang was also overcome with grief. At the moment of parting, he asked, “Is there a time we shall meet again?”

	 

	She replied, “We shall meet in Huazhou in twenty years.” With that, she vanished completely.

	 

	Zhang subsequently married a woman of the Chen clan, passed the imperial examination as a metropolitan graduate, and was appointed Magistrate of Wujiang. He was later promoted to Department Magistrate of Huazhou, during which time his wife, Lady Chen, passed away. His father, back at home, arranged a second marriage for him with the daughter of a certain Mr. Wang and sent her to the government office in Huazhou.

	 

	On the wedding night, when the bridal fan was removed, the bride’s appearance was exactly like that of the companion who had slept in his study. When asked her age, she was exactly twenty years old.

	 

	Some say, “This was a fox spirit who, moved by love and desire, reincarnated.” However, when spoken to about the past events, she remembered nothing.

	
A Sequel to New Wonder Tales of Qi

	 

	Publication date: 18th century (?)

	
Li Sheng Meets a Fox

	 

	In She County, there was a student named Li Shengxiu. He possessed a handsome appearance and demeanor and was fourteen years old. He was studying at a separate villa in Yanzhen, twenty li away.

	 

	One night, at the second watch, the student woke up and suddenly saw a beautiful woman sitting on his couch. She looked at him with a captivating smile; she appeared to be about fifteen or sixteen years old. The student’s heart was stirred, and he made a pass at her with his hand. She did not refuse him, and so they engaged in intimacy.

	 

	Every night, she would drift in gracefully of her own accord. She often taught the student how to compose poetry and lyrics, and would correct his work.

	 

	Occasionally, when he discussed examination essays with her, she would look solemn and unhappy, saying, “Such matters have nothing to do with true scholarship. Moreover, you are not destined for an official degree, so why endure such hardship?”

	 

	From then on, they exchanged verses with one another, and he was not lonely in the slightest. For several years, no one knew of this.

	 

	It happened that a student named Yang, a cousin of Li, also came to the institute to study. His room was separated from Li’s by only a single wall. He often found it strange that Li would close his door as soon as dusk fell.

	 

	One night under the moonlight, Yang secretly peeped through a crack in the wall and saw Li sitting and embracing a beautiful woman. He hurriedly knocked and entered, but after lighting a candle and searching everywhere, the room was silent and empty.

	 

	When questioned, Li initially concealed the truth. The next night, Yang peeped again and saw the same scene as before, also hearing the sounds of laughter and conversation. Knowing in his heart it was a fox spirit, he ran to inform Li’s father.

	 

	The father urged Li to return home, but the fox followed him there. No one else could see her; only Li could. The whole family worried she would cause him harm.

	 

	One day, Li’s sister-in-law went to his room and loudly rebuked the spirit, saying, “Demon fox, have you no shame? You forcibly seek to steal a husband! Moreover, our younger brother was engaged to a certain family when he was still a child. When she enters the household in the future, who will be the wife and who the concubine?”

	 

	That night, the fox wept and said to Li, “Your sister-in-law has rebuked me, and her words are quite right. I cannot stay; I must go. This is farewell forever.”

	 

	Li wept at this; he tried to detain her but could not. The two sobbed together by the pillow. When the rooster crowed, she got down from the bed and vanished.

	 

	Student Li was skilled in metrical composition and proficient in boxing and cudgel fighting; these were all taught by the fox. It is said that the poems and lyrics gifted by the fox were extremely elegant, but it is a pity that the transmitter of this story did not record them.

	 

	This account was told by Hong Jiating of Xin’an, and Li also spoke of it himself without concealment.

	
Casual Records of Night Chats

	 

	Publication date: 1791

	
A Certain Prefect

	 

	There was a certain high-ranking official who held the position of Prime Minister. His mansion touched the clouds, his wealth matched that of Zhuo and Zheng, and his courtyard was as crowded as a marketplace. Those seeking favors often waited ten days or a month without obtaining a single audience, their visiting cards piling up in heaps.

	 

	A certain Prefect, whose name has been lost, had long been on friendly terms with one of the official’s domestic servants named Ji. Whenever the Prefect entered the capital, he would stay at Ji’s home. Ji was immensely wealthy, possessing a fortune of millions; he delighted in associating with officials to gain prestige, and none of his frequent visitors were commoners. The Prefect addressed Ji’s father as “Uncle.” Whenever the father went out or returned, the Prefect would hold his whip and grasp his bridle, observing the etiquette of a nephew. Because of this, he was envied by the masses, yet also despised by gentlemen who disdained to count him among their ranks. However, the Prefect considered himself to have a clever strategy and comported himself with complacency.

	 

	It happened to be the Prime Minister’s birthday. Ji and his father both went into the residence to serve, leaving the Prefect sitting alone in the study. At midnight, there was the sound of knocking on the door ring. Upon opening the door to look, he saw a beautiful sixteen-year-old maiden—her figure perfectly proportioned, her features exquisitely placed, with bright eyes, white teeth, snowy skin, and a face like a flower.

	 

	The Prefect was astonished and asked where she came from.

	 

	The girl claimed to be the daughter of a servant, saying she pitied the gentleman’s loneliness and had simply come over for a chat.

	 

	The Prefect’s mind was entranced, and unable to restrain his feelings, he became intimate with her. This continued every night. Whenever she arrived, fine wines and delicacies would be arrayed before them, though he knew not where they came from. There was nothing the girl could not do, and nothing she did was not exquisite. She was particularly skilled in the secret arts of Li Xuzhong.

	 

	When the Prefect asked where his career would lead, the girl calculated it and said, “Your Eight Characters fit the pattern; you are naturally destined to be a dignitary of the Second Rank. What is regrettable is that while your official rank is high, your character is low; as your human nobility advances, your heavenly nobility recedes.”

	 

	The Prefect said, “I venture to ask for an explanation.”

	 

	The girl replied, “Wealth, poverty, and status in life are all fated; they cannot be altered by human effort. People of the world, uneasy with their lot and ignorant of this principle, believe human effort can achieve these things. They bow and scrape, relying on ‘mountains of ice,’ planning a hundred schemes to climb the ladder of connection. This is exactly like those racing to the Prime Minister’s gates today. As the Prime Minister’s power grows, the sycophancy at his door intensifies. If one person offers a thousand gold pieces for a birthday gift, another offers five times that; if one bribes with ten thousand, another displays ten or a hundred times more. Even if the Prime Minister wishes to sell favors, between just these two, he is forced to manipulate outcomes. Moreover, those who chase heat and cling to power are like flies chasing rot or ants craving mutton—too numerous to count on one’s fingers—hardly limited to just two rivals. You wish to enjoy the glory of bettering the world, yet first you tread the path of humiliating yourself. Furthermore, you lower yourself even further by fawning upon slaves. Even a woman would find this shameful; how can a bearded man not feel ashamed? In the future, let alone the Second Rank, even if you reached the highest post a subject can hold, what merit or fame would there be worth recounting?”

	 

	Hearing this, the Prefect sweated like rain in his shame. Composing himself, he thanked her, saying, “I respectfully heed your instruction and will move elsewhere immediately.”

	 

	The girl said, “Moving seems appropriate. ‘A flaw in a white jade scepter can still be ground away.’ You must still earnestly correct your past wrongs and avoid retreading old tracks; that is the proper way.”

	 

	The Prefect said, “Even so, to leave you and depart—how can I bear the sentiment?”

	 

	The girl said, “I, too, will part from you forever from this point on.”

	 

	The Prefect, startled, asked, “Why such sudden words?”

	 

	The girl replied, “I am not human, but actually an old fox from the Altar of the Sun. I had a slight karmic bond with you from the past, so I came to resolve it. Now that the bond is resolved, even if we wished to gather for a single night, it cannot be. Your future is long and great; take care, take care!”

	 

	Having spoken, she left abruptly and did not return. The Prefect sighed with deep emotion. The next day, he made an excuse and moved away.

	 

	Less than a year later, the Prime Minister was dismissed for crimes, and Ji also fell afoul of the law. The Prefect deeply repented, refined his character to start anew, and later indeed rose to become the Governor of a certain province and was promoted to Vice Minister of the Ministry of War, exactly as the fox girl had predicted.

	 

	When people use metaphors for those who borrow others’ power to abuse authority, they speak of “borrowing the tiger” or “relying on the city walls.” Thus, of all the sycophants in the world who shrug their shoulders and offer flattering smiles, none are as “foxy” as them. Now, observing how this fox corrected the Prefect, we see a human acting as a fox, and a fox acting as a human. Such a fox is rarely seen, yet why are there so many people in the world like the Prefect?

	 


Dong Rubiao

	 

	Dong Heng of Songyang, styled Jianwei, was a former Assistant Regional Commander who had been stripped of his rank and was living at home. Over forty years of age, he dominated the local countryside. By nature, he loved martial valor; those he associated with were all men who “shot at leather targets and drank from helmets,” flying falcons and running hounds. He possessed six or seven beautiful concubines who vied for charm and competed in coquetry to please this single man.

	 

	His mansion was grand and imposing, with gardens and pavilions that were the finest in the district. In the garden was a pond large enough to accommodate a small boat. Bordering the pond was a green enclosure of a thousand trees, within which he constructed a veranda of five pillars named “Ten Thousand Greens,” which was extremely spacious. During the summer days, he would discuss martial arts with his cohorts therein. His father had forbidden this, but he would not repent. After his father died, he restrained himself even less.

	 

	He begot two sons: the elder named Rubiao, aged eighteen, and the second named Ruhu, aged sixteen. Both were born of concubines. However, Rubiao’s natural disposition differed from his father’s; he was handsome and intelligent, possessing a refined interior. He particularly loved poetry and literature; galloping horses and testing swords were not to his liking. For this reason, he lost his father’s love; his “chicken ribs” often suffered his father’s “old fists.”

	 

	The family had an old servant named Ge Feng, who was simple, honest, and blunt, and fond of giving strong admonishments; Dong was somewhat wary of him. Feng had a son named Yin’er, also eighteen, who served as a study page for Rubiao and Ruhu. He was youthful, elegant, and clever, beloved by the entire household.

	 

	It happened that the autumn air was high and the horses were strong. Dong led his two sons and over thirty servants, carrying crossbows and shouldering spears, calling to falcons and shouting to hounds, to go hunting in the mountains. From the hour of the Dragon to the hour of the Monkey, they caught very little game. Their excitement exhausted, they were about to return. Suddenly, a large black fox darted out from the grass. Dong chased and shot at it, firing several times but missing. The fox dashed in front of Rubiao’s horse, hesitating as if trying to flee. Dong urgently shouted for Rubiao to shoot it. Rubiao merely folded his hands and smiled, and the fox abruptly escaped.

	 

	Dong scolded him, saying, “You weakling! How can you be thick-skinned to this extent? Do you not fear the ridicule of your peers?”

	 

	Rubiao replied, “There are plenty of sheep and pigs at home; is it necessary to hunt for food?”

	 

	Dong flew into a rage, saying, “This kid was born male but lacks any manly spirit; how can he be the son of Dong Jianwei? If you want to eat sheep and pigs, I will instead feed you to the tigers and wolves!”

	 

	He immediately ordered him off his horse, seized his bow and arrows, and gave him only a firelock, saying, “I leave you here. Do not see me again unless you get that fox!”

	 

	Having spoken, he turned his horse around. Ge Feng threw aside his spear, dropped his whip, and weeping, knocked his head against the horse’s flank to remonstrate, saying, “What the Young Master said is not unreasonable. How can the Master, in a moment of anger, abandon him in the midst of ten thousand mountains without a backward glance? Furthermore, a father should teach his son in the ways of righteousness, not lead him into wickedness. These matters of hunting and killing are not things for descendants to emulate. It is enough that the Master does it himself; why must you destroy the Young Master, wishing him to aid in evil rather than helping him to correct faults?”

	 

	Dong angrily said, “Are you struck with madness? Why are you so rebellious?”

	 

	Feng replied, “This old slave is not rebellious; the Master simply does not know his own errors. The means by which a man cultivates himself and regulates his family are benevolence, filial piety, mercy, and brotherly love. Now the Master takes pleasure in killing beasts and capturing birds daily, failing to embody Heaven’s virtue of loving life; can this be called benevolence? Your father is dead and buried, yet your love extends to field sports; can this be called filial piety? Abandoning a weak son in the desolate mountains to satisfy the elk and deer; can this be called mercy? The Second Master watches from the side without speaking a word to stop it; does this teach the principle of brotherly love? Even if the Young Master had committed a crime, the Master should share the blame; how much more so when he is innocent? What name can be given to this abandonment?”

	 

	Dong exploded with rage like thunder. His horsewhip rained down chaotically; Feng’s head and face were broken, and blood flowed, covering his clothes. He let go and retreated. Dong then gave his horse free rein and left the mountains, with everyone following. Feng cursed the crowd loudly, saying they were helping a tyrant commit atrocities and had completely lost their consciences.

	 

	He then called Yin’er and instructed him: “You must follow the Young Master and share his life and death. I am old and senile, unable to be of service. If you enable the Young Master to obtain the fox and return without other mishaps, then you shall be like the ‘meritorious dogs’ of the Han Emperors and their marquises. Otherwise, this is our eternal farewell!”

	 

	Sighing and sobbing, he mounted his horse, repeatedly urging Yin’er to go. Yin’er leapt away and found Rubiao beneath a cliff, leaning on his gun and weeping. Yin’er comforted him. Rubiao was greatly relieved to have a companion. Together they searched for the fox, but it was nowhere to be found. Soon, the twilight deepened; objects transitioned from distant to near until nothing could be seen. The four mountains were silent and desolate; the sky was filled with stars. Trees rustled, waters murmured, wolves ran, and owls screeched. The two crouched by a rock, terrified to the extreme.

	 

	After a long while, the moon rose over the mountain peaks, and mist shrouded the gullies. Vaguely, several figures came walking along the bank path. When they were a bowshot away, the pair looked closely: they were not humans, but Yakshas. They had thick lips and bloody thumbs, teeth serrated like saws, walking like magpies and looking back like ospreys, their eyes flashing like lightning, their breath wheezing. Rubiao trembled and lay prostrate, holding his breath, daring not to move.

	 

	Yin’er whispered, “There is more than one monster. This is no place to hide. It is better to climb that high tree; perhaps we can avoid disaster.”

	 

	Rubiao said, “I have never learned to climb; how can I ascend a tree? You should quickly make plans for yourself, and tomorrow collect my bones. If you hesitate, we will both die, and that would betray your father’s entrusted command.”

	 

	Yin’er, having no choice, stealthily climbed a pine tree. From a dense spot, he lowered his head to watch, distinguishing everything clearly. One Yaksha walked to the rock, suddenly saw Rubiao, and immediately dropped to the ground, spinning like a whirlwind. After a long time, it settled, beat its chest, and jumped about, as if greatly surprised, making a whirring sound. Hearing the sound, the others all gathered. One Yaksha squatted on the ground, hunching its back; another lifted Rubiao by the waist and hips, placed him on the first one’s back, and carried him away.

	 

	Yin’er’s heart and gallbladder hit the ground. He suddenly climbed down the tree to secretly spy on their direction. Crossing several ridges, they finally arrived in front of a ruined temple. There were many Yakshas, all standing with folded hands by the side of the temple. Behind the temple were several trees reaching into the sky; Yin’er climbed up one of them again. Indistinctly, he saw two people in the temple, one on the left and one on the right, sitting facing the front. There were several others sitting in rows, dressed in ancient and strange hats and robes, their bodies extremely imposing. Those scurrying below them numbered no fewer than several dozen, none of whom had the form of Yakshas. He also saw various wild beasts—tigers, leopards, bears, wolves, deer, foxes, and rabbits—crowding outside the temple, numbering not merely in the hundreds or thousands.

	 

	The Yaksha placed Rubiao on the steps and crawled out, appearing extremely terrified. The one sitting on the right said, “Dong Heng is unrestrained, tyrannical, and unkind. His retribution in the underworld is near. Now he has cruelly abandoned his son; we should immediately kill the son first to suppress the anger of the masses.”

	 

	One of those sitting in the rows said, “No! Although Dong Heng is evil, his son is innocent. Moreover, he opposed his father with a word, showing a heart that wishes to stop killing. Even with criminals, one does not punish their wives and children; an unfilial son might still be pardoned, so how much more so a virtuous son like Rubiao?”

	 

	The one on the right said, “If that is so, then how shall we deal with him?”

	 

	The one in the row said, “It is better to release him. Above, this embodies the High Emperor’s benevolence in loving life; below, it carries out Your Brightness’s grace in pitying the punished. As for repaying virtue and repaying grievances, there are those in charge of that; it is not our affair.”

	 

	The one on the right said, “The Adjutant’s words are correct.”

	 

	He ordered the Yaksha to carry him away again and place him back in the original spot. Just as the Yaksha lifted its foot, an old man knelt below the steps and petitioned, “I have just received your clear edict that the repayment of virtue and grievances has its own masters. Dong Rubiao has shown grace to your subject; I request to take charge of him.”

	 

	The one on the right said, “Permitted.”

	 

	The old man kowtowed in thanks, carried Rubiao out, and toddled off toward the east. Yin’er climbed down the tree and tailed him. They crossed dangerous terrain and treaded rugged paths for several li until they reached a cave entrance. The old man was about to enter when he suddenly turned his head, saw Yin’er, and exclaimed in surprise, “Who are you?”

	 

	Yin’er said, “I accidentally lost my way and wish to seek a night’s lodging.”

	 

	The old man said, “This place is not suitable for you to come to; lodging is even more impossible.”

	 

	Yin’er said, “My master was carried here; where shall I return to?”

	 

	The old man looked at him closely and said, “Are you not deceiving me?”

	 

	Yin’er said, “If it were not so, even if I were a meddlesome busybody, I would not traverse dangers in the deep mountains at dead of night just to deceive someone.”

	 

	The old man nodded and said, “This speech makes great sense. I no longer suspect you. Just follow me, and I guarantee both master and servant will find a place to eat.”

	 

	So they entered the cave together. Inside, it was dark and quite difficult to walk. After several turns, it suddenly opened up into a bright, flat, and broad area. Although they had stone above and earth below, there were winding corridors and winding rooms, lacking nothing. Several dozen men and women were gathered waiting in the courtyard. Seeing him arrive carrying Rubiao, none were not delighted; they vied to support him and settle him on a couch. They gave him cinnabar soup to drink. Rubiao’s spirit began to recover, and his eyes opened slightly.

	 

	Yin’er immediately embraced him, weeping, “The Young Master has revived, do not be afraid.”

	 

	Rubiao saw Yin’er and sat up in alarm, asking what place this was and if he were in a dream. Yin’er choked back sobs and told him the story.

	 

	The old man said, “This is a Grotto-Heaven, cut off from the human world. I do not know how many yojanas away it is. You cannot return. Stay here, and do not grieve in vain.”

	 

	Rubiao bowed and asked for his background. The old man called himself Hu Sou and said, “My children are mischievous and do not calculate consequences. If not for you, Benevolent One, opening one side of the net, my liver and brains would have smeared the ground by now.”

	 

	Rubiao, being naturally quick-witted, realized immediately that this was the fox he had released during the day. He thought to himself that since he had shown kindness to him, there would be no danger in staying. He whispered to Yin’er, and Yin’er also understood. Thus, they felt at peace and did not consider it strange.

	 

	As days passed, they became familiar with the household. Even the women of the inner chambers did not avoid them. The Old Man had two daughters. The elder was named Ah Sun; she was petite, white as jade, and possessed matchless charm and beauty, highly valued by their relatives. The second was named Ah Nen; she had long eyebrows, fine eyes, and was slightly pockmarked, but she was extremely graceful and wonderful. The Old Man discussed marrying one of his daughters to Rubiao but could not decide which one.

	 

	Mother Hu said, “Why not imitate the ancients? Tie a red string to the daughters’ wrists, tangle the threads, and let Master Dong pull one at random to make the ‘precious window’ selection.”

	 

	The Old Man said, “That is one way.”

	 

	Ah Sun stopped him, saying, “Master Dong has shown great grace to my sister. If we marry my sister to him, both emotion and reason are fully satisfied. Who says this is not appropriate?”

	 

	The Old Man slapped his thigh and said, “This is an unalterable argument! What doubt remains? However, your ability to yield is also worthy of much praise.”

	 

	Sun retreated with shy modesty. Thereupon, Nen was married to Rubiao. The whole house envied them, considering them a natural match of “jade pistils and gem flowers.”

	 

	Ah Sun had a strong passion for reciting poetry. She often joined Rubiao and his wife to discuss poetry, sometimes sharing paper to pick rhymes and sing in harmony. Once, Rubiao caught a little maid stealing; Ah Nen seized her, jokingly ordered her to kneel for a long time, and slapped her cheeks. The maids passed this story around as a joke.

	 

	Ah Sun teased them with a poem:

	 

	“Matched birds, wings joined together,

	Suddenly separated for a single night.

	After the stillness of the deep night,

	The crane walks while the heron crouches in front.

	Snowy skin rests on the grass mat,

	Jade palms display the rush whip.

	Bowing the head, a natural disposition,

	Right beside the ‘calf’s nose’.”

	 

	Rubiao saw the poem and laughed, saying, “Sister-in-law can be said to have mastered the study of the situation, yet there are still incomplete parts. Let me try to complete it.”

	 

	He replied with a matching poem:

	 

	“Just as the deed is almost done, suddenly it fails,

	Elbows and knees approach the front of the bed.

	The heart is foolish as if drunk,

	Both cheeks hot as if burning.

	Deep in the night, the solitary bird moves,

	In late spring, a single silkworm sleeps.

	No killing, yet the torture is cruel,

	The flying duck presses down on both shoulders.”

	 

	Ah Sun unrolled and recited it once, covered her mouth with her sleeve, and laughed. Ah Nen glared at him angrily, saying, “You lack the skill to ‘steal fragrance’, so why do you use me to mock yourself?”

	 

	Rubiao said, “Every sentence is factual, every word is true; is there any falsehood?”

	 

	Nen said, “When characters are copied three times, ‘Wu’ and ‘Yan’ become ‘Ma’. Moreover, the event is already a day old. You poets attach even more forced interpretations, often falsely accusing good people. How can that be evidence! If the heart is upright, why fear a slanted eye? I’ll let you lot chatter all you want!”

	 

	Sun said, “Sister is crowing with pride over her authority in the bedchamber, and brother-in-law has a mouth full of ‘yellow ochre’. Neither is something a child like me should investigate. I merely borrowed this as a poetry topic to break the boredom.”

	 

	Nen playfully patted her shoulder and said, “Sister creates strange thoughts, then forces people to trim their toes to fit the shoes. Do you not consider that these estranging words, if passed down for a long time, will only serve as fakes that confuse the truth? You should immediately repent and not leak this to anyone!”

	 

	Sun laughed, “The girl is ashamed! Since you’ve spoken soft words, I’ll let it go.”

	 

	She then tore the poem over the candle and burned it, and they scattered happily. From then on, she and Rubiao were intimate in all ways, stopping short only of sexual intercourse.

	 

	One day, the sisters went together to their uncle’s house. The Old Man asked Yin’er to drive the carriage. From within the green gauze, Ah Sun saw his youthful elegance. Upon returning, she wrote lyrics to the tune of “Ru Meng Ling”:

	 

	“The flavor of Pan Lang throwing fruit,

	The style of He Lang applying powder.

	Why do we not share a carriage,

	Enduring him to be a whip-holding gentleman?

	Pay attention, pay attention,

	Pay attention to ask his name.”

	 

	Afterwards, she went out, neglecting to guard it. It happened that Ah Nen brought Rubiao along; finding the lyrics, they vied to read them.

	 

	Nen laughed, saying, “I have found another poetry topic today.”

	 

	She then split a sheet of paper and wrote a matching verse:

	 

	“Gradually knowing the flavor of the pomegranate,

	Suddenly seeing the beauty of the lotus.

	There is a girl just now cherishing spring;

	Who is the gentleman enticing her?

	Pay attention, pay attention,

	Pay attention to the name Yin’er.”

	 

	Just as Rubiao wanted to pick up the brush, Ah Sun returned to her room. Passing under the window, she heard the rustling of paper and the grinding of ink inside. She suddenly remembered she hadn’t put away the poetry paper and rushed in to look. Ah Nen was already looking at her sideways, laughing. Ah Sun was so shy she had nowhere to hide.

	 

	Nen said, “I knew Elder Sister had found another poetry topic, so I came to offer congratulations.”

	 

	She then showed her the matching lyrics. Sun was greatly ashamed. The two exchanged teasing words mixed with banter, and after a long while, they left.

	 

	When the Old Man heard of this, he laughed and said, “The girl is base; she takes a fancy to a carriage driver? I cannot imitate the behavior of the Wang and Zheng families, causing my sons and daughters to wither away and die.” He immediately chose an auspicious day to have Yin’er marry Ah Sun as a live-in son-in-law.

	 

	After living there for a long time, the Old Man said to Rubiao, “You two can return home to visit.”

	 

	Rubiao worried that his father would not tolerate him. The Old Man said, “Even if he wished not to tolerate you, how could he? You may take both daughters with you. However, I have no dowry to give, which is truly shameful.”

	 

	That day, he set out wine for a farewell feast. Only a small horse was harnessed to a carriage. He ordered the four of them to board. It traveled very fast; in the blink of an eye, the location of the cave was lost. There was no driver holding the reins, yet the small horse needed no whip, following the road and turning corners, arriving straight at the family gate as if it knew the way. The four got out of the carriage, and the small horse returned by itself. Entering the gate, the whole family was startled, thinking they were ghosts. Seeing the beauty of the two women, they were even more astonished.

	 

	Yin’er recounted the events in detail. The family finally settled down and vied to tell them, weeping: “The Young Master has been away for over two years; how could you know the family has been completely ruined? Since the Master abandoned the Young Master, he returned and died within three days. The Second Master fell ill with madness and died immediately after. Only Ge Feng, a month ago, said the High Emperor appointed him as the god of a certain mountain; that night he passed away without illness. The concubines in the house have all remarried. The reason the servants and maids have not scattered is solely because the Young Master’s birth mother is still here.”

	 

	Rubiao was deeply grief-stricken. He went to the hall to bow to his mother, taking the blame and injuring himself with grief.

	 

	His mother said, “You were abandoned by your father; the sin does not lie with you alone. Now that you have returned with wives, it brings great comfort to this old body.”

	 

	Remembering Ge Feng’s loyalty and Yin’er’s righteousness, she adopted Yin’er as her own son and changed his name to Ru-lin. The two women served their mother-in-law with extreme filial piety, and the family wealth grew to ten times what it had been. Each couple gave birth to a son and a daughter. Friends and relatives knew they were raised by foxes and no one was willing to intermarry with them; for their sons’ wives and daughters’ husbands, they had to seek them from far away.

	 

	More than ten years later, the mother died. The funeral rites and mourning sacrifices were all carried out to the fullest. After the mourning period was over, Rubiao left all the fields and houses to his two sons. Together with Ru-lin, he followed the two women into the mountains and never returned. Relatives often said that the fox women had nothing different from humans, except that their clothes never looked new nor became old and tattered, their faces always looked like eighteen or nineteen-year-olds, and they were fond of eating chicken and drinking strong liquor; these were the only strange things. It was also said that their charm was such that any man who saw them would lose his mind in madness. Although the children they left behind were beautiful, compared to their mothers, they could not reach one percent.

	 

	Dong relied on wealth to act unrestrainedly, abandoned his son, and rejected admonishment; he can be called unkind. His death and the ruin of his family, witnessing destruction immediately—is this not retribution from the underworld? Yin’er followed Rubiao into ten thousand mountains, experiencing danger and not avoiding death; his loyalty and righteousness are praiseworthy. That he obtained a beauty unexpectedly—is this not fitting?

	 


Five Miscellaneous Records10

	 

	I have heard that the species of foxes are not uniform; there are distinctions among grass foxes, sand foxes, black foxes, fire foxes, white foxes, gray foxes, and snow foxes. Some say: when these creatures grow old, they become yao, wearing dried skulls, dressed in oak leaves and belts, and mimicking human form. These things cause a hundred kinds of harm. Burning mountains to search their dens, nocking arrows and setting dogs on them to exterminate their clan—perhaps then the yao would be cut off? Yet, one does not know that while they can become yao, they do not necessarily become yao; and if they occasionally become yao, it is not that every single one becomes a yao. Furthermore, the yao of foxes are numbered, but the yao of objects are infinite. Naked insects, scaly creatures, flowers, trees, temple idols, kiln gold—all these things can become yao. Things become yao by night, but humans become yao by day. Those with shrugging shoulders and ingratiating smiles, those who borrow power like a fox borrowing a tiger’s terror or leaning on city walls, those with emerald eyebrows and red skirts, those in vermilion robes and white faces—none of these people are not yao. Why then wish only to exterminate the fox clan? Tradition says: “Yao arise from men.” If human affairs are perfect, then the yao will cease definitively; so what blame lies with the fox?

	 

	Some say: Those that are old and become yao are called Gan Foxes, also named Spirit Foxes; they resemble cats but are black, and the North has many of them, being a separate species.

	 

	I chatted with fellow students about fox monsters, chose the five most outstanding ones, and recorded them.

	 

	Hu Huiyan said: Provincial Graduate Cai of Guizhu was a learned and elegant scholar. He once recounted to Huiyan about a fellow villager, Chu Twelve. In his youth, Chu accompanied his maternal grandfather, Tribute Student Gu, on a trip to Shu and stayed at the Luo residence in Linqiong. The Luos were a great clan, having been prominent officials for generations. Although later generations had gradually declined, the residence was still spacious and deep, and the gardens secluded and beautiful, ranking first in the countryside. Luo had two sons, a nephew, and two nephews-in-law, all studying under Gu. Chu also attached himself to the school. Chu and Luo’s nephew, a Scholar named Qin, became inseparable friends. They set up their couches together in the West Pavilion of the garden and lived there for over half a year.

	 

	It was the autumn season, and Luo’s second son was getting married. Gu was exhausted from days of feasting, and Qin was very busy managing affairs. Chu walked alone in the pavilion, deeply suffering from loneliness, pulling out books to break the boredom. At the second watch, Scholar Qin brought a wine box to have a small drink with Chu, saying, “Every day is busy and rushed, I haven’t had time to meet with you. Tonight I have a little leisure, so I’ve prepared a cup of wine to talk with you heart-to-heart.”

	 

	Thereupon, they dismissed the servants, locked the garden gate, trimmed the lamp, and drank slowly, enjoying themselves thoroughly. Chu drank a large cup and said, “Life is just for seeking pleasure; why wait for wealth and rank?”

	 

	Qin laughed and said, “A mole drinking from a river only fills its belly. Is merely drinking enough to be considered pleasure? I know a wonderful person; if you saw her, Brother, you would think of growing old in this village!”

	 

	Chu asked what kind of person it was. Qin equivocated and did not tell the truth. After being pressed forcefully, Qin finally whispered, “I have stayed in this garden for two years now. I once met a beauty, just seventeen years old. After you arrived, Brother, our traces became somewhat scarce, but every flower-filled or moonlit night, or when you are in a drunken dream, we have never failed to hold hands. Because you treat me generously, Brother, I dare to reveal my heartfelt secrets. I hope you will not reveal this to others!”

	 

	Chu said, “I worry you are teasing me. If it is true, then if not a fox, it must be a ghost. How can one be intimate with it?”

	 

	Qin said, “It is truly a fox, not a ghost. For a fox with beauty comparable to Mifei and talent like the Lady of the Xie family, why should one not be intimate?”

	 

	Chu was, after all, a youth; his blood and spirit were not yet settled. Moreover, spurred by high spirits from the wine, he begged forcefully to see her. Qin looked reluctant. Chu pleaded gently, going so far as to bend his knee.

	 

	Qin smiled and said, “Seeing her is not impossible. I do not know if the beauty will permit it, but I will try, to see your luck.”

	 

	He stood up, wound his way out to the corridor beneath the artificial lake and mountain, and softly called “Sister Lian” three times. Thereupon, a woman parted the flowers and walked under the moon, slowly approaching. Her graceful bearing was charming, her beauty extraordinary, unlike anything eyes had seen. She wore painted clothes of green gauze and dragged a white silk skirt. Her autumn-wave eyes flowed with intelligence, her lotus cheeks flushed with a tide of color. She glanced shyly at Chu and scolded Qin, saying, “Little Sour One! Did you say I wouldn’t dare to see this bookworm?”

	 

	Chu’s face flushed and his speech stammered; he forced himself to bow to her. Qin said, “Brother Chu Twelve is tender-faced; Sister Lian, do not laugh at him.”

	 

	The girl said, “This is not being tender-faced; this is the manifestation of a conscience. How is he like you, having lost all heavenly goodness and knowing not a shred of shame!”

	 

	They entered the pavilion together. Seeing the wine implements, she laughed, “Two sour scholars! Someone’s son is taking a wife; at this moment they are just engaging in the nuptials. You two are merely collecting the leftovers to moisten your gluttonous lips. Congratulations on getting two full crops tonight!”

	 

	Qin said, “Since you cannot play the host, why mock us?”

	 

	The girl said, “You are truly like bedbugs in an inn, wanting to plan against the guests. I just ate yangtao at Sixth Sister’s place and saved a few. May I bring them out to offer to you?”

	 

	Qin said, “Wonderful!”

	 

	The girl then took from her sleeve a gold-rimmed coconut ladle filled with five yangtao, fresh as if just picked. Sichuan did not possess these things, and they could not fathom where they came from. The two scholars shared them; they were very sweet. Shortly after, precious delicacies and fragrant wines all came forth from the ladle, arranged to fill the table.

	 

	While drinking happily, she suddenly looked at Chu and said, “Observing your fragrant appearance and virtuous quality, you are sufficient to smash a Bewildering Tower. But thousand-petal peach blossoms bloom early and fall early; they are flowery but bear no fruit. This implies a fixed principle. You must enjoy pleasure in good time; how can you wait idly by a stump?”

	 

	Thus, they spoke and laughed intimately, their banter gradually becoming immersive. Chu was entranced and could not control himself. Qin, from the side, looked quite jealous.

	 

	The girl glanced at him and laughed, “Little Sour One! Truly a vinegar gourd. When people meet by chance like floating duckweed, it is just acting in a play; why take it to heart? As for the matter of the new bride in a short while, how will the Luo family groom handle the emotion?”

	 

	Qin asked what matter concerning the new bride in a short while.

	 

	The girl said, “You will see for yourself presently.”

	 

	After a short while, they suddenly heard voices boiling over; the garden trees were all illuminated red. People went out to look: the kitchen had caught fire, spreading to the bridal chamber. The neighborhood head and soldiers all came to fight the fire; relatives and neighbors gradually gathered, swarming like ants and bees. Dozens of family members were fortunately not yet asleep. Only the bride and the Luo son, without an inch of thread on their bodies, were shivering in the front courtyard. Illuminated by the firelight, every fine hair was visible. The two scholars could not look directly at them. The girl then went forward, undid her gauze robe to wrap the bride, and supported her to another room. The aunts and sisters followed on her heels to comfort her; in the chaos, they lost track of the girl’s whereabouts. The crowd assumed she was a neighbor’s daughter who had returned to her own chambers. Only the two scholars, Qin and Chu, knew the truth, but they kept their mouths sealed and said nothing.

	 

	From this point on, there was no evening Chu did not meet with her; they got along very happily, yet ultimately did not reach the point of sexual disorder. For Chu was bashful, and the girl also possessed chastity, appearing just like Wei Yin and Lady Ren. When Scholar Qin returned to Chengdu with his father, the girl wept as she bid farewell and did not come again. Two years later, Gu died; Chu escorted the coffin back to his hometown. He had not yet passed the exams. The following year he became a metropolitan graduate and served his probation in the Ministry of Works. He died unmarried, aged only twenty-four.

	 

	The reason sour scholars are often jealous, if one investigates the cause, is nothing else but that they shut their doors and guard their wives as if for a lifetime, having no far-reaching ambition. The Chaste Fox and Chu—their words and expressions involved intimacy, yet the bookworm manifested it in his appearance; how small was his perspective!

	 


Magistrate Deng

	 

	In a certain village in Hengshui, there was a woman who was having an illicit affair with a powerful local man. Together, they plotted to kill her husband. The victim’s nephew reported the crime. The adulterer bribed the coroner and his assistants with a large sum of gold, causing them to cover for him. When the corpse was inspected, no wounds were found. The official could not manage the case; instead, he reprimanded the accuser for making false and reckless accusations and punished him severely.

	 

	The nephew appealed to the prefecture. The Prefect commissioned Mr. Deng, the Magistrate of Dingxing, to go and investigate. Deng arrived and repeatedly examined the body but found no evidence. That night, staying in the lodging house, he pondered ceaselessly, finally draping his clothes over his shoulders and sitting up. It was towards the end of the third watch; his attendants were sound asleep, their snores mingling on the floor.

	 

	Suddenly, a cold wind rose from beneath the door, rustling the curtains. The candlelight dimmed, and faintly, a man appeared in the corner of the wall. He hesitated, moving forward and then backward, before suddenly kneeling upon the floor. Deng could not help but feel his hair stand on end. He concentrated his gaze and saw that the figure’s appearance and clothing resembled the corpse he had inspected during the day. It made a faint weeping sound, and a white object hung from its right ear.

	 

	Deng suddenly realized the truth and spoke boldly: “I shall certainly avenge the wrong done to you! You may withdraw now; I understand.”

	 

	The figure kowtowed and vanished, and the candle suddenly brightened. Deng then went to sleep.

	 

	The next day, he sent a card summoning the Magistrate of Hengshui, saying: “The ignorant commoners start lawsuits with deceitful words. If we do not establish an irrefutable case to shut their mouths, how will we enforce official decrees and suppress wicked customs? I request that you and I supervise the coroner and return to the location of the corpse together, so the dead may have no regrets and the living no excuses. Hopefully, above, we can report to the Prefect, and below, we can convince the onlookers.”

	 

	The Magistrate of Hengshui saw the letter and laughed, saying: “People call Magistrate Deng a bookworm, and it is truly not a lie. He has been a magistrate for ten years yet remains as poor as a destitute scholar; one can imagine his talent. How can a clumsy official handle a legal case like this?”

	 

	Thereupon they went to inspect the body again. Deng shouted an order to examine the right ear. The coroner turned pale and pulled wet cotton wadding out of the ear; in a moment, it piled up to approximately half a catty.

	 

	Deng pointed this out to the Magistrate of Hengshui, saying: “This is how the adulterer and the adulteress achieved their aim.”

	 

	The Magistrate was greatly shocked and bowed in apology, saying: “A treacherous plot like this is not only something my eyes have never seen, but something my ears have never heard; indeed, it is not recorded in The Washing Away of Wrongs. If not for you, my colleague, who could have known it?”

	 

	Deng said: “This is due to the spirit of the wronged soul, not my ability.”

	 

	He immediately had the adulterer and the adulteress brought before the corpse and subjected them to strict torture; he obtained a full confession of the facts. The adulterer was sentenced to beheading, and the adulteress was sentenced to death by slow slicing. The case was concluded, and the whole county praised his divine wisdom.

	 

	With a sincere heart for the people, careful attention to tasks, not declining hardship, and not fearing complexity, how can demons and corrupt practices escape the Mirror of Qin? If one rushes through matters, believing oneself to be decisive and investigating no further, the difference between that and being a corrupt official who deceives is very slight. Let those who serve as parents to the people pay extra heed to this!

	 


Master Yu

	 

	Master Yu of Jinmen was the descendant of prominent officials. His family possessed hundreds of thousands in gold, and he was a stipendiary student at the county school, enjoying a resounding reputation. He was barely twenty years old, with a demeanor so graceful and handsome that people called him “The Jade Master.”

	 

	His wife, Madam Zhang, was also from a distinguished family; she was beautiful, virtuous, and they cherished a harmonious relationship. Their mansion extended for nearly half a mile, and within their alley, no other clan resided. To the east of the mansion was a garden recently acquired from Brigade General Li; though quite dilapidated, it was extremely spacious. The Master frequently thought of renovating it but had not yet carried out his plans.

	 

	One day, the doorman presented a visiting card that read: “Licentiate Wei of Yu Prefecture calls to visit.”

	 

	The Master, having a passion for hospitality, rushed out to welcome him in his haste. The guest was a beautiful youth of eighteen or nineteen, with delicate features, possessing an air of an immortal. The Master admired him instantly.

	 

	Wei ascended the hall and bowed, saying, “I have long hoped to gaze upon you, but had no fate to meet you. Now that I have obtained this audience, my long-held wish is fulfilled. I know you have acquired the Li family’s abandoned garden and left it unoccupied. It is my intention to pay a few hundred or a thousand a year to reside there temporarily. I do not know if you would consent?”

	 

	The Master returned the bow and replied, “If you would grace us with your presence, it would be like a jade tree deigning to lean against common reeds. This is a destiny written in stone; how would I dare refuse?”

	 

	Wei’s face lit up with joy; he bowed again to express his thanks. They conversed for a long time before he took his leave, agreeing to bring his clan over that very day. The Master assented and saw him out the gate, parting with a bow.

	 

	The Master entered and told Zhang. Zhang said, “Renting a ruined garden to someone for a few hundred a year is not a bad calculation, but I fear his words may not be fulfilled.”

	 

	The Master said, “How could someone as gentle and refined as Scholar Wei go back on his word? I have many classmates and friends, but none compare to him. If he moves here, I will not only gain a fragrant neighbor but a bosom friend as well.”

	 

	In the late afternoon, Wei returned leading two servant boys. He first presented the money. The Master immediately refused it, but Wei forcefully left it and departed. The Master chased after him, asking, “When will your esteemed family move in?”

	 

	Wei said, “We are entering the new residence right now.”

	 

	The Master gave the money to Zhang and stood outside the gate to wait. First, he saw many people carrying boxes, cages, tables, and couches in an endless stream. Finally, more than ten scented carriages arrived, rumbling along. The sun had already set, and the view was not very clear, but he heard the laughing voices of the womenfolk, light and lively as a flock of swallows, as they entered the garden. The atmosphere of luxury was such that not even a millionaire could emulate it. Harboring doubts, he went inside and speculated with Zhang.

	 

	Zhang said, “Won’t you go visit tomorrow? If you meet and inquire in detail, you will know everything. What is the point of wild guessing?”

	 

	The Master agreed. He rose early, arranged his dress and cap, and went to their door to pay his respects. As soon as his card was submitted, Wei rushed out, holding his hands with great joy. The Master looked around the hall; the furnishings were magnificent, and even the beams and rafters looked as if they were newly constructed. He was extremely puzzled.

	 

	Wei laughed and said, “Do you think an old house cannot suddenly take on a new color? I knew you would honor us with a visit immediately, and fearing that an unkempt thatched hut would disrespect a noble guest, I supervised the servants overnight to add a little decoration.”

	 

	The Master’s doubts were dispelled, and he believed even more in Wei’s wealth. He then asked to pay respects to Wei’s parents.

	 

	Wei said, “My parents and brothers are living in Guanzhong, and an aunt married into the Yin family in Shangnan two years ago. Those depending on me here are only my new wife and three young sisters.”

	 

	The Master made a mental note of this and returned to discuss it with Zhang: “Scholar Wei has sisters-in-law. We should prepare rice, flour, fish, meat, and firewood to fulfill the duties of a host.”

	 

	Zhang agreed and went personally to present the gifts. Wei’s wife, Madam Qin, was eighteen years old, gorgeous beyond compare, and equal in beauty to the three sisters. Zhang was formerly considered a beauty with no equal in the commandery, but now, facing these beauties, she felt ashamed of her own appearance. Qin was two years younger than Zhang, and she and the three sisters all addressed Zhang as “Sister-in-law.” They kept her for drinks with great diligence and they became very close. A few days later, Zhang also prepared a lavish feast and invited Qin and the three sisters to drink. They parted only after enjoying themselves to the fullest. From then on, the two families went back and forth like the closest of relatives.

	 

	Zhang had a son who was still in swaddling clothes. Qin was also pregnant and once said to Zhang, “If I bear a boy, so be it; but if I bear a girl, she shall be a wife to your family.”

	 

	Zhang said, “I fear you are merely joking. If it were true, it would fulfill my wildest hopes.”

	 

	The third sister also encouraged this from the side. Several days later, Qin indeed gave birth to a girl. When Zhang heard of it, the whole house rejoiced, and porridge and rice gifts were shuttled back and forth between the two houses.

	 

	When the baby turned one month old, Wei sent a note inviting the Master, saying: “Tomorrow we hold the soup-cake feast. Relatives will gather, but the only honored guest needed is you, sir.”

	 

	The Master agreed and prepared rare gifts. On the appointed day, he went in full formal attire. Being long familiar with the place, he entered without an usher and saw maids and older women holding utensils, moving back and forth in confusion. There was no human speech in the hall, only the sounds of sucking noodles, slurping broth, and chewing, which were noisy and chaotic.

	 

	The Master lifted the curtain. A young man sitting inside caught a glimpse of him, threw down his chopsticks, and stood up, calling to Wei: “Uncle, come quickly, a guest has arrived!”

	 

	The womenfolk fled in panic, all retreating behind the screen doors. Wei came out to meet the Master, clapping his hands and saying, “I was wondering what rude, evil guest was barging into the inner chambers—it turns out to be the host!”

	 

	He then urged the women to come out, saying, “This is Master Yu from the west house, a friend of the family. Why hide?”

	 

	The women all came out, bowing with heads lowered in shyness. The Master returned their bows. Stealing glances at them, he saw they were all unworldly beauties, but Madam Qin was particularly radiant and moving. His spirit was captivated by her, and he barely managed to complete the rites. The male guests also exchanged names; all were wealthy young men. Among them was Wei’s brother-in-law, a Scholar Bai, who hit it off with the Master immediately, regretting they had not met sooner. They sat down to drink and eat, dispersing only at nightfall.

	 

	Upon returning, the Master could not stop thinking about Qin. He subtly revealed his feelings to Zhang.

	 

	Zhang laughed and said, “Is there such a thing as a generous gentleman lusting after his child’s mother-in-law?”

	 

	The Master said, “If the status were settled, there would be no great obstruction; how much more so when the status is not yet settled? If you plan this for me, I will never forget to repay you.”

	 

	Zhang laughed and agreed. A few days later, Zhang set up a feast and invited Qin and the three sisters to drink. She secretly placed an aphrodisiac in the wine specifically to intoxicate Qin. Qin became dizzy and unable to support herself. She asked a maid to help her into Zhang’s room, where she fell into a deep sleep upon touching the bed.

	 

	Zhang laughed and said, “Sister Qin is quite useless today; unable to handle a few cups, she ends up like this. She must be faking.”

	 

	The third sister said, “Her capacity is naturally shallow; her drunkenness is likely real. She will rise on her own after a short rest.”

	 

	Zhang then ordered the maids to lock the door from the outside and warned them not to enter and disturb her. She then took her seat and urged the third sister to drink.

	 

	There was an existing small opening in the room hidden behind the bed, communicating with a side chamber where Zhang had pre-arranged for the Master to hide. The Master observed very closely. Seeing the door was locked, he slowly opened the curtain and emerged, stepping softly like a crane or egret. Qin was already fast asleep. He shook her, but she did not wake. Her captivating appearance and enchanting manner were made even more alluring by the wine. He first kissed her lips; a soft fragrance entered his brain, and the fire of lust blazed. He slowly removed her undergarments, revealing snowy thighs and buttocks as smooth as warm jade. The brocade quilt and embroidered curtains reflected their brilliance. His heart wavered, and he caressed her completely.

	 

	Just as he was about to violate her, he suddenly felt a pang of regret, thinking: “I am best friends with Scholar Wei. If I see beauty and let my mind wander, desiring to ravish a friend’s wife, how am I different from a beast? If I cannot endure this brief moment, then a lifetime of hidden virtue will be completely lost.”

	 

	Upon thinking this, his lust turned to ice. He hurriedly covered her lower body and tiptoed back out.

	 

	Shortly after, the third sister entered the room and urged Qin to rise, saying, “The night is late, we should go home to rest!”

	 

	Qin rose slowly, straightening her hair and clothes, looking bashful. She called for tea, took a few sips, and rose to leave.

	 

	Zhang tried to keep her, saying, “Sister has not yet eaten dinner; how can you leave on an empty stomach? If you go home and have to start cooking this late, won’t Brother-in-law Wei laugh at me for being stingy?”

	 

	Qin sneered, “You are no good person. You are not worth arguing with about black and white. Tomorrow someone will come naturally to ask for an explanation.”

	 

	After speaking, she left. Zhang’s face turned red and her neck flushed; she dared not respond. After seeing the guests off, she found the Master and asked how the plan had been exposed.

	 

	The Master exclaimed, “She was fast asleep from beginning to end; how can you say it was exposed?”

	 

	He told her the truth. Zhang did not believe him. The Master pointed at the lamp and swore an oath. Only then did Zhang laugh and say, “That little vixen played too coy, speaking in riddles and mysteries—she nearly killed me with shame and regret! I fear there will be more talk tomorrow; you must prepare your defense.”

	 

	The Master said nothing, but his heart was very uneasy. The next day, Wei indeed arrived and insisted on seeing him. The Master had no choice but to come out hesitantly.

	 

	Wei took one look at him and laughed, saying, “Brother, we haven’t met for days. What have you been doing at home? I hear you always enjoy reading the Mao Commentary on the Odes. You must have gained some insights. Why not recite one or two to clear my blocked mind?”

	 

	The Master observed that his expression was not angry and felt slightly reassured. He smiled and said, “That is too high a praise; how am I qualified to lecture on the Odes?”

	 

	Wei said, “If you do not read the Odes, how can you be ‘fond of beauty without being lewd’?”

	 

	Hearing this, the Master was struck to the core; ashamed, he could not answer.

	 

	Wei laughed loudly and said, “No harm done. From now on, I believe in your character even more! What you did last night was dangerously close to being beastly, but with a turn of thought, a great calamity was removed from your body. You are truly a lucky man! Last night, a master thief was lying in ambush in your bedroom, watching for a long time. If you had not bravely moved toward goodness, then even if you fled to Khotan or transformed into a midge, there would have been no escape. There is something under the bed; go inside and examine it.”

	 

	The Master was stunned and did not quite understand what he meant. After Wei left, he urgently searched under the bed and indeed found an object, gleaming white as snow. Greatly terrified, he took it out to look—it was a sharp dagger. His hair stood on end, and sweat poured down like rain. Zhang also trembled in her thighs. Together, they went to Wei’s door, offering humble apologies and prostrating themselves to ask for punishment.

	 

	Qin helped Zhang into the room, showing no offense at all. She smiled beautifully at Zhang and said, “Sister-in-law, why must you do this? My daughter and the Master had a destiny for one night of romance; half of it was written off last night. Your plotting for the Master was not without sin, but since he was able to correct himself, the fault is gone. What grudge would I hold? However, this matter must remain secret. If it leaks to others, I will die of shame! I will have a request before long; allow me to speak of it later.”

	 

	Zhang was moved by her sentiment and felt even more ashamed. From then on, they continued to visit each other, their friendship restored without gaps. Not long after, Scholar Bai suddenly arrived in formal dress, behaving with respectful ceremony.

	 

	The Master was astonished and said, “We have long disregarded formalities; why are you suddenly so constrained?”

	 

	Bai said, “Usually there are no weddings or funerals, just summoning each other for poetry and wine. Today there is a great celebration; how dare I lose my manners?”

	 

	The Master asked what celebration.

	 

	Bai said, “My brother-in-law Wei has three young sisters who have remained chaste and unmarried for a long time. Because of your embroidered heart and mouth, and your jade quality and golden mind, he wishes to give them all to you as concubines. I presume you will not refuse.”

	 

	The Master was shocked upon hearing this, then delighted. When his surprise and joy settled, he became suspicious and laughed, “Brother, do not speak wildly. How can such a thing exist in this world?”

	 

	Bai said, “This is not strange; why shouldn’t the world have such things? Furthermore, one might joke about other matters, but how could one joke about this?”

	 

	The Master said, “Scholar Wei is my best friend; his sisters are like my sisters. How could I dare do this!”

	 

	Bai said, “It is precisely because you are best friends that he conceived this idea. Otherwise, ten thousand pieces of gold for a betrothal could not buy a single ‘yes’ from them, let alone three!”

	 

	The Master went in to consult with Zhang. Zhang was even more surprised and delighted, and strongly supported it. The Master came out and bowed to Bai, saying, “If my wish can be fulfilled, I shall repay him with my life.”

	 

	Bai laughed, agreed, and left. Several days later, Wei first sent the dowry—over a hundred loads, large and small, all extremely luxurious and beautiful, worth approximately ten thousand gold. The Master thanked Wei.

	 

	Wei paid his respects and said, “Because you were brave in correcting your faults, you are truly a pillar of rock in midstream. That my three sisters have found someone to rely on is a matter of boundless celebration.”

	 

	The Master was extremely humble. After the marriage was consummated, the harmony was like the playing of lutes and harps. The three concubines were enchanting and each skilled in her own way, and they were also very close with Zhang. The Master marveled at what good karma he had cultivated to deserve this; he was overjoyed beyond expectation.

	 

	One day, Qin said to Zhang, “My daughter can be weaned. She is naturally a daughter-in-law of the Yu family. She should remain in your house, and you and my three sisters can raise her together. We are about to depart for a long time.”

	 

	Zhang was shocked upon hearing this sudden news. She asked where they were going.

	 

	Qin said, “Returning to Guanzhong to rely on my parents-in-law.”

	 

	Zhang told the Master. The Master was dejected and immediately went to see Wei. Wei happened to be visiting, and they met at the gate.

	 

	Wei said, “The desire to return is pressing; we are anxious to start the journey. Parting starts from today; there will be no days left to serve you. I am overcome with melancholy.”

	 

	The Master said sadly, “We are just getting along happily; how can you bear to speak of parting? Though the words have left your mouth, I cannot bear to hear them.”

	 

	Wei said, “My three sisters and one daughter are luckily entrusted to a sturdy pine. My wish to travel East was not in vain, and now the thought of returning West is earnest. Thinking of my parents, thoughts of home rise suddenly and allow no delay. Ten years from now, we shall gather again; do not be sorrowful.”

	 

	The Master wept and could not cheer himself up. Wei comforted him and left. The Master planned with Zhang to hold a grand farewell banquet. The three concubines stopped him, saying, “There is no need; I fear you won’t make it in time.”

	 

	The Master did not listen. Once the arrangements were set, he went personally to invite them. When he arrived, the gate and hall were empty; nothing remained. He did not know when the whole clan had left. He returned in tears, and Zhang also sobbed. The three concubines, however, did not seem to mind at all.

	 

	Three years later, the three concubines suddenly spoke to the Master in panic: “We know your family possesses the Diamond Sutra written on Palm Leaves from the Brahma Temple. Does it still exist?”

	 

	The Master said, “That is the family treasure. It is wrapped in tenfold layers and enshrined in the Buddha hall; how could it not exist?”

	 

	The three concubines jumped for joy, saying, “Then we can survive!”

	 

	The Master asked in surprise what the reason was. The three concubines then bashfully told the truth: “We are not humans; we are actually foxes. Because a Great Calamity was approaching, our parents ordered our brother and sister-in-law to bring us East to avoid it. Knowing your family enshrined this Sutra, we entrusted ourselves to live under your eaves. Later, seeing that you corrected your faults as decisively as cutting weeds, and that your house was filled with auspicious harmony and invaded by no disasters, they entrusted us to you. Now the Great Calamity has arrived. This afternoon, when thunder and rain rage, we beg you to remember our nights of love: hide us and our niece under the Buddha’s seat. If you open the Sutra and kneel to chant it with a sincere heart, this calamity can be escaped. Afterward, we can investigate the origins of life and nature together and discuss the Way of cultivation; the register of immortals can be attained.”

	 

	Only then was the Master greatly astonished, and he carefully noted their instructions. In the afternoon, clouds like ink indeed rushed from the northwest, and thunder rumbled faintly. The three concubines hid under the Buddha’s seat in panic, instantly transforming into foxes. The Master, moved by pity, urgently placed the little daughter under the altar table and covered her with Buddhist banners. He and Zhang opened the Sutra with sincere hearts and knelt before the Buddha, chanting without stopping.

	 

	Moments later, thunder and lightning erupted, shaking heaven and earth. The Master and Zhang lay prostrate, trembling, but chanted the Sutra even more urgently. After a long while, they suddenly heard a human voice say: “What about them?”

	 

	Another person replied: “Stop, stop. The Buddha’s decree has already pardoned them.”

	 

	Suddenly it became quiet, and the sound of thunder faded into the distance. The three concubines were already standing before them holding their niece, joy overflowing on their faces. They kowtowed to thank the Master and Zhang, congratulating each other. From this point on, the Master’s thoughts of the worldly life turned to ash. He discussed the supreme Dao with his three concubines daily. Zhang also devoted her heart to metaphysics. Ten years later, they moved their family to Guanzhong, and no one knows where they ended up. Presumably, they met with Wei.

	 

	Zhang had a maid named Qingping who married the nephew of a salt merchant named Fan. She often spoke of the matter of the Jade Master to her relatives with great certainty.

	 

	Once a lustful heart blazes, the mechanism of disaster is already set; once a righteous thought is born, one’s name is inscribed in the register of immortals. How significant it is that a man can correct his faults! To restrain oneself and return to propriety is perfect virtue. Should we not expand upon even a single thought of goodness?

	 


Scholar Liang

	 

	Liang Sheng of Bianzhou lost both his parents at a young age and lived in extreme poverty. He had been engaged, but his fiancée died before the wedding, and he lacked the means to procure a new betrothal. His intimate friends mocked him, nicknaming him “Liang the Helpless.” However, he was gentle and refined by nature, capable of holding his liquor, and skilled at Weiqi, which made him popular among his peers. He was particularly close with two classmates, Wang and Liu.

	 

	Liu’s father was a Prefect, and Wang’s family possessed a fortune of tens of thousands; both were known as wealthy tycoons. Liang circulated among them as a poor scholar. Some ridiculed him, believing that for a pauper to accompany the rich—one without even decent trousers—was a failure to measure his own station.

	 

	When Liang heard this, he laughed and said, “I carry a mouth on my two shoulders; even if they possess the wealth of Zhu and Dun, what can they do to me?”

	 

	People sneered even more at his lack of dignity, changing his nickname to “Liang Xiexie,” adopting the name of Xie Xida from The Golden Lotus to mock him.

	 

	Liu had one wife and five concubines, while Wang had one wife and four concubines; both also kept beautiful maids and handsome pageboys. Whenever they held a banquet, they would bring them out to urge guests to drink, competing to show off.

	 

	One day, Wang spent a thousand gold to acquire two beauties from Jiangnan. They were slender and charming, unmatched by any of the other concubines. Thinking them the supreme unparalleled beauties of the world, he sent out invitations and spread a feast, summoning guests for a high gathering.

	 

	After the wine had gone a few rounds, the beauties came out to be seen. The screens opened and the curtains rolled up as they approached slowly and gracefully. A strange fragrance filled the room, startling all the seated guests. They bowed once and immediately withdrew without uttering a word. The guests stopped drinking and chewing, their eyes dazzled and spirits captured.

	 

	Wang, full of smug satisfaction, drained several large cups and said, “What fortune you gentlemen have, to encounter such fairies!”

	 

	The crowd was tongue-tied and could not answer. Liang alone sat at the end of the table with a smile, savoring the wine and tasting the food as if he had seen nothing.

	 

	Liu sat in a daze for a long time before finally snapping out of it and saying to Liang, “Everyone is drunk but you alone are sober. If you are not blind, you must be heartless!”

	 

	Liang slowly replied, “I saw them clearly at a glance. However, though they entered my eyes, they could not move my heart.”

	 

	Wang was displeased and asked, “Then what do you think?”

	 

	Liang said, “Compared to those you two usually favor, there is indeed a vast difference, like heaven and abyss. But if you take them to be Xi Shi or Zheng Mao, they are not there yet. You two are biased and will surely treat my words as nonsense from the Milky Way, but allow me to explain clearly. Is that acceptable?”

	 

	The crowd said, “It is.”

	 

	Liang said, “Regarding these two: their hair is disguised by makeup and their feet are hidden by skirts, so let us set those aside. But if I point out one or two things that were visible to all, the difference between beauty and ugliness will be immediately decided.”

	 

	Wang said, “I wish to hear it.”

	 

	Liang said, “Their eyebrows are long, but that is the work of soot and charcoal. Their eyes are charming, yet the black and white are not distinct. Their lips are cherry-like, but that is the dotting of rouge. Their shoulders are sloped and waists thin, but their necks are stretched and elbows twisted, appearing forced; their chests are wrapped and bellies bound, clearly leaving marks. These are all results of self-inflicted harm. I have heard that the beauties of antiquity had complexions like morning clouds mixed with snow, radiating light, while their limbs and features were all naturally perfect. If these two were to have messy hair and rough clothes, applying no powder or black dye, I fear that—though the country is secure and the city walls strong—even if they smiled enough to crack their cheeks, they would not be able to topple them.”

	 

	The guests at the table heard this incisive argument, and as it fit their jealous hearts, they all roared with laughter in agreement. Wang’s face turned gray, and he found it hard to respond immediately.

	 

	Liu alone disagreed, saying, “Brother Liang, your eyes are the size of beans, yet you flap your lips and drum your tongue, blowing apart the fur to seek flaws. How are you qualified to give a critical evaluation? Pray tell, what did Xi Shi and Zheng Mao look like? ‘Radiating light’—did it not blind people’s eyes? Matters of the ‘Gentle Lands’ require one to be personally situated in the reality of wealth and rank to truly know the joys of being surrounded by pearls and kingfisher feathers. A poor scholar like you reads a few lines of a book and immediately claims ‘there are women in the texts’ to claim as your own. When you see true beauty before you, unable to grasp it for a moment and knowing full well this life will absolutely lack such joy, you have no choice but to look down on the world with false arguments to mock us. Do you not consider that you cannot even handle a wife of ‘dregs and chaff,’ and remain swimming alone like a widower to this day? You cannot even obtain a barefoot maid! It only bitterly exhausts your noble hand—I wonder how many times a night you make it your meat-urinal!”

	 

	Hearing such frivolous and mean language, the guests stopped laughing. Only Wang laughed loudly, his anger entirely dissipated.

	 

	Knowing that empty words were useless, Liang left before the banquet ended. From then on, he was not very intimate with Wang and Liu, and their friendship quietly faded. Classmates spread the story and composed a couplet to mock him:

	 

	“In youth he was born with a thick old face skin,

	Who knew that Xie the Great was so hard to emulate?

	And now he is utterly poor with no recourse,

	Soon on the Western Mountain he will sing of gathering ferns.”

	 

	Liang received the poem and was extremely annoyed. He pondered deeply: They are arrogant to others because of their wealth, loving flattery and hating honesty. Why can I not be arrogant to others through my poverty? I must strive to find a concubine, just to amuse myself. But I suffer from a shy purse; my wild desires burn in vain. There are no heroic women like Hongfu or Hongxiao in this world anymore. Even if there were a beauty, how could she come to me on her own? He was incredibly depressed.

	 

	He went into the market to wander idly and happened to see an old man spreading out old books for sale at a crossroads. Liang inspected them and suddenly found a bundle; the paper color was very old, but the mounting was extremely elegant. He opened it to read and found it was a complete hand-copied collection of Tao Qian’s poems. The small standard script was charming. He did not know who had written it, but upon looking for the signature at the end of the scroll, he discovered it was the authentic handwriting of Zhao Wenmin. He was wildly overjoyed inside, feeling as if he had dug up hidden gold. He asked the price.

	 

	The old man said, “I will not sell for less than one hundred cash.”

	 

	Liang, fearing the man would stay only briefly, immediately took off his outer robe, pawned it, and paid him. He carried it home to wait for a buyer. It happened that there was a great tycoon in the commandery who had an obsession with calligraphy and painting and was seeking them urgently. Liang asked someone to show it to him. The tycoon saw it and treated it like receiving a grand ancestral jade. After negotiating back and forth, Liang finally obtained one thousand gold.

	 

	Liang kept this secret and did not announce it. Secretly, he instructed matchmakers to seek out a beauty. They looked at dozens of women, but none suited his wishes. Eventually, a hunchbacked old woman brought a girl to him. She was about sixteen or seventeen years old, with thick black hair, white teeth, fine skin, and a delicate face. Her natural beauty was dazzling, truly something he had never seen in his life; his soul was captured by her.

	 

	He invited them to sit and asked, “Is this the one you have brought forth, old mother?”

	 

	She replied, “Yes.”

	 

	Liang said, “With a daughter like this, why worry about not matching with a prince or marquis?”

	 

	The old woman said, “The gates of the nobility are deep like the sea; once one enters, how can one be seen again? Because I am poor and old, I wish to give her to a reading scholar. I only seek enough food and clothing to fill our mouths and bodies so we do not freeze or starve to death. Also, we could visit each other as relatives. This is my highest wish; I dare not hope for anything extravagant.”

	 

	Liang said, “If that is so, it shows your high wisdom. However, a poor scholar’s betrothal gifts are meager. If I manage to offer one hundred gold as a gift, will you allow it?”

	 

	The old woman said, “Truly the words of a book-fool! It is because of your kind and thick character that I entrust her to you. This is not my money tree—how could I bear to hoard her as rare goods? Stop! If you bring up even one coin, I will take her elsewhere!”

	 

	Liang did not press further and simply prepared wine to treat them. The old woman ate and drank her fill, then instructed the girl to serve her husband well and not to miss her mother, saying she would come for a meal another day. She went out the door and left directly. The girl was also calm and did not seem to miss her much.

	 

	Liang took out funds to buy clothes and ornaments, all of which were splendid and fine. The girl was a national beauty by nature; she required not a speck of powder or adornment. Whether lightly made up or heavily painted, everything suited her. She was truly a person of heaven. Liang had not spent a single coin yet suddenly obtained this; it was truly beyond his dreams. Their love and intimacy were extraordinary.

	 

	Before long, his classmates all knew and spread the story as a marvel. Wang went to see Liu and said, “Have you heard? Liang the Helpless has also taken a concubine!”

	 

	Liu laughed. “Is the city of Bianzhou not as vast as the sea? Is there a lack of discarded women to become the concubines of beggars? Even if she has a fraction of beauty, after working in his house for a month—chaff for breakfast and pickles for dinner—I predict she surely has a starved face and a pigeon-like shape. Seeing her would certainly make one vomit!”

	 

	Wang said, “My thoughts exactly. But in the past, we were insulted by him, and to this day I am not resigned. Today, let us use congratulations as an excuse to go and look at her lightly. To mock him to his face and shut his mouth would be a great pleasure.”

	 

	Liu agreed with a laugh. So, each prepared five silver coins, labeled “Congratulatory Gift,” and went in fine clothes and high carriages.

	 

	Liang heard they were coming and smiled, telling the girl, “Today these two men may dare to insult me.” He recounted the previous events.

	 

	The girl smiled slightly. “My husband, do not worry. Let them do as they please. I shall play a small prank on them for you to vent your accumulated anger.”

	 

	Liang ordered food and drink to be prepared. The two scholars arrived, exchanged pleasantries about their separation, and expressed their congratulations. Liang was humble without end. After the wine had gone several rounds, the two scholars asked to see the new lady. Liang declined, saying she was a rough servant girl used only for kitchen work to share his labor, and he dared not soil the noble guests’ eyes. The two scholars insisted firmly. Liang finally agreed and called the girl.

	 

	As soon as she came out the door, the two scholars were immediately bewildered and lost their wits, sitting dazed as if they had lost something. The girl walked forward slowly, adjusted her clothes, and bowed. The two scholars were unaware of their own bowing in return.

	 

	Liang said, “These two gentlemen are brothers of the family; there is no need to avoid them. Since they have lowered their dignity to come here, you should offer a cup.”

	 

	The girl assented softly and presented the cups with both hands. Her fingers were slender like carved jade. The two scholars were toppled over in fascination, like puppets on a string. Liang laughed loudly. They ended up completely drunk and dispersed.

	 

	On the way home, the two scholars discussed it, unable to believe such a fairy existed among humans; from then on, all other women lost their color. “How can we get close to her jade body? We would die without regret.”

	 

	Liu suddenly said, “It is not difficult. Do you not know that Liang the Helpless values wine as his life? The day after tomorrow is his birthday. What difficulty is there in setting up a feast at his house to toast his longevity? We will secretly put monkshood in the wine and wait for him to snore in sleep. At that time, we can do whatever we want; what can he do to us? We have been intimate with ‘Helpless’ for years; surely he won’t say much. Even if he brings a lawsuit, we’ll just risk a few hundred gold each—what matter cannot be settled?”

	 

	Wang was overjoyed. On the day, they indeed carried food and wine and went.

	 

	The girl said to Liang, “Today these two men come with ill intent. Husband, just sit and watch; I have my own arts to manipulate them.”

	 

	Liang was inherently a drunkard who forgot death at the sight of a cup, and he also deeply trusted the girl’s cleverness, so he knew there was no cause for worry. Before afternoon, he was dead drunk, lying face up on the bed like a stiff corpse.

	 

	The two scholars then closed the doors, lit a candle, and pressed upon the girl.

	 

	The girl smiled captivatingly and said, “You two gentlemen are rich and young; your hearts are not wood or stone. How could I not favor both of you? But this is not a place for pleasure. There is a small tower behind the house, secluded and clean. Why not go there for a chat?”

	 

	Hearing this, the two scholars jumped for joy, almost going mad. Flanking her left and right, they supported her and went. Winding out behind the house, there was indeed a tower, and it was quite lofty.

	 

	Wang said, “I have passed your house often; how could such a thing be here?”

	 

	The girl said, “It was newly built not even a month ago.”

	 

	They climbed up one after the other. The tower was divided into inner and outer sections. The outer room had windows on three sides for viewing the distance. A table was already set with wine and food prepared, and silver candles shone brightly in pairs.

	 

	Liu patted the girl’s shoulder and said, “My dear, you are truly a lovely person.”

	 

	The girl just smiled and did not speak. It was the height of summer. The two scholars took off their clothes and hats and hung them on the pillars, then indulged in drinking.

	 

	The girl suddenly said, “I almost forgot; I have a few appetizers for wine. I must go get them to assist the drinking.”

	 

	She went into the inner room. After a long time, she did not come out. Liu got up to peek, and Wang followed him in. They searched back and forth but found no trace. Wang went to the bedding area and heard a rustling sound inside the pillows and quilts. Looking closely, he saw the girl frantically rising and hiding.

	 

	Wang, surprised and delighted, said, “Why are you hiding here?”

	 

	He urgently pressed his body into the bedding. The girl snatched the door and ran. Wang chased her downstairs. The girl hid under the flowers. Wang charged forward and embraced her. The girl resisted with all her might. Wang held her even tighter.

	 

	Just as they were wrestling, suddenly several people beating night-watch clappers arrived. Hearing human voices, they combined their strength to seize him, slapping his cheeks and cursing him as a thief.

	 

	Wang released the girl and defended himself, saying, “I am a cultivated scholar! Why do you view me as a thief and wantonly beat and insult me?”

	 

	The crowd examined him by the moonlight and exclaimed in shock, “It really is Third Master Wang! Why are you here? Please forgive our sin!”

	 

	Wang could not answer. The crowd looked at the person on the ground; it was Master Liu. They helped him up together and apologized for their reckless offense. It turned out they were patrol soldiers on the night beat who had mistaken them for thieves. The two scholars had long been known for their great wealth, so more than half the people in Bianzhou recognized them.

	 

	Liu reproached Wang, saying, “Brother, your wine-madness is too great! What was your heart in embarrassing me so?”

	 

	Only then did Wang realize it was Liu, and he was overcome with shock and astonishment.

	 

	The patrol soldiers said, “It is deep in the night; it is inconvenient to return to your residences. Please allow us two to keep you company and sit until dawn. Is that acceptable?”

	 

	The two scholars agreed. Once seated and somewhat settled, they looked at each other and saw they were each wearing only an undershirt, looking extremely unrefined. They recalled their clothes were still on the tower pillars and asked the two soldiers to retrieve them on their behalf.

	 

	The soldiers said, “This place is desolate and remote; how could there be a tower?”

	 

	The two scholars looked around and saw no tower at all. Inside the broken walls, there was only a single large tree, dozens of feet high. They were even more terrified, their doubts unresolved. They asked the soldiers, “Where is Master Liang’s house?”

	 

	The soldiers replied, “We have never known such a person; how would we know his house? Furthermore, this is the abandoned garden of the Sun Provincial Administration Commissioner; human footprints rarely reach here. Although there are houses, they are very cut off and sparse, with only the Gunpowder Bureau nearby. Have you not heard? In the Sun family garden, foxes and ghosts abound. Who among the people would be willing to live near here?”

	 

	The two scholars were greatly shocked and dared not move a muscle.

	 

	Soon it turned toward dawn, with the sloping moon in the west. Suddenly they saw a patch of singular darkness in the shadows of the tree on the ground. It swayed in the wind, resembling neither thick branches and dense leaves nor roosting birds and magpie nests. They could not fathom what it was. Looking up into the tree, there seemed to be people faintly visible. All were amazed. They got up and ran, stopping together a bowshot away. Gazing from afar, they guessed at it but could not decide.

	 

	When the sky was fully bright, the “people” clung to the branches without moving. The crowd gradually gathered to examine them closely. They were not people; they were exactly the two scholars’ clothes and hats, hanging high above. Only then did everyone laugh greatly. One man climbed up and retrieved them for the two scholars to identify, and then they all scattered and went home. The story spread immediately, becoming fodder for gossip.

	 

	The two scholars, unwilling to accept the insult and believing Liang had used false magic to trick them, gathered a group of vicious servants and returned to his house, intending to launch a great punitive expedition. When they arrived, the gates and courtyard were completely silent, empty of a single person. He had already fled to parts unknown.

	 

	Several years later, a classmate traveled to the capital for the imperial exams. On the road in Cizhou, he met Liang Sheng. Liang wore light fur coats and rode a sturdy horse, with a retinue that was very grand. They met and exchanged stories of their separation. Liang invited him back to his home. They traveled by a secluded path for about a few li, and beneath a small hill within a dense forest, they entered a huge mansion, wealthy and noble like that of immortals.

	 

	The friend asked, “Brother, when did you find such fortune?”

	 

	Liang laughed and said, “Back then, you chimed in with Wang and Liu, using ‘poor friend’ as a topic for conversation. Looking at Liang now, do I still have the face of ‘Xie the Great’?”

	 

	The friend was greatly ashamed. The next day, the friend ascended the hall to pay respects to the sister-in-law. She was truly a beauty rarely seen in generations.

	 

	The friend withdrew and said to Liang, “Your lady wife—what wonderful magic did she use to play such a harsh prank on them?”

	 

	Liang said, “If scholars have no conduct, should it not be so?”

	 

	He stayed for three days, then packed his luggage to take his leave. Liang gave him one hundred gold as a gift and saw him off with a poem. In it was the line, “A-Zi relies on me for a period of a thousand years.” Only then did the friend realize Liang was the husband of a fox.

	 

	Later, he returned and told Wang and Liu. They were revived with admiration and envy. Consequently, they greased their cart wheels and fed their horses, forcing the friend to go with them to track him down. When they arrived, the green hills were as before, and the green waters remained, but the mansion and the people had dissolved into nothingness. They looked at each other in melancholy and returned.

	 

	This fox truly vented the anger of a poor friend insulted by the rich and powerful. People should value keeping their original true face; how is this true only for women?

	



	


Wang Kan

	 

	Wang Kan was the third son of a farming family in Fangshan. One day, while weeding in the fields, a great wind suddenly rose up, sending sand and stones flying. Just as he was about to take cover, he caught a glimpse of a woman in painted robes, with disheveled hair and bare feet, rushing toward him against the wind. She cried out repeatedly: “Sanlang, save my life!”

	 

	In his haste, Wang had no time to ask for details, so he simply asked, “How can I save you?”

	 

	The woman replied, “Just hide me under the reed shed. In a moment, a whirlwind will arrive chasing me; just tell it I have gone west.” Having said this, she drilled her way into the shed.

	 

	Shortly after, a whirlwind indeed arrived from the northeast. It was as large as a pagoda and as swift as a galloping horse. It circled the fields several times, stripping the leaves from the trees. Wang, following the woman’s instruction, pointed toward the west to deceive it. With a roar like thunder, the wind headed west, seemingly understanding human speech. Wang was greatly astonished.

	 

	Once the wind had passed, he opened the reed shed. The woman was already sitting formally within, tearing strips from her skirt to bind her feet and smiling as she coiled her hair. She was still damp with fragrant sweat and panting for breath. Her moth-like eyebrows were long and beautiful, and her lovely eyes flashed with light. Upon closer inspection, she was incomparably seductive.

	 

	Wang was at an age where he was prone to amorous thoughts; he was both delighted and startled. He spoke gently to comfort her, saying, “The pursuer is gone; you need not worry. However, I do not trust myself—will you grant me a favor?”

	 

	The woman rose and bowed. “Your deep grace and great virtue will be forever remembered and never forgotten.”

	 

	Wang asked, “Then how will you repay me?”

	 

	The woman said, “Gold, silk, pearls, or jade—whatever you desire.”

	 

	Wang laughed. “What need have I for those? I intend to seek that which I desire most.”

	 

	The woman asked, “May I hear what it is that you desire most?”

	 

	Wang smiled but did not speak.

	 

	The woman glared at him angrily, yet laughed and said, “You are very wicked; you leave me no choice but to be an ungrateful person.”

	 

	Saying this, she attempted to leave. Wang spread his arms to block her, but she slipped out from under his armpit with incredible lightness and speed. He tried to pull her back but could not reach her; she vanished without a trace. Wang was greatly disappointed and harbored quite a bit of resentment.

	 

	As the sun was setting, he shouldered his hoe and returned home in low spirits. As he was about to cross a log bridge, he saw the woman already sitting on a rock by the stream. She smiled and said to Wang, “Did you perhaps view me as a Wolf of Zhongshan?”

	 

	Seeing her suddenly, Wang’s sorrow turned to joy, though he feigned anger, saying, “You have already escaped disaster. Instead of finding a happy place to go, why remain here?”

	 

	The woman immediately stepped forward and grasped his hand, saying, “I was merely teasing you; why so resentful? If you truly took me for an ungrateful person, it is because you know the stone but not the jade hidden within. Please, let us return together, and I hope you will not reject me as one would a common vegetable.”

	 

	Overjoyed, Wang took her hand and led her home.

	 

	Wang was just twenty-one years old. His parents had both passed away, and he had only a younger sister who worked very hard at their chores. Seeing Wang bring a beauty home, she asked in surprise where she came from. Wang told her the whole story.

	 

	His sister looked at the woman closely and smiled. “Even I feel pity and love for her; how much more so must Third Brother?”

	 

	Wang said, “Gossip is fearsome. Please, devise a plan.”

	 

	The sister replied, “That is not a concern. The only one to worry about is Zhong Ba, our neighbor to the east. He is normally malicious, loves to find fault with the villagers, and spreads rumors; he is truly detestable. But he has recently moved far away, gone like a yellow crane. I observe that this Third Sister-in-law is charming, gentle, and wonderful. She is beautiful on the outside and must be intelligent on the inside. It is perfect for you to spend your days together. I only fear that Third Brother’s fortune is too thin to endure such luck.”

	 

	The young woman adjusted her clothes, bowed, and thanked her, saying, “Sanlang has bestowed a great grace upon me. Giving my body to serve him is only right and reasonable. My only worry was that his sister would not tolerate me. If you can show mercy and overlook my flaws, then harmony will bring good fortune, and we will be as secure as a great rock; there will be no time to worry about what others say.”

	 

	The sister was even more pleased by these flattering words. She killed a chicken and prepared millet, allowing the two to perform their wedding union.

	 

	From then on, their marital love was very deep, and she got along flawlessly with the sister. When asked about her family and clan, she said she was a Ms. Bai from Liangxiang, nineteen years of age. She had lost both parents in childhood and was all alone. Yesterday, she had gone out for a spring outing and was unexpectedly assaulted by an evil wind; had it not been for Sanlang, she would surely have been summoned away by King Yama.

	 

	Wang asked, “Where did you live before this?”

	 

	She replied, “I had no branch to roost on, drifting daily like duckweed. Fortunately, I kept myself hidden securely and did not encounter any violence.”

	 

	Wang asked, “Then how did you make a living?”

	 

	“Needlework and weeding, nothing more.”

	 

	The sister said, “If your heart is flawless, why worry about having no home? From now on, Brother will plow, Sister-in-law will cook, and I will weave. There is no worry that we won’t make a good household. Brother, tomorrow you should buy a few bolts of cloth to make skirts and clothes for Sister-in-law. Who has ever seen a farmer’s wife wearing such painted robes?”

	 

	Wang replied that he lacked the funds.

	 

	The woman said, “Do not let that be a difficulty. I have accumulated ten bolts of cloth and stored them under the incense table in the Earth God shrine by the stream. Please trouble yourself to go and retrieve them.”

	 

	Wang initially did not believe her, but she urged him repeatedly. Wang tried going there and indeed found ten bolts of cloth. He returned and told his sister.

	 

	The sister said, “That old temple is desolate; when did Sister-in-law place these things there?”

	 

	The woman gave a vague response. She was extremely intelligent and skillful; there was no needlework or embroidery she could not do, and none she did not excel at. The sister could not compare to her in any way and loved and respected her all the more.

	 

	It so happened that there was a drought and locusts; of their several dozen mu of fields, they harvested only twenty or thirty percent. The brother and sister worried day and night, saying that they had no time to think about starving or freezing, but worried they had no means to pay the taxes to the officials. The woman alone remained cheerful and unconcerned.

	 

	Wang and his sister planned to go borrow money from the wealthy Niu family in the village. The woman stopped them, saying, “Your thinking is wrong, and your plan will fail. That man is a miser and has a heart different from others. Unless you have power to pressure him, even if his closest relatives or best friends ask for a small favor, his eyelashes grow an inch long—he acts cold and arrogant as if he doesn’t know them. How much more so for a poor man like Chen Yuan? Being young and thin-skinned, you will only bring humiliation upon yourself; how could it be of any help? It is better to leave it to Heaven and fate. When matters reach the most urgent and dangerous point, there will naturally be a solution. Husband, just wait.”

	 

	Wang did not listen. He dressed formally and went, but indeed, he was treated with disrespect by Niu and returned extremely depressed.

	 

	Upon his return, the tax collector was already at the door. Seeing Wang, the collector made a great show of power, twisting him up in knots and refusing to let go. Wang argued with all his might and invited the official to sit temporarily in the thatched hall. He paced into the inner room, discussing how to treat the official.

	 

	The woman asked how much was owed.

	 

	Wang said, “Including old debts, it is over seven taels.”

	 

	The woman laughed scornfully. “I thought it was thousands or tens of thousands, requiring days of hesitation. For merely this much, what is there to worry about! Inside the Earth God shrine, under the floor bricks in the northwest corner, there is a jar of white metal. Go take it to pay the debt; there will still be extra gold, enough for firewood and water expenses.”

	 

	Wang was overjoyed upon hearing this, but then suspected it was a joke.

	 

	His sister urged him, saying, “Based on the previous ten bolts of cloth, this should not be false. Go quickly, do not delay!”

	 

	Wang then climbed over the short wall behind the house and rushed to dig. He indeed found a black porcelain jar. Opening it, he saw it was full of silver. He was as wildly happy as a poor scholar who had suddenly passed the civil service exams. He hurriedly took off his clothes, wrapped the jar, carried it home on his back, and paid the official the full amount. The official could not harass him further and simply ate and drank his fill before leaving.

	 

	Wang weighed the gold; it was exactly five hundred taels. He bought land and built a house, gradually becoming prosperous. In all his business dealings, he listened to the woman’s words, and never failed to profit several times over. Within two years, they were the wealthiest in the village.

	 

	Wang sometimes worried about having no heir. The woman said angrily, “You have only just attained warmth and fullness, yet you immediately think of taking a concubine? How can you be this heartless?”

	 

	Wang said, “It is not that I am ungrateful, but I fear my ancestors’ sacrifices will be cut off with me.”

	 

	The woman said, “Then do not chatter; I shall produce a son for you.”

	 

	Wang laughed, thinking she was joking. That night, as they sat together in the room, the woman warned Wang not to sleep yet. She climbed onto the bed alone and lowered the curtains. There were creaking sounds, though he knew not what she was doing. After about the time it takes to eat a meal, he suddenly heard the waa-waa cry of a baby.

	 

	The woman changed her clothes and came out, saying, “Go look at the child.”

	 

	Wang was greatly shocked. He opened the curtains to find a baby already swaddled on the bed, with eyebrows and eyes like a painting. Wang was pleasantly surprised and went to tell his sister. The sister came to visit and was full of joy. They set up a feast in the room to celebrate. The woman talked, laughed, ate, and drank just as usual. Wang and his sister secretly found this strange, so they named the child Yisheng.

	 

	In the same district, there was a wealthy man named Old Liu, whose family assets were in the tens of thousands. He had a son named Xuan, a student at the Imperial Academy, who was twenty and unmarried. Hearing that Wang’s sister was beautiful and glamorous, the family sent a matchmaker to propose marriage. Wang wanted to agree, but the woman vehemently opposed it, saying it could not be done.

	 

	Wang said, “The Liu family is rich and polite, and Xuan is a sincere young man. marrying Sister to him would be finding her a true support. Why do you create obstacles?”

	 

	He did not listen to the woman’s words and ultimately agreed to the proposal. The woman sighed, saying, “Marriage is indeed determined by Heaven; going against Heaven is inauspicious. However, I have a feud with the Liu family’s son. Although we will be relatives by marriage, I must still avoid him. When the time comes, Husband, you must strictly ensure he does not see me. If he forces a meeting, disaster will strike. Please remember this and do not forget!”

	 

	Wang gave a vague response.

	 

	When the sister married, the couple was very harmonious. However, Xuan had heard much about the beauty of Wang’s wife and thought of seeing her often. He repeatedly asked Wang, but Wang would not permit it.

	 

	Xuan then conspired with his wife to set up a banquet and invite Wang to drink. Taking advantage of the opportunity, he sneaked into Wang’s house. It just so happened that the woman was breastfeeding the child in the courtyard. Xuan suddenly rushed forward and bowed to her. Caught off guard and unable to escape, the woman simply covered her face with her sleeve and stood there, daring not to move an inch.

	 

	Xuan examined her closely and was greatly shocked. He stumbled and ran back home. When he arrived, his face was still ashen gray. Wang and his sister asked in alarm what was the matter.

	 

	Xuan calmed his breathing for a long time before turning to ask Wang, “That sister-in-law of yours—whose daughter is she, and how long have you been married? There is something very strange about this; please tell me clearly, do not hide anything.”

	 

	Wang initially prevaricated and did not tell the truth. Xuan said sternly, “We are closest kin; there is no need for falsehoods. My persistent questioning stems from a deep reason; why does Brother treat me as an outsider?”

	 

	The sister had harbored doubts for a long time, and hearing that Xuan had a reason for his words, she joined in from the side. Forced, Wang revealed the entire truth.

	 

	Xuan exclaimed in horror, “Brother has encountered a demon!”

	 

	Wang asked, “How can you tell?”

	 

	Xuan said, “I dare not deceive you. I have long admired Sister-in-law’s virtue and deeply regretted not meeting her. Just now, I kept you drinking specifically so I could go to your house to pay my respects. Meeting her in the courtyard, I was startled by her beauty. But upon looking closely, she is none other than the one who brought disaster upon me.

	 

	“Three years ago, while visiting a grave in the wild, I met this woman on the road. I admired her deeply. When I returned home, she was already in my room. She said she was a daughter of the Bai family and had a past destiny with me. At that time, I lost my soul and wits and cared for nothing else, so I enjoyed intimacies with her. After more than two months, I grew frailer by the day. My parents knew it was an evil spirit and tried a hundred ways to drive her out, but she would not leave.

	 

	“It happened that there was a Taoist priest named Jiang, famous in Shandong for his divine arts. My parents invited him with ceremony and asked him to perform magic. Jiang simply wrote a charm in red ink; he ordered one copy burned in the central hall and told us to wrap the other in layers of cloth and hide it, saying it would still be useful several years later.

	 

	“My parents followed his instructions and burned it that very day. I personally saw a spirit warrior, looking like the Spiritual Officer statues in temples, enter the room to seize the woman. The woman, in a panic, with disheveled hair and bare feet, rode the wind and fled. The spirit warrior chased her, and she never returned. My illness gradually healed. Now I hear that the day Brother obtained Sister-in-law was the very day the spirit warrior chased the demon away.

	 

	“Brother is drowning in love within the bedchamber and surely will not accept my words as true. Although the red charm is here, it may not be enough proof. However, if she is a demon woman, her body possesses a strange fragrance, and she always guards her tailbone deeply, never letting anyone touch it. If your wife is like this, she is certainly a demon. I just do not know—can this be verified with your wife?”

	 

	Upon hearing this, Wang gaped and stared, wanting to speak but unable to.

	 

	His sister said, “I do not know about the tailbone, but the body fragrance is truly not a lie. Third Brother should make plans early; do not leave yourself with regrets.”

	 

	Wang slowly sighed deeply and said, “According to Brother-in-law’s words, she is undoubtedly a demon woman. But since we have been together, my family has relied on her for wealth, and I have relied on her for a son. Sister relied on her to marry a gentleman. Her contributions to my Wang family are great indeed. I have heard of repaying resentment with virtue, but never of repaying virtue with resentment. Moreover, my wife is virtuous and gentle; she is surely not poisonous. Even if she is of a different species, how could I bear to abandon her? Stop this; I cannot bear to hear another word.”

	 

	Xuan said, “Bees and scorpions have poison; how much more so a demon? If you brush aside my good words, I will soon be looking for you in the dried fish shop.”

	 

	They parted on unhappy terms. After Wang left, his sister remained uneasy. She secretly took the charm to Wang’s house and burned it at the bedroom door. Suddenly, a violent wind arose. The woman rushed out of the room; before she had taken a few steps, she fell to the ground and transformed into a black fox, dashing out the gate. A whirlwind followed behind her, swift as lightning, and in an instant, she was gone, her direction unknown.

	 

	Once Wang recovered from his shock, he was overcome with great grief. He refused to eat and died within a few days. The woman never returned. Only Yisheng survived, leaving a desolate room.

	 

	To receive grace and plan repayment is something rare even among humans, let alone among other species. Wang’s food, drink, and offspring all relied on this woman; his following her in death was not excessive.

	 


Xiang Yun

	 

	A young man of the Qiao clan from Lingling was orphaned at a young age and lived in poverty. Having lost his livelihood, he relied on his maternal uncle to work as a boatman, frequently traveling between the Xiang and Han rivers. Once, carrying several merchants down to Jingmen, they passed through the Golden Gorge. As the rapids were treacherous and the sun was setting, they dared not proceed and moored their boat in front of an ancient garrison post. His uncle ordered Qiao to enter the mountains to cut bamboo, but he lost his way and could not find his way out, becoming extremely anxious.

	 

	Suddenly, he caught a glimpse of an old woman, about seventy years of age, hobbling along with a cane, following a mountain path westward. Qiao caught up to her and asked which way led to the riverbank.

	 

	The old woman laughed and said, “The river is to the east, yet you head west; you have gone astray indeed. I see you are a tender youth. The sun has set, the road is at an end, and tigers and wolves are about to abound. Do you wish to return? You may lodge at my home and set out at dawn tomorrow.”

	 

	Qiao, having been terrified for some time, was secretly delighted upon hearing this, though he feigned an excuse that it would be improper to intrude.

	 

	The old woman pulled him along, saying, “Insincere words; it is wearisome to listen to them.”

	 

	She led him deep into the mountains, winding along for over ten li. They arrived at her home, which was backed by a high mountain and overlooked a great ravine; they dwelt in caves. The old woman knocked on the door and called for Xiang Yun. A girl came out to answer; she was a beautiful maiden of sixteen. Her beauty flourished like a blossoming lotus, and her fragrance exceeded diffused musk. Seeing the guest, she shyly avoided him.

	 

	The old woman said, “Is my child putting on airs again? This young gentleman lost his way and arrived here. If we do not have a bowl of sesame rice to feed him, we shall be sorely lacking in the duties of a host. Moreover, you frequently give instructions; since you are the one to inherit the burden, how can you be stingy with your effort? Now that we have luckily found this refined young man, you can rest your shoulders.”

	 

	Yun became even more bashful, hid in her room, and did not come out again.

	 

	The old woman laughed and said to Qiao, “She is spoiled and accustomed to being coddled. Whenever she sees a stranger, she acts like a child. I hope you do not mind.”

	 

	Qiao apologized and dared not enter the inner rooms. The rooms were all hewn from the mountain and were extremely exquisite and clean. There were only three rooms: the middle one for guests to sit; the western one, hung with a soft curtain of ink-wash flowers, was Yun’s boudoir; and the eastern one, equipped with a stove, knife, and chopping block, was the kitchen. She had Qiao sit down, then went into the kitchen herself to cook millet and prepare soup, treating him with the utmost hospitality.

	 

	He asked the old woman her surname. She replied that it was Gu, that she had been a widow for sixteen years, and had only given birth to one daughter named Xiang Yun, who was not yet betrothed. “We live here, and today it is fate that allows us to meet you. I must ask you to humble yourself and sleep temporarily in the kitchen.”

	 

	Qiao said, “A spot on the floor is sufficient; how could I dare hope for the kitchen?”

	 

	They ceased talking at midnight, and he slept there.

	 

	The next day he rose early and requested to see Old Mother Gu to bid farewell. He stood outside the curtain and raised his voice to speak, but there was no response for a long time. He spoke again, and only then heard Xiang Yun reply, “Mother went out early on business; she should return shortly. Please wait a while.”

	 

	Her voice was clear and sharp, like the warbling of a young oriole; listening to it aroused tender feelings. Qiao assented and sat silently, his spirit captivated.

	 

	After a short while, he suddenly saw Gu returning with another old woman and a young girl, who also appeared to be mother and daughter. They announced loudly, “Xiang Yun, my child, your Aunt Du and your Eighth Sister have arrived.”

	 

	Qiao hurriedly left his seat and stood with clasped hands, not daring to look up.

	 

	Du stood still, scrutinized him, and said to the young girl, “He is indeed a handsome and spirited young man! Your Aunt Gu truly has a discerning eye.”

	 

	The young girl also looked at him, then entered the room with a smile, teasing Yun, “Elder Sister is so rude! For whom has my mother come? Why do you not come out to welcome her?”

	 

	Yun’s words were not heard, only the sound of low laughter.

	 

	Du soon entered the room as well, laughing, “For my niece’s affair, I have come here draped in stars and soaked in dew. My heart was urgent but my steps were slow; crossing the mountain cliffs and narrow paths, I lost my footing and stumbled, nearly falling into the cattle pen of the Upper House. Had your younger sister not looked after and supported me, this old body would have been ground to powder. How will you thank this old woman?”

	 

	Then Yun was heard whispering with a smile, seemingly inquiring after her health. Du soon came out to see Qiao and asked, “What is the gentleman’s surname? And what is your young age?”

	 

	Qiao replied, “I am a youth of nineteen.”

	 

	Du said, “Two years older; a perfect match. Do you have parents or brothers?”

	 

	He replied, “All have passed away.”

	 

	“Are you married?”

	 

	“Not yet.”

	 

	“What is your occupation?”

	 

	“I row boats for my uncle.”

	 

	Du said, “A young orphan—your person can be entrusted here. Toiling for food, barefoot and ankle-deep—that occupation can be discarded. The host, Old Mother Gu, is my elder sister, and she has a daughter, Xiang Yun, who is my niece. Her virtuous nature and beautiful quality you have already witnessed; I need not add superfluous words. Sister Gu has called upon this old woman to act as matchmaker, desiring to take you in as a son-in-law. Can you lower yourself to agree?”

	 

	Hearing this abruptly, Qiao was secretly overjoyed beyond expectation, but he stammered and could not phrase a reply.

	 

	Du laughed, “There is nothing to doubt.”

	 

	She urgently invited Old Woman Gu to take the seat of honor and ordered Qiao to bow to her, saying, “This constitutes the betrothal. Mountain families have no taboos; the wedding clothes are complete, so the ceremony can be performed immediately.”

	 

	That evening, they drank happily and then retired.

	 

	The next day Du returned home, leaving her daughter to accompany Xiang Yun and help make clothes and shoes. The sound of knives and scissors did not cease throughout the night, and in a few days, everything was ready. Du returned and spread a feast, gathering the relatives. Those who came to attend followed one after another, all of them powdered and painted women, young wives and old matrons, without a single man. Laughter and clamor arose as they competed in jesting. Even more strange was that although more than ten banquet tables were arranged and the room had not been expanded, it did not feel cramped.

	 

	After the nuptial wine was exchanged, the young girl held a cup, toasted Yun, and said, “The cups are in a pair; tonight you become a bride.”

	 

	She toasted Qiao, saying, “The cups are in a pair; tonight you must not sleep like the dead.”

	 

	Qiao and Yun could not help but chuckle.

	 

	Before the cup was dry, the young girl said, “Where shall I dispatch this remaining wine?” She then drank it herself and went out laughing.

	 

	Around the third watch, the guests finally dispersed. The young girl opened the curtain again and said to Yun, “Sister, do well. When I come for the morning visit in three days, put in a good word for me.”

	 

	Finishing her words, she giggled and left. From then on, Qiao and Yun enjoyed the happiness of fish in water and the affection of glue and lacquer; he assumed he would end his days in this place.

	 

	More than a month later, Old Woman Gu fell ill. Du brought the young girl to visit. Before they could settle into their seats, someone suddenly reported to the Upper House: “The Little Mistress is coming in person to inquire after the Nanny’s illness.”

	 

	Du and the young girl were quite flustered and rushed out to welcome her. Yun hid Qiao in the kitchen and also tidied her clothes and hastened out. Qiao, not knowing what noble guest this was, secretly peeked through the window. He saw a small carriage with red screens and embroidered curtains stop. More than ten maidservants surrounded a young woman emerging from the carriage. She had a plain face and patterned clothes, was extraordinarily beautiful, closely resembling a fairy painted by an artist, and was about fifteen or sixteen years old.

	 

	Du, the young girl, and Yun all knelt by the roadside. The young woman pulled Du up, saying, “Is Nanny here too?”

	 

	Du said, “I knew the Mistress cares for her old wet nurse and, hearing of her illness, would surely trouble your jade toes to come. Thus, I led Cuicui to wait here in advance.” Only then did Qiao know the young girl’s name was Cuicui.

	 

	Cuicui and Yun also bowed twice and paid their respects. The young woman said, “Rise.”

	 

	Yun walked sideways on the left to clear the path and guide her. The young woman entered the room, grasped the old woman’s hand, and asked about her condition. The narrative here shifts to describe Qiao’s subsequent experiences at the Mistress’s dwelling.

	 

	The doors and latticed windows were as broad and vast as a great mansion. The tables and couches were all made of white stone; the utensils were rare and strange; the arrangement was refined and elegant. Famous flowers and exotic plants were arranged before the railings; it was truly a cave-heaven and blessed land created by nature. The attendant maids dressed in silk numbered in the hundreds; all were enchanting, following orders with glances, striving to be first. Qiao was imprisoned there, providing labor daily. Moreover, the young woman had a strict nature; if slightly displeased, she would whip him. He was unhappy there and thought of Yun daily but had no way to see her. He privately asked the maids about the status of the Host Mistress and Xiang Yun, but they all laughed and did not answer, increasing his suspicion.

	 

	One day, it was the young woman’s birthday. Qiao saw relatives coming to bow and offer congratulations; all observed the etiquette of servants and concubines. Du and Cuicui were also there but dared not speak to Qiao again. After a while, Old Woman Gu and Xiang Yun also arrived. Upon seeing Qiao, they each shed lines of tears.

	 

	The young woman came out, saw this, and shouted angrily, “Lewd wenches displaying charm—do you still cling to old affections?”

	 

	She ordered maids to strip off his clothes and bind him to a tree. Shortly she said, “Today is a celebration; it is not fitting to execute anyone. Wait until tomorrow to carry out the death sentence.”

	 

	The relatives trembled, none daring to utter a word to beg for leniency. Qiao felt his heart die within him.

	 

	Yun went forward to spy on him and wept, “Can you not sacrifice your body to save him?”

	 

	Qiao was in great pain. She loosened his bonds with her hands and secretly took old clothes to dress him. Just then, someone outside the forest called for Qiao on the Mistress’s orders, so Yun fled. The young woman found out and was even more enraged; she whipped Qiao dozens of times until blood flowed down to his heels.

	 

	Gu cried loudly, “The Mistress is killing this old body! How has this old body failed the Mistress? Even if you do not recall the affection of breastfeeding, do you not recall when Hu Shilang was committing atrocities, and this old body shielded the Mistress, headbutting Shilang in the stomach and snatching the jade ruyi, saving the Mistress from distress and humiliation? Why do you not pardon a small fault, causing flesh and blood to be separated alive! Xiang Yun is delicate; if she does not fill the bellies of wolves and tigers, she will surely be defiled by violent men. Is that not painful?”

	 

	The young woman also said angrily, “Old demon, what do you know? I shall soon demand your death!”

	 

	Gu cried and shouted, her words offensive to the young woman, yielding nothing. The young woman was furious and wanted to drive Qiao out again. Qiao lay prostrate and did not rise.

	 

	The young woman pitied him, her anger subsided slightly, and she asked, “If you know your fault, can you change?”

	 

	Qiao said, “I have changed.”

	 

	“Do you still think of Xiang Yun?”

	 

	He said, “Though I die and go to the Nine Underworlds, I will not forget.”

	 

	The young woman did not expect him to say this and was left speechless. After a while, she sighed, “A foolish boy who knows righteousness.”

	 

	She comforted and apologized to Old Woman Gu repeatedly, then immediately sent people in different directions to seek Xiang Yun, promising a reward of one magical art to the finder. The group of girls jumped for joy and competed to go. Only then did Gu stop weeping.

	 

	The next day, a girl ran in to report, “Xiang Yun fled and hid in the valley but was captured by Hu Shilang. He tried to force himself upon her, but she did not comply. He has imprisoned her in a stone chamber without food or drink for a whole night.”

	 

	Hearing this, Old Woman Gu wept, saying, “My child is chaste and will surely not disgrace herself, but her fate is ill; why does she encounter so many Sha Chilis?”

	 

	Hu Shilang was the young woman’s male cousin. The young woman sent Old Woman Du to go and demand her return.

	 

	Shilang said, “It is not difficult to release Xiang Yun, but the Mistress must come herself to exchange for her.”

	 

	Du was greatly angered and returned to report this to the young woman. The young woman was furious; she grasped a sword and mounted a white deer. The other girls all wore short tunics and held weapons to follow her. She ordered Qiao and Cuicui to lie in ambush in the forest as a decoy, while she went personally to demand the release.

	 

	Shilang had a bow and arrows at his waist and held a painted halberd; his guards were very numerous. When the blades clashed, the two armies engaged fully. Shilang was extremely valiant; the girls were no match for him and scattered like birds and beasts. The young woman retreated urgently, but her deer was struck by a stray arrow and died. With disheveled hair, she fled on foot, suffering several wounds and losing both her shoes. She stumbled and could not rise. Just then, Qiao rushed up, lifted her onto his back, and returned. The girls also gradually gathered, all of them terrified out of their wits. The young woman wept loudly for a long time. Grateful for Qiao’s virtue, she addressed him as “Brother” and treated him as an equal in food and utensils.

	 

	They gathered the crowd again to plan revenge and the rescue of Yun. The crowd said, “A powerful enemy cannot be withstood.”

	 

	Only Cuicui stepped forward and said, “He is strong and we are weak; without help, it is impossible. To achieve success, the Grand Matriarch must come.”

	 

	That evening, she sent Cuicui. Before the night was over, Cuicui returned to report, “The Grand Matriarch has arrived.”

	 

	The young woman led the crowd to kneel and welcome her; Qiao also followed the crowd. The Grand Matriarch was merely a hunchbacked old woman. The young woman wept and recounted the humiliation.

	 

	The Grand Matriarch said, “With Great-Grandmother here, child, do not be angry or bitter.”

	 

	She urgently reached into her sleeve, took out a bag, called Cuicui forward, and ordered, “Take this and go capture Shilang. Come back quickly with Xiang Yun.”

	 

	Cuicui assented and left. In a short while, she arrived with Yun, carrying a huge bag. Opening it, a black male fox rushed out, trembling with fear, and prostrated itself before the Grand Matriarch, looking up as if begging for pity.

	 

	The Grand Matriarch scolded it, “Depraved offspring! You have not yet been able to wash your marrow and cut your hair, yet you fall so low? If not for your ancestors, I would execute you immediately!”

	 

	The fox kowtowed in apology. The young woman stepped forward and whipped it, saying, “Violent slave! Where is your majestic power and arrogance from ordinary days? Why do you not display it now?”

	 

	The Grand Matriarch stopped her, saying, “Child, cease. This old body will punish him severely.”

	 

	She added, “Child, living here is not a permanent solution. Why not bring the whole clan to follow me? As for Xiang Yun and Master Qiao, they have a fate from a previous life that cannot be shaken off; let them go. Her mother will stay with me; wait for thirty years, and then there shall be a great reunion.”

	 

	Xiang Yun bowed her head and accepted the instruction. The Grand Matriarch bestowed upon Qiao the name Fu. She ordered her carriage and returned first. The young woman gave Qiao and Yun very generous gifts; the baggage was packed, and she ordered maidservants to protect them as they went ahead. She herself, along with Gu, Du, and Cuicui, saw Qiao and Yun out of the mountains. They wept at the parting of ways, and then she returned.

	 

	Qiao took Yun to Xiangyang and used the funds to build a boat named “River-Filling Red”, specializing in transporting traveling officials between Jiang, Huang, Wu, and Chu. One day, he carried the son of a certain Prefect and his family to Jiangnan. The boat stopped at Hankou. Yun happened to go out to draw water and was seen by the young lord, who became obsessed and lost his wits. Waiting until Qiao was absent, he secretly sent two maidservants with Wu silk and Yue gauze to persuade Yun.

	 

	The maids said, “The young lord is young and full of affection, wealthy and holding power; he is truly influential. Now, admiring your beauty, he lowers his heart to approach you, not sparing precious things to offer to you as a gift. This is truly a once-in-a-millennium opportunity that must not be lost! If you do not comply, the disaster will be unfathomable; if you comply, you will be surrounded by pearls and jade, draped in brocades and embroideries, satiated with fine grains and meats, and weary of delicacies—a lifetime of endless consumption. How can this compare to being a boatman’s wife, wearing coarse clothes and eating bland food, burying your head in the hold? Is that not casting a bright pearl into the dark? Moreover, have you not heard? Adhering to standard principles is the essence of establishing oneself, but understanding expediency is the method of dealing with the world. Take horses and oxen, which are unrelated to the wind; yet if one halters their mouths and pierces their noses, people can manipulate them left and right. In terms of power, Qiao is the ox or horse, and the young lord is the human. If you wish not to be forcibly driven, is it possible? We pity and cherish you, so we lay out the benefits and harms for you; it is up to you to decide!”

	 

	Yun smiled captivatingly and said, “What my worthy sisters say is correct. The young lord is elegant and handsome; I have also admired him for a long time. I am fortunate to borrow you two sisters as go-betweens. Tonight, after people have settled down, please knock on the gunwale as a signal, and we can plan a meeting.”

	 

	The two maids were overjoyed and returned to boast of their ability to the young lord. The young lord was happy to the point of madness and heavily rewarded the two maids.

	 

	By the third watch, everyone on the boat was snoring in sleep. The young lord sat up, restless, his heart pounding like a deer. He listened intently; after a while, he indeed heard the sound of knocking on the gunwale. It stopped and then started again. He hurriedly opened the window to let her in; it was indeed Yun, arriving without any clothes. At this moment, the young lord felt as if he were in a dream. Without time for a word, he became intimate with her. Yun suddenly started and shouted, asking who was there. The young lord’s excitement was at its peak, and he bent over her, acting as if he heard nothing. Yun screamed again in alarm. The household members woke up in fright, suspecting thieves. They held candles and entered the window, only to see two naked people lying on the floor. When illuminated, it was the young lord copulating with his own wife. Everyone avoided them and left. The couple remained ashamed for a long time.

	 

	He asked his wife why she had come naked from outside the window.

	 

	The wife said, “I was sleeping soundly in the rear cabin; I truly do not understand how I arrived here.”

	 

	The young lord was ashamed and angry. He seized Qiao and sent him to the Prefect, accusing him of using witchcraft to bewitch people. The Prefect was not discerning and convicted him unjustly.

	 

	Qiao dwelt in the prison, lamenting the injustice of the overturned bowl. At midnight, Yun suddenly arrived. She brushed the shackles and locks with her hand, and they fell off by themselves. She led him out of the prison, and no one saw them. They then drifted to Nanchang, where they again became a wealthy family. Within two years, they owned more than twenty large vessels. There was no boatman in the Jiang and Chu regions who did not look upon them with envy. Yun stayed with Qiao for thirty years, yet she always appeared to be seventeen or eighteen years old. She gave birth to two sons and one daughter; the daughter was beautiful and had her mother’s air.

	 

	Qiao took an opportunity to ask Yun about her origins.

	 

	Yun said, “I did not tell you the truth immediately because I feared you would reject me as a strange being. But now that I have held our children, there seems to be no harm.”

	 

	She then admitted she was a fox. The so-called Mistress and the others were also foxes, the Mistress being the master of a mountain. Du, Cuicui, and the other girls were all foxes. Only the Mistress was a Celestial Fox. Only then did Qiao understand. Later, this leaked out to others. Some sought to see her; Yun would sometimes appear and sometimes not. Those who saw her became infatuated. Yun loathed the noise and moved the family again to Kuizhou.

	 

	One evening, as they were sitting and talking, Cuicui suddenly arrived. Qiao and Yun were pleasantly surprised; they left their seats and bowed, saying, “Aunt Cui, have you been well since we parted?”

	 

	Cuicui returned the bow and said, “How long has it been since we parted? Master Qiao’s beard is like a halberd and is already becoming speckled with white! Can your former demeanor be restored? Human life is like a white colt passing a crevice; in a flash, a foolish ape looks in the mirror and cannot recognize itself. It is like mixing water with soil; when it sees the sun, it dries and becomes dust again, no longer the original substance. How can it compare to the quality of metal and stone, which does not change through the kalpas? A human without the Human Way is called a stale person. What is the Human Way? It means the origin of life is not muddied or lost. Dropping water pierces stone; a single rope cuts a tree trunk. Gradual influence causes this. Form and emotional consciousness are man’s... This life does not finish with ten thousand deaths; it is not the end. Do you not see those buried in the wilds? Passersby pass and mourn them. Those who mourn do not merely mourn; they mourn that they too cannot avoid this end. However, regarding the changes of the mulberry fields and seas, what do they know? These scattered mounds, after dozens or hundreds of years, turn into cities, turn into depressions and ponds, turn into altars and stoves, or become wells and tombs. The cycle goes back and forth; how can there be a limit? And the limit within that is already limitless. In all this, each must make their own effort; one cannot take the place of the cook at the sacrifice. I heard when you were in the mountains, you were tranquil and without desires, and could walk on a screen. Your quality was beautiful like this; why abandon yourself?”

	 

	She turned to Yun and said, “Sister has followed Master Qiao for decades; would you begrudge your gains and not wake him up once?”

	 

	Yun said, “What can be done about his five viscera being entirely turbid?”

	 

	Cuicui said, “Not so. A gold casting and a tile casting are inherently different, but in that they are castings, they are one.”

	 

	Yun sighed, “If one is serious, one is not intimate; if one is intimate, one becomes slighting. Even if there were a craftsman as skilled as Chui, he could only withdraw his hands into his sleeves.”

	 

	Cuicui looked miserable and shed tears for him; Qiao was also depressed. That night, Yun accompanied Cuicui to sleep in the inner chamber. The next day, nearing noon, they had not risen. Qiao called them but received no answer. Highly suspicious, he pushed the door open to look, but both had disappeared. The whole family was alarmed and disturbed. Qiao wept loudly and thought of them every day.

	 

	Qiao was still healthy at over eighty years of age. His two sons had grandsons, and the grandsons had sons. His daughter married a certain Licentiate and was also playing with her grandsons. Every five or six years, Yun would inevitably come for a visit; sometimes the interval was three or four years without ceasing. Her appearance never diminished in the slightest. Relatives meeting them for the first time often took the daughter for the mother and the mother for the daughter.

	 

	In the Gengwu year of the Qianlong reign, I traveled from the Three Qins to the Seven Mins with my late grandfather. Passing through Wuchang, we bought wine on a moonlit night and gathered the boatmen to eat and drink, asking each to recount strange and absurd things they had seen or heard. The boatmen collectively cited this matter, arguing vividly about it, and pointed to a Xiang riverboat on the river to inform me, “That is the property of the Qiao family.”

	 

	Regarding the rare beauties of the world, obtaining one is enough to topple a city. Qiao, as a destitute commoner, slept and dwelt among such rare beauties, eventually achieving wealth and a great name, and ending his days with longevity. His moral integrity must have been far superior to others. That Cuicui insisted on guiding him to the realm of immortality shows a heart almost too earnestly kind like a grandmother’s.

	 

	Qiao’s occupation was rowing boats, which is already humble and lowly, and he was not heard to have outstanding talent; that his five viscera were entirely turbid goes without saying. Why did Yun center her love on him to this extent? And the Mistress and Cuicui also seemed largely unable to forget their feelings for him. Is it that Qiao was truly a Seed of Passion? Or did Yun like his sincerity and honesty, finding him worthy of entrusting her life? That we do not meet with such strange fortune—is it that our choice of methods is unrefined? Or that our five viscera are not yet fully turbid? Observing the story of Xiang Yun, I sigh with emotion.

	 

	When the red thread is tied, what does a thousand li matter? When the broken mirror is reunited, it eventually makes a union of a hundred years. Occasionally engaging in lustful appearances causes the Sea of Vinegar to flood the Blue Bridge; suddenly raising weapons of war causes an evil atmosphere to be born within. Repaying resentment with virtue, Qiao and the young woman formed a bond of attachment; dispelling death to return to life, Cuicui and Yun enjoyed the happiness of flying immortals. These are foxes rarely seen among their kind!
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Rengji

	 

	Scholar Guo of Yue was poor and homeless. He left his native village and traveled to Jin. He tried selling his writings, but found no buyers. Trapped by the need for food during his travels, he worked as a hired copyist. People despised him and gave him meager pay. Though he wielded his brush all day long, it did not provide enough for a single full meal. He thought, “A man’s life lasts not a hundred years, yet toil and hunger have no end. I am truly at a dead end; it would be better to die.”

	 

	He reflected further, “Since I must die eventually, why not sooner? Since I die in sorrow, why not in joy?”

	 

	Thereupon, he emptied his purse and pawned his clothes. He went to a tavern and drank heavily until completely intoxicated, scattering his remaining coins among the beggars. Singing and laughing, he was seen by all as a happy madman, but none knew he was about to die.

	 

	After leaving, he walked into a desolate valley and sighed, “This is the end of me! Even so, I was just now jovial and content, and I have given charity to others. Why should I be anxious about dying?” Glancing aside at a withered tree, he untied his sash and hung it there.

	 

	Suddenly, a person spoke from within the tree: “Tut! Stop that. Your view of the world is too shallow, and your handling of yourself too narrow.”

	 

	The scholar shouted back, “Demon! Do not mock me. I do not fear you, for I shall soon be roaming with you!”

	 

	The person in the tree laughed, saying, “Do you take me for a ghost? No, no! I am merely one who begged from you on the road; knowing you, I followed. Furthermore, I have been begging among mortals for several hundred years now without dying; why should you die? You consider a quick death to be a sign of wisdom, but I do not consider it capable.”

	 

	The scholar asked, “Are you an immortal? Why are you poor yet long-lived? And where would you place me?”

	 

	The person in the tree replied, “Turn your will and rouse your spirit, and I shall tell you. If there were a tiger here and you reckoned it would eat you, would throwing yourself to it be better than running to avoid it? If crossing a river and fearing you could not avoid drowning, would sinking yourself be better than taking a boat to let it carry you? Moreover, if you die today, the rest of your years will not be yours. Why not listen to me? If you listen to me and still die, it adds nothing to death, but see what happens after today! If you listen to me and encounter fortune, it would be a great blessing. Will you listen to me?”

	 

	The scholar said, “Yes, I respectfully accept your instruction!”

	 

	In an instant, the tree vanished. Someone stood before him, knitting his brow and scrunching his forehead, eyes lusterless, hair disheveled like mugwort, cheeks covered in grime and grease, clothes ragged like quail feathers covering no shins, and shoes that did not hold his heels. The scholar’s will was seized by sudden terror; he shrank back and dared not advance.

	 

	The person laughed, “How foolish! You are about to die, yet you are afraid? Follow me.”

	 

	The scholar’s mind settled, and he ran after him. They arrived beneath a precipice where a spring fell like a curtain from the tips of tall pines. Parting the hanging vines, they found a stone cavern, wide enough to hold a body. The person snaked inside, and the scholar crawled after him. Suddenly it became spacious and bright, revealing a square pool, deep and clean. The person stripped and bathed. Shortly, attendants arrived bearing hat and robes; the person washed and stepped out. He dressed in fine silks and embroidery, wore a splendid cap, and dragged patterned shoes. Looking at him now, his forehead was full, his brows long, his gaze bright and glancing, his hair contained, and his face pale and glossy.

	 

	The scholar exclaimed in surprise, “What a transformation!”

	 

	The person laughed, “Indeed. Would you rather like to change as well?”

	 

	The scholar said, “I would be most fortunate!”

	 

	The person had the scholar bathe and looked to the attendants to prepare clothing and ornaments for the scholar, which he put on. Approaching the pool to use as a mirror, he was astonished that he did not resemble himself.

	 

	The person laughed, saying, “You have also changed! Since you have changed, I may leave!” Having spoken, he disappeared.

	 

	The scholar was very frightened and walked quickly, finding a small brook which he followed westward. The brook ended at a flat boulder; feeling weary, he rested upon it. Shortly, several men and women approached; seeing the scholar, they seemed very surprised, pointing and staring at him, hesitating and not leaving immediately. The scholar walked on and met dozens more who were surprised as before; the scholar was also surprised. Walking further, he reached a city wall and entered. The men and women inside who saw him all surrounded and pressed in on him. Consequently, wherever the scholar stopped, it instantly became like a marketplace.

	 

	The scholar was very astonished and asked about this; they all said, “We delight in your beauty.”

	 

	The scholar loathed the disturbance; he covered his face with his sleeve and hurried away. The spectators withdrew slightly, but those following still numbered in the hundreds.

	 

	An old woman instructed the scholar, saying, “Quickly, mar your appearance!”

	 

	The scholar then dirtied his face with soil. It happened to be dusk, and the crowd finally dispersed. Only one person remained: the old woman. She forcibly dragged the scholar along. The scholar was apprehensive. He followed her to a great mansion; reaching the inner quarters, a curtain opened and a young woman came out, saying, “Bathe him.”

	 

	The old woman led him to a side room where hot water and bathing tools were prepared. Afterward, he entered and exchanged courtesies with the young woman.

	 

	The young woman then said, “How dangerous for you! These people are all lustful; had you not marred yourself, they would have torn you to pieces. Hiding you here now allows you to escape the calamity.”

	 

	The scholar thanked her in fear and asked, “What place is this?”

	 

	The young woman replied, “A place where people from all five directions mingle. It is not named as a specific location.”

	 

	From then on, they shared a bed and lived together intimately. The young woman’s family background was secretive; he only knew her surname was Wu and her courtesy name was Rengji.

	 

	After a long while, the old woman came to report that outsiders were gossiping that the Wu family had a son-in-law. Rengji was alarmed and worried; she planned to hide the scholar, so she placed him in a double-walled secret room with a candle, speaking with him only in whispers. Although the scholar doted on Rengji, living there was like an endless night; he suffered greatly from the confinement and was depressed and unhappy.

	 

	Before long, someone broke the gate at night and went straight to the secret room; looking like a Kunlun slave, he tucked the scholar under his arm, leaped over the wall, moved very fast, placed the scholar in an empty courtyard, and left. Soon, lamps appeared from within the rooms; a troop of women came forward and, seeing the scholar, all laughed. Together they pushed and pulled him inside, taking turns receiving him. The scholar was exhausted to the extreme and lay down.

	 

	He heard a woman say, “He is worn out.”

	 

	Together they lifted him, placed him outside the door, and bolted it shut.

	 

	At dawn, a high official passed by and, seeing the scholar, said, “Here is a sick man.” He asked what he suffered from.

	 

	The scholar concealed the truth, saying, “Hunger, that is all!”

	 

	The official then carried him in the rear carriage. Upon returning to his residence, he provided him with a well-furnished room. Soon the scholar recovered his former state.

	 

	When asked about his profession, the scholar replied, “I have studied books, but have not finished.”

	 

	The official was pleased and had him tutor his two sons. The official’s decrees and documents were all written by the scholar on his behalf. One day, the official heard cases for a long time without stopping. The scholar spied from the side of the hall and caught several matters.

	 

	One was: The City God of a certain county was sick; a plaintiff filed an immoral suit. The clerks, coveting the bribe money, accepted it and ruled in his favor, punishing the innocent. The City God realized this and exposed his own error. The clerks were sentenced according to their crimes, and the City God was stripped of his salary for one year.

	 

	Another was: A rich man sued a poor man’s friend. The poor man had borrowed money from the rich man and could not repay it, so the rich man seized his house. Calculating the value, there was a surplus, so the poor man asked to sell the house and keep the extra money, but the rich man refused. They took it to the village elders, who could not rectify it. When he went to complain to the magistrate, the rich man blocked him on the road and beat him until blood covered his heels. His friend heard of this and was enraged; he waited for an opportunity, killed the rich man, and fled as a fugitive, escaping the law. Thus, the lawsuit.

	 

	The official said, “You were rich but unkind; that is a crime and a path inviting death. However, if the poor man had killed you, it would have been out of personal resentment. Killing out of resentment cannot be taught as a lesson, and he would have had to pay with his life. But his friend killing you was an act of chivalry and public justice; thus, he is innocent.” The rich man was speechless, wept, and withdrew.

	 

	Another was: Two flood dragons emerged from the mountain and damaged over a hundred mu of crops at the mountain’s base. The Mountain God sued them, and they were to be beheaded. The two flood dragons were captured in the court; they turned out to be two scholars. Each shifted the blame to the other; though flogged, neither confessed. Consequently, they were sentenced together. The scholar sighed, “Excellent!”

	 

	Another was: A woman sued a man for killing her. The man defended himself, saying that he and the woman had been in love but could not be together; the woman then fell ill and died, so he had not actually killed her.

	 

	The official asked the woman, “You loved him once, why do you now resent and accuse him falsely?”

	 

	The woman complained, “When I died, he acted as if he had not heard; he took another wife and did not think of me at all. Being this cold and cruel, he had the heart to want me dead; if that is not killing me, what is?”

	 

	The official told her, “This is a strained interpretation of the law.” He ended up ignoring the case.

	 

	Another was: A husband sued his wife for lack of chastity, begging to divorce her in the temple. Upon questioning the wife, it turned out she had no affair.

	 

	Her husband said, “I see that when you encounter the neighbor’s son, you always follow him with your eyes. You are only obstructed by circumstances and status; how can your intent be questioned?”

	 

	The official ultimately considered this a fabrication, reprimanded the husband, and upheld the wife. The scholar’s mind could not be at peace. He wrote a letter to the official, saying:

	 

	“Your Enlightened Honor hears and judges like flowing water; your administrative methods are refined and keen. Viewing from below, what can I say but express my admiration? However, while the first three matters were decided excellently, my humble opinion diverges on the latter two verdicts. Asking a grasscutter for advice is righteous; I humbly beg you to consider this.

	 

	“I privately believe that there is no kindness left unrequited, and resentment need not be overt. The state has laws to pardon based on circumstances, and the superior man has theories to judge the heart. To rectify customs, one must first prioritize human emotions. Lawsuits involving men and women have been myriad since ancient times. Within the bedchamber, matters are as subtle as painting eyebrows. Secret and trivial details cannot be fully interrogated, but the essential principle is to govern the heart. Regarding the relationship between spouses, even a ruler or father cannot obtain it from a subject or son if he does not obtain their heart. However, a husband’s heart is divided among many, and his direction is not exclusive. Whether he obtains her heart or not, let us not discuss deeply for now. A woman’s heart is entrusted solely to the man. If her heart does not desire him, then even the prominence of the Jin or Zhang families, the nobility of Wei or Huo, the wealth of Tao or Yi, or the talent of Yang or Ma cannot turn it. The title is empty; the body is but a trace. If he obtains her heart, he is her husband; if he does not obtain her heart, though he is the husband, he is not a husband. Thus, one who obtains her heart should be moved; if one does not obtain her heart, resentment and anger are also appropriate.

	 

	“Now, the woman died for the man, yet could not receive the recompense of a single tear. Bringing the suit to court, she is anxious to wash away her grievance. He has no regret or blame; the frivolity of his sentiment is extreme here. You should listen to the woman’s words and have the man atone for his crime.

	 

	“As for the husband suing the wife, the circumstances are not an error. The husband was by her side, yet she repeatedly glanced at another; her heart had departed. Once the heart has departed, it is acceptable for her not to be his wife. Guan Zhong was moved by Bao Shu’s understanding, equating it to giving him birth; Han Gao discussed Ding Gong’s crime to warn against disloyalty. Though the matters are not analogous, the principle is the same. I request you take this to judge these cases.”

	 

	The official rejected this. The scholar argued firmly. The official was displeased and said to others, “His job is a guest teacher. How can he forcibly interfere with my official affairs?”

	 

	Thereupon, the courtesies grew gradually distant, and the scholar also felt uneasy. He left the official and secretly sought Rengji. He ruined his clothes and dirtied his face to conceal himself. After a long time, he obtained no news; his travels left him destitute again, and his longing for home was melancholic. He climbed a high mountain to look toward Yue, but it was vast and he did not know the direction.

	 

	Suddenly, he saw the person from the tree come and say, “You may return!”

	 

	The scholar was pleasantly surprised but had not yet replied when he was suddenly pushed down. Abruptly, as if waking from a dream, he found his body lying under the withered tree; he had indeed hanged himself, but the sash broke and he fell. He began to realize his body had been dead for a long time and all he had met were ghosts. However, his lips felt very parched from the wine, so he ran to the nearby market to beg for a drink.

	 

	Someone who recognized him said, “This is the scholar who drank wildly yesterday.”

	 

	He then realized he had died and come back to life, and that only one night had passed. Since the scholar sought death but could not attain it, he became even more destitute and unable to support himself. He went to visit those he knew before; occasionally he obtained a meal, but people despised his poverty even more. Whenever he told people about the events during his death, most laughed and did not believe him.

	 

	Afterwards, he served as a porter for merchants, leaving Jin for the capital, eating only what his strength earned him. His feet became calloused and he could not advance; stopping in Ye, he wished to go to the Zhang River to drown himself. Arriving at the riverbank, a boat suddenly passed by; the one leaning on the rudder and looking out resembled Rengji’s old woman. He followed to observe and found it was indeed the old woman.

	 

	He called out to her; the old woman did not recognize him and asked, “Who are you?”

	 

	The scholar stated his name. Soon, he saw Rengji through the window; the scholar called out again.

	 

	Rengji looked closely and said, “It is not him; there is no resemblance.”

	 

	The scholar was distressed and said in a harsh voice, “Do you not remember when we discussed the matter of Yunniang in the secret room, and I wiped away your tears?”

	 

	Rengji was then startled and said, “It is true.”

	 

	She stopped the boat by the bank and called out, “Come aboard!”

	 

	The scholar boarded, and he and Rengji held each other and wept with great sorrow.

	 

	Yunniang was Rengji’s elder sister; she was abandoned by her lover and died harboring resentment. When the scholar was in the secret room, Rengji had spoken of this and said, “I hope you will not be like this!” She had wept uncontrollably, and the scholar had wiped her tears with his sleeve. Because of this, they made a pact: “If by misfortune we are separated like a broken mirror, and if upon meeting later we do not recognize each other, let us cite this matter as our pledge of truth.” Therefore, although the scholar’s appearance had changed, Rengji believed him and took him in.

	 

	Thereupon Rengji told the scholar, “Formerly you were a ghost; I also dwelt as a neighbor to ghosts. Ghosts are all dark and licentious, unapproachable. After you were snatched away, I also moved away soon after. Now making my home on the water, I have arrived here and managed to meet you; I entrust myself to you forever! Fortunately, I have meager savings, and we can return home.”

	 

	She then took the scholar on board and returned to Yue. Rengji was, in fact, a fox.

	 


Tomb of Lady Hu

	 

	In Fenyi, there was a certain private tutor who gathered students in the mountains. One of his disciples, a certain scholar, was intelligent and eager to learn, and the teacher was extremely fond of him. However, noticing the scholar’s body gradually becoming emaciated and his complexion frail, the teacher attributed it to the rigors of hard study and admonished him to rest a little. Yet, hearing practically no sound of reciting or reading at night, he secretly grew suspicious.

	 

	At night, he went outside the scholar’s window to spy on him and heard someone whispering intimately. The voice sounded like a woman’s, though he could not make it out clearly. Suspecting the scholar was having a private affair with a young maiden, he was furious.

	 

	The next day, he had another student question him. Unable to conceal the truth, the scholar confessed: “Towards dusk, as I was walking at the foot of the mountain, I met a woman who approached me with a smile. Her beauty was peerless, and her gentle words were full of affection; thus, we made a private pledge. She comes at midnight, entering through the side door to meet me by lamplight. When we retire, she is fragrant and soft as jade, turning about within the bedclothes. Furthermore, she places a bright pearl, an inch in diameter, into my mouth, warning me not to swallow it. As dawn approaches, she retrieves it and departs. It has been this way for two months now. When I asked for her dwelling and name, she said she is a daughter of the front village at the foot of the mountain. With such a beauty and such secret trysts, I am no man of stone. I truly cannot send her away; I am simply willing to die for this person!”

	 

	The student reported this to the teacher, whose suspicions only deepened. He reckoned that a maiden from a respectable family could hardly walk alone at night without leaving any trace like this. If it was indeed as the scholar said, she was likely a demon. Moreover, the bright pearl was surely a tool for extracting vital essence.

	 

	“If she comes again, you must swallow it to see what happens,” the teacher said. He then summoned the scholar and instructed him accordingly.

	 

	That night, the woman came again and inserted the pearl as usual. When she was about to retrieve it, he swallowed it.

	 

	The woman stomped her foot and wept before him, saying, “The merit of imminent success is ruined in a single moment!”

	 

	The scholar felt apologetic and uneasy, and asked the reason.

	 

	The woman said, “This pearl has existed for five hundred years. Ninety-nine men have died because of this pearl; all were intelligent, wealthy, noble, and destined for long lives. Their vital essence is entirely contained within it. Had it passed through one hundred men, I would have achieved enlightenment. I never expected to be thwarted by you! But seeking immortality through heterodox ways is ultimately futile; how could I dare to resent you? Your future fortune will be immeasurable. I hope that, remembering the affection we shared on the pillow and mat, you will seek my corpse tomorrow at the foot of the East Mountain and bury it with a proper coffin, that I might be regarded as one of your concubines. If you pour a cup of wine upon my grave during the festivals so my wandering soul and weak spirit are not lonely in the netherworld, it would be a great kindness from you, and I shall die without regret!”

	 

	She then embraced him, weeping bitterly, and departed. Everyone in the house heard this, though only the scholar saw her form.

	 

	The next day, he went to the foot of the East Mountain and found a large fox dead there. The scholar prostrated himself and wept over it with great grief. He buried it according to the rites and composed a funeral address to offer as a sacrifice. That night, he dreamed the woman came to thank him.

	 

	Since swallowing the pearl, the scholar’s vitality and wisdom were twice what they had been before. He rose to a prominent official rank and lived to a very old age; all this, it is said, was the benefit of the pearl. He inscribed the fox’s grave: “The Tomb of Lady Hu.”

	 


Zhou Yingru

	 

	In a certain market town east of Zhaowu, a variety fair was once held. Men and women roamed about for pleasure; all day long, sleeves touched and hems brushed together, and a crimson mist cloaked their attire. There was a young man named Jiang who, looking up, saw a young woman in a west tower, leaning against the window and gazing out. She vied in delicate beauty with the roses upon the low house before the tower, dazzling in wonderful colors. He gazed up at her, unmoving. The woman, too, focused her limpid autumn eyes upon him; their gazes met, and their spirits became entranced. By the time the sun slanted down and the crowds dispersed, the two were still facing each other, gazing. Only when onlookers scoffed at them did they finally turn away and depart.

	 

	The next day, Jiang returned; the woman was already there. The tower was high and separated by other structures, so their voices could not be heard. Jiang took a white kerchief from his hand, wrapped a gold ring within it, and tossed it up to the tower. The woman responded by throwing down a bracelet, then closed the window and withdrew. The woman’s surname was Zhou, and her given name was Yingru; she lived there with her mother. Her father was a tea merchant and had traveled far away. Jiang, having learned her background, waited for twilight when no one was around and hid to the right of the door to her chambers.

	 

	Soon, when birds had roosted and people were settled, he secretly peered into Yingru’s boudoir. The room was locked, and he saw Yingru sitting alone beneath the lamp, whispering incessantly to the flame. Jiang tapped the window lattice with the bracelet, signaling Yingru with the sound.

	 

	Yingru, surprised, asked, “Who is it?”

	 

	Jiang replied, “It is I. The bracelet is here.”

	 

	Yingru was greatly startled again; she hurried to the window and whispered, “Leave quickly! To delay will bring ruin.”

	 

	Jiang begged her repeatedly to open the door, but Yingru would not consent. Jiang said, “Are you merely a painting? How can you have a face like jade yet a heart like stone?”

	 

	Yingru pleaded with him, saying, “If you are fortunate enough to love me, how could you bear to endanger me? I beg you to leave via the rear exit and think of a long-term plan; I cannot admit you now. If you do not listen, I shall scream!”

	 

	Jiang was frightened; he fled back home, miserable and deeply depressed.

	 

	Shortly thereafter, he heard the sound of a ring knocking. Upon opening the door, he found one with a small hair-bun and arched shoes, covered in fragrant dew—it was Yingru. She said to Jiang, “I refused you a moment ago only because I had no choice, but my longing for you became urgent, so I have turned back to join you.”

	 

	Jiang was overjoyed beyond expectation, and they consummated their love. As dawn approached, Yingru left, returning when the night was settled; this continued for several months.

	 

	By this time, Jiang was nearly of capping age. His father was also trading abroad, and his youngest uncle managed the household affairs. As Jiang was not yet married, they discussed his betrothal one evening, considering choices but deciding on none. Jiang was terrified; wishing to tell his mother and betroth Yingru, he first informed Yingru to discuss a strategy.

	 

	Yingru’s manner was strangely indifferent; when he proposed sending a matchmaker to her family, she conversely did not desire it. Jiang secretly wondered at the cause. He also suspected that her solitary travels by night and dawn—completely unhindered and ultimately detecting no one—were beyond the capacity of a frail woman and that there must be something supernatural involved. At dawn, he waited for Yingru to leave and tailed her.

	 

	A few paces out the gate, she vanished as if floating away. Greatly astonished, he returned. Secretly inquiring at her residence, he found that Yingru had, in fact, already died. Only then did he realize that the one he had been meeting was Yingru’s ghost, and he grieved for her.

	 

	That evening, Yingru arrived and laughed, saying, “Do you say I am dead? Do not be afraid for now! I shall guide you to see a person; this will suffice to dispel your doubts and comfort your wistful heart.”

	 

	She had Jiang lean upon her shoulder and led him along; moving with the speed of a flying swallow or a startled goose, they suddenly arrived within a city. The lanes and markets wound about, and halls and pavilions stood close together. They reached the gate of a grand mansion, where twin beasts held rings in their mouths; it was silent and left ajar.

	 

	Pushing it open, they entered. With orchid beams and cassia pillars, it was as warm as a dwelling of immortals. Inside was a Hall of Mirrors; all four walls were mirrors, projecting a cold light that chilled one’s brows and hair. In the southwest corner hung a sounding board; Yingru flicked it with her finger. With a clear, cool sound, several young women fluttered out in succession.

	 

	Their reflections entered the mirrors—flowery reds and jade whites, blurring near and far. Among them was a girl who looked exactly like Yingru. He looked back at his guide, Yingru, who was solemnly standing at his side. But when he looked at the women again, they suddenly vanished.

	 

	Just as he wished to inquire, Yingru said, “This is the Jade Pavilion of the Upper Clarity; we cannot linger.”

	 

	She tugged at his hem and led him straight out. Upon returning home, she said, “Yingru and you had a destiny for romance that was in vain; it was fitting that you should meet but a few times, and it has ended here! I am not Yingru; I am a fox-girl. In truth, I have a preordained destiny with you; fearing your affections would be solely fixed upon Yingru, I mimicked her appearance to be by your side. Now that the seeds of suspicion have opened, this good fate has ended, and today we must part!”

	 

	Before Jiang could detain her, she had already risen with the rosy clouds and departed. Only then did he realize that the one he had been intimate with was not Yingru’s soul either. In the end, he became the son-in-law of a different family.
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	Publication date: 1800

	
Borrowing a Name for Reputation

	 

	Mr. Dong Tianshi, a high-minded scholar of the former Ming dynasty, supported himself by painting. He was a man of scrupulous honesty who would not wrongly accept even a single straw. He was an old friend of my late great-great-grandfather, Lord Houzhai. Lord Houzhai frequently exchanged verses with him; from those preserved today in the Remaining Drafts from the Flower King Pavilion, one can still envision what kind of man he was.

	 

	Elders sometimes claimed he had a fox concubine. Others said, “Tianshi was solitary and eccentric; surely there was no such thing.”

	 

	My great-uncle, Lord Zhanyuan, said, “It is true, but there is a particular explanation for it. I heard from Dong Kongru that Tianshi lived in an old two-room house. He remained unmarried all his life and had no servants; he performed all household chores, such as drawing water and pounding grain, himself.

	 

	“One morning he arose to find the clothes and shoes he intended to wear all neatly arranged within reach. Upon further inspection, his washing water and rinsing items were already laid out.

	 

	“Tianshi said, ‘There is surely something strange here. Is a spirit attempting to seduce me?’

	 

	“A soft voice outside the window replied, ‘I dare not seduce you, my Lord. I have a request to make of you, but found it difficult to present myself. Thus, I did this to await your query.’

	 

	“Tianshi was naturally courageous, so he ordered her to enter. She entered and immediately knelt in obeisance; she was a graceful, demure, and beautiful woman. He asked her name, and she replied, ‘Wen Yu.’ He asked what she sought, and she said:

	 

	“‘There are five things foxes fear: the violent, to avoid their aggressive energy; sorcerers, to avoid their exorcisms; spiritual beings, to avoid their scrutiny; the fortunate, to avoid their flourishing destiny; and the virtuous, to avoid their righteous qi. However, the violent are not constantly present and ultimately bring about their own ruin. As for sorcerers and spiritual beings, if I commit no wrong, they can do nothing to me. And as for the fortunate, once their luck declines, they too can be trifled with.

	 

	“‘Only the virtuous do we fear and yet revere. To be able to attach oneself to a man of virtue is considered an honor among our clan, and one’s standing is immediately elevated above one’s peers. Although you are poor and of low status, you accept nothing that is not righteous and do nothing that is not in accordance with propriety. If you would permit me to come to you in an elopement to perform the rites of a concubine and allow me to serve you as a wife, it would be the good fortune of three lifetimes. If you do not accept me, then I beg to borrow your name in title only. Please paint a fan for me inscribed with the words “Created for my concubine Wen Yu on such-and-such a year, month, and day.” In this way, I may still bask in your reflected glory.’

	 

	“She immediately brought out a fine fan and placed it on the table, then wet the ink, mixed the colors, and stood by with clasped hands to wait. Tianshi smiled and complied.

	 

	“The woman took Tianshi’s small seal herself and stamped the fan, saying, ‘This is a task for a concubine; I dare not trouble you, my Lord.’

	 

	“She bowed twice and departed. The next morning he awoke to feel something at his feet. Upon looking, he saw Wen Yu, who smiled, rose, and said:

	 

	“‘I truly did not dare to sully you with my lowly body. However, without sharing a couch for a single night and personally performing the duties of an attendant, the word “concubine” would ultimately remain a fabrication.’

	 

	“She then presented his clothes and shoes and attended to his washing. When finished, she bowed twice and said, ‘I shall now depart forever.’

	 

	“In a flash, she vanished and never returned.”

	 

	Could it be that because the reputation of recluses was so highly valued during the late Ming dynasty, even this fox girl was influenced by the prevailing social climate? Nevertheless, her temperament was open and carefree, possessing the “forest-dwelling style” of Lady Wang; it is fitting that Tianshi did not reject her.

	 


Clever Maid Sullying Herself

	 

	Old Woman Li of Cangzhou was my wet nurse. Her son, called Zhu’er, said that in the past when he went to the seaside to “release the green,” there was a salt worker who was just sleeping at night when he heard a rustling sound inside the room.

	 

	At the time, the moon was shining brightly through the window. He looked carefully but saw no one, so he assumed it was vermin like rats or insects. Suddenly, he heard a clamor of human voices approaching from afar. Someone shouted repeatedly, “She fled into this house!”

	 

	While he was still wondering in surprise, they had already arrived outside the window. They knocked and asked, “Is So-and-so here?”

	 

	From inside the room, someone answered weeping, “I am.”

	 

	They asked again, “Did he keep you?”

	 

	She answered weeping, “He did.”

	 

	They asked further, “Did you share a bed? Or sleep separately?”

	 

	She wept for a long while before answering, “If we didn’t share a bed, who would be willing to keep me?”

	 

	Outside the window, someone stomped their foot and said, “It is ruined!”

	 

	Suddenly, a woman laughed loudly and said, “I predicted that if she ran off to another place, men would surely not let her off. You thought otherwise. Now, how does it stand? Do you still have the face to take her back?”

	 

	After these words, only the rustling sound of people walking away was heard; no further words were spoken.

	 

	Then the woman laughed loudly again and said, “If you still cannot decide on this, what kind of creature are you?”

	 

	She knocked on the window and called to the salt worker, “My family’s runaway maid has thrown herself upon your house. Since you have already kept her for the night, by principle there is no reason for her to return. This was not a case of you abducting or enticing her, so the Old Slave has no grounds to hold a vendetta against you. Even if he does hold a vendetta, as long as I am here, there is nothing the Old Slave can do. You two go back to sleep; I am leaving.”

	 

	Poking a hole in the paper window to peek out, it was silent and there was not a shadow to be seen. Looking back at his pillow, however, a beautiful woman was lying there. Both delighted and terrified, he asked where she came from.

	 

	She said, “I am actually a fox girl. I was bought by the Fox of the Tomb here to be his concubine. His primary wife was extremely jealous and whipped me every day. I realized I could not stay, so I fled to seek a living. The reason I did not tell you beforehand was the fear that you would be too terrified to keep me, and I would inevitably be captured. Therefore, I crouched and hid in the corner of the bed. I waited until they chased me here, and only then risked death to claim I had already lost my chastity, hoping they might let me go. Now that I have luckily escaped, I wish to follow you in life and death.”

	 

	The salt worker worried that obtaining a wife for no reason might lead to people searching for her, resulting in other troubles.

	 

	The girl said, “I can make myself invisible so people cannot see me. Just a moment ago I shrank my body to a few inches; have you forgotten so quickly?”

	 

	So she stayed, and they became husband and wife. She personally handled the household chores, no different from a woman of a poor family, and the salt worker actually became moderately well-off. Zhu’er was the salt worker’s older cousin, so he knew the details intimately. When Old Woman Li told this story, she said the girl was still there. That was over forty years ago now; I do not know how things are.

	 

	This maid encountered hardship and danger, yet she did not hesitate to use deceptive words to defile her own name; this can be called taking a desperate risk. However, since she had already defiled herself, for her husband to keep her would be unreasonable, while for the legitimate wife to cast her out would be justifiable. This plan to take a risk was, in reality, a plan that ensured victory. The maid was indeed cunning!

	 

	As for her husband: since he did not consider the consequences at the beginning, and later did not provide a proper place for her, causing this maid to be cut off from help and at a dead end, forcing her to make a desperate decision that led to a complete collapse—how does this compare to measuring one’s virtue and strength, and sparing oneself this undertaking in the first place?!

	 


Danger of a Single Thought

	 

	My clan elder brother Cichen said that a fellow provincial graduate of his from the Jiawu year of the Kangxi reign once toured Mount Song. He saw a young woman drawing water from a brook. He tried asking for a drink, and she happily gave him a ladleful; he tried asking for directions, and she likewise happily pointed them out.

	 

	Consequently, they sat together under a tree to converse. She seemed quite conversant in literature and did not resemble a farm wife, leading him to suspect she was a fox spirit. He admired her graceful beauty, and they treated each other with great warmth.

	 

	Suddenly, the woman shook out her clothes, stood up, and exclaimed: “How dangerous! I was almost ruined!”

	 

	Surprised, he questioned her.

	 

	She blushed and said: “I have studied the Dao under a master for over a hundred years and told myself my heart was like still water. My master said: ‘You are merely able to prevent delusive thoughts from arising, but the delusive thoughts remain. You are unperturbed because you do not see what is desirable; if you see it, you will fall into confusion. In ten thousand acres of flat sand, if a single grass seed remains, it will sprout as soon as it encounters rain. Your tribulation is approaching; tomorrow you will be tested and will know this for yourself.’

	 

	“Today, I indeed met you. While lingering in conversation, a single thought had already slightly stirred within me; in another moment, I would not have been able to control myself. How dangerous! I was almost ruined!”

	 

	With a leap, she vaulted straight to the tips of the tree branches and, in a flash, departed like a flying bird.

	 


Death Without Changing Form

	 

	Zhou Taiyu related that there was a man named Liu Zhe, who first had an affair with a fox-woman and subsequently took her as his second wife. She managed the household just like an ordinary person; she was filial to her parents-in-law, lived harmoniously with her sisters-in-law, and raised the children of the former wife as if they were her own—achieving what is difficult even for humans. When she grew old and died, her corpse did not revert to the form of a fox.

	 

	Some said, “She was originally a woman who had eloped; to conceal this fact, they pretended she was a fox.”

	 

	Others said, “She was truly a fox. She had cultivated the Human Way but had not yet attained immortality, hence she aged and died; she had already been liberated from her form, so when she died, her corpse remained human.”

	 

	I said, “Both are wrong. It was her mind that was sufficient to maintain it. Generally, the human form can transform according to the mind. When Empress Xi turned into a python and Envoy Feng turned into a tiger, their minds had become python-like and tiger-like beforehand, so their forms became python and tiger respectively. Old lore states that foxes originated from the transformation of the lewd woman A-Zi; if one is human but has a fox’s mind, then a human can become a fox. If one is a fox but has a human’s mind, then a fox can also become a human. Buddhist monks and Taoist priests sometimes die sitting upright without toppling over; loyal ministers and heroic women sometimes leave remains that do not decompose. These are all cases where the spirit is sufficient to sustain the form. This fox dying without changing shape belongs to this category!”

	 

	Taiyu said, “It is true. Tradition has it that when Liu first took the fox in, he could not help but harbor suspicion and fear. The fox said, ‘A wife simply desires to make the family prosper. If I make the family prosper, how is a fox different from a human? Moreover, people only know to fear foxes, but do not realize they often associate with foxes unaware.

	 

	“‘Those women whose demeanor and conduct are without measure, causing illness and shortening life—how are they different from a fox’s essence-harvesting?

	“‘Those women who climb walls and bore holes to meet secretly for dark pleasures—how are they different from the seductive licentiousness of a fox?

	“‘Those women who use their long tongues to sow discord and create strife within the family—how are they different from the bewitching spells of a fox?

	“‘Those women who secretly steal property to give privately to their favorites—how are they different from the thievery of a fox?

	“‘Those women who are arrogant, bullying, and abusive, leaving the six relations with no peace—how are they different from the haunting disturbance of a fox?

	“‘Why do you not fear them but instead fear me?’

	 

	“This was the fox’s resolve; she wished to rise above humans. It is fitting that she began as a human and ended as a human. As for those various types of ‘foxes’ she described, the Six Paths of Reincarnation are shaped solely by the mind; I truly fear that when their gaze falls to the ground in death, they will unavoidably fall into that very realm.”

	 


Distinction Between Yin and Yang

	 

	A member of Mr. Zhang Xuan’er’s clan took a fox-woman as a concubine and built a separate, quiet chamber for her to reside in. Her bed curtains and furnishings were no different from those used by humans, but she had her own maids and older female attendants and did not employ the Zhang family’s servants. The room was spotless without a speck of dust, yet after sitting there for a long time, one would feel a bone-chilling yin energy. One could also occasionally hear laughter and chatter, though her form was never seen.

	 

	The Zhangs were a prominent clan. Whenever relatives by marriage gathered for feasts, many requested to see her, but she refused them all. One day, the clansman insisted strongly. She finally said, “The young lady from a certain family is acceptable, but absolutely no one else.”

	 

	When the lady entered the room to meet her, the fox-woman’s demeanor was refined and elegant, and she appeared to be about thirty years old. When asked about the piercing cold within the room, she replied, “It is merely your own palpitations, Madam; the room has nothing unusual about it.”

	 

	Later, the clansman asked why she had agreed to see only that specific person.

	 

	She explained, “Humans belong to the Yang category, while ghosts belong to the Yin. Foxes exist between humans and ghosts, yet we still belong to the Yin category, which is why we usually emerge at night. During the day, when Yang is at its peak, we dare not lightly make contact with humans. That lady’s Yang energy has already waned, which is why I was able to meet her.”

	 

	The clansman asked in alarm, “You sleep and live with me every day; am I declining, then?”

	 

	She replied, “There is a different reason for that. There are two paths by which foxes bewitch humans: one is called seduction, and the other is called karmic destiny. In the case of seduction, the Yang is eroded by the Yin, causing illness; when it is completely eroded, death follows. In the case of karmic destiny, the individuals share a preordained bond. Their vital energies naturally resonate, and Yin and Yang harmonize, so they can live together in peace for a long time. However, nine out of ten cases are seduction, while only one in ten is karmic destiny. Those who practice seduction will also inevitably claim it is karmic destiny. One can distinguish the true from the false simply by whether or not the human is harmed.”

	 

	As it turned out, the lady she had agreed to see passed away not long after.

	 


Filial Piety Leads to the Way

	 

	My clan nephew Zhuting related that there was a hired laborer from Wen’an who worked beyond Gubeikou. For a long time, there was no news of him. His parents, encountering a famine year, also went beyond the pass to find sustenance and to seek their son. For a long time, there was no news of them either.

	 

	Later, someone saw them at the foot of Mount Tai and related the following:

	 

	“In the past, we traveled northeast of Miyun. The day had grown late, and a storm of wind and clouds suddenly arose. Seeing a lamp light in a distant mountain valley, we hurriedly went there to seek shelter. Upon arrival, we found several earthen rooms surrounded by a fence of sorghum stalks. An old woman answered the door, asked for our hometown and origins, and went inside to report. She was sent out again to ask for our names and ages, and further inquired:

	 

	“‘Did you have a son who went beyond the pass? What is his name? How old is he?’

	 

	“We answered everything truthfully. Suddenly, a young woman straightened her clothes and came out. She invited us to take the seats of honor, bowed, and stood in attendance. She urged the old woman to supervise the maids in preparing wine and food, displaying a very affectionate and familial manner. Unable to fathom the reason for this, we stood up and insistently questioned her.

	 

	“She then cried out, prostrated herself on the ground, and said:

	 

	“‘I dare not deceive my parents-in-law; I am a fox girl. I was once married to your son. It began from mutual affection; I had no intention of bewitching him. I did not anticipate that his excessive love would lead to his death from a wasting disease. My heart is constantly filled with shame and regret, so I vowed never to remarry and have lived here by his grave. Now that I have unexpectedly met my parents-in-law, please do not go elsewhere. I am still able to support and care for you.’

	 

	“At first, we were terrified, but seeing her sincerity, we held each other and wept, and stayed to live with her. The fox girl served us with absolute perfection, actually better than having a son. This continued for six or seven years.

	 

	“Suddenly, the fox girl sent the old woman to buy a coffin and prepare digging tools. Surprised, we asked the reason.

	 

	“She joyfully said: ‘You should congratulate me. My service to you was born of my remembrance of the departed, merely to fulfill a small measure of my feelings. Unexpectedly, this moved the Earth God, who reported it to the Emperor of the Mountain. The Emperor pitied me and has permitted me to shed my physical form and achieve the fruit of immortality without waiting for the elixir to be perfected. Now I will bury my shed body with your son, to symbolize our sharing of the same grave.’

	 

	“She led us to a side room, and indeed, a black fox lay on the couch, its fur glossy as lacquer. When lifted, it was as light as a leaf; when tapped, it made the sound of metal and stone. We believed she was truly an immortal.

	 

	“After the burial was completed, she spoke again:

	 

	“‘Now I serve under the Sovereign of the Clouds of Dawn as a female official. I must go to Mount Tai, and I invite you to come with me.’

	 

	“Thus, we came here together, renting a house and living among the locals. The fox girl simply does not let people see her form, but her support for us remains as it was in the beginning.”

	 

	Afterwards, it is unknown what became of them.

	 

	This story is somewhat similar to the fox girl previously recorded. However, that one acted with a specific purpose in mind, so she only managed to escape punishment; this one acted without any ulterior motive, so she was able to achieve the Dao. There are no disloyal or unfilial immortals in Heaven; this saying is indeed trustworthy.

	 


Fox Discusses Biology

	 

	Compiler Cheng Yumen recounted that there was a scholar who was intimate with a fox girl. When they first met, she did not conceal her nature, saying: “I have not come to bring disaster upon you by plucking and replenishing, nor do I wish to use the excuse of a pre-destined connection. I simply admire your beauty and elegance, and could not restrain myself. However, seeing how attached I became the moment I saw you, perhaps there is a pre-destined connection after all?”

	 

	She did not visit too frequently, saying, “I fear that excessive indulgence in lust might cause you illness.”

	 

	Sometimes, if she arrived and found him studying or writing essays, she would leave, saying, “I fear hindering your proper duties.”

	 

	This continued for nearly ten years, and their affection was like that of husband and wife. The scholar had been without a son for a long time, and once jokingly asked her, “Could you bear a child for me?”

	 

	She replied, “That is impossible to know. Now, a fetus is formed when two essences strike one another and unite. At the moment of intercourse, if the Yang essence arrives but the Yin essence does not, or if the Yin essence arrives but the Yang essence does not, conception cannot occur. Even if both arrive, if there is a difference in timing—one before the other—the qi of the one that arrives first will scatter and fail to be contained, so conception still cannot occur.

	 

	“Only when neither is early nor late, and both essences arrive simultaneously: if the Yang rushes first and the Yin wraps around it, the Yang takes the center as the master, resulting in a male; if the Yin rushes first and the Yang wraps around it, the Yin takes the center as the master, resulting in a female. This is the natural principle of creation, not something human effort can control. That is why some conceive after a single union, while others unite hundreds or thousands of times without success. Therefore, I said it is impossible to know.”

	 

	He asked, “What causes twins?”

	 

	She said, “That happens when the qi of both is abundant and they clash upon meeting. If they clash head-on, they split into two. If the clash is off-center, then in one part Yang is abundant and Yin is scarce, so Yang wraps the Yin; in the other part, Yin is abundant and Yang is scarce, so Yin wraps the Yang. Therefore, two boys or two girls are common, though occasionally there is one boy and one girl.”

	 

	He asked, “The essence surely arrives only after great pleasure. Yet with a young girl on her wedding night, who is shrinking back in fear and has no leisure for pleasure, conception sometimes happens after a single union. How can the Yin essence arrive in that case?”

	 

	She replied, “During the wedding night, the hearts of the couple share a mutual joy. Perhaps it is difficult at first and easy later, or perhaps she looks distressed but is happy in spirit. Once their emotions harmonize, the essence arrives. Thus, it also happens occasionally.”

	 

	He asked, “Since conception depends on the union of essences, why must it happen after the menstruation period—the ‘falling red’?”

	 

	She said, “The essence is like the grain seed, and the blood is like the fertile soil. Old blood contains decaying qi, while new blood contains life-giving qi. Only by riding upon the life-giving qi can the fetus be nourished. I once served a Fairy Consort and overheard a lecture on the origins of creation, so I roughly know the general idea. As the saying goes: ‘What the common foolish couple may know and can do, even a Sage may not know or be able to do.’ This refers to exactly this.”

	 

	Later, when the scholar passed the age of thirty, his beard suddenly grew long and thick. The fox sighed, saying, “These long, hanging strands are like thorns and prickles; how can anyone endure them? I feel fear whenever I see them. Is our pre-destined connection at an end?”

	 

	At first, he thought she was joking, but in the end, she never came again.

	 

	Yumen had a heavy beard. Ren Zitian told this story to tease him because Yumen had taken a concubine. Yumen had actually heard of this matter before and also couldn’t help but laugh. After a while, he said, “This fox was actually very eloquent, but you did not tell the story in full detail.”

	 

	He then fully recounted her theories as recorded above. Because they were quite logical, I have recalled and recorded them here.

	 


Fox Identifies the Fake Immortal

	 

	Chen Yuzhai said that there was once a man renting lodgings in a Taoist temple who was intimate with a fox-woman; not a single evening passed that she did not visit. Suddenly, she was not seen for several days, and he could not fathom the reason.

	 

	One night, she lifted the curtain and entered with a smile. When asked the cause of her separation, she said, “A new Taoist priest has arrived at the temple, and the crowd regards him as an Immortal. Fearing he might possess magical arts, I temporarily avoided him. Tonight, I transformed into a small mouse and secretly observed him through a crack in the wall; he is merely a charlatan deceiving the world with big talk, so I have returned.”

	 

	He asked, “How do you know he lacks spiritual power?”

	 

	She replied, “Fake Immortals and fake Buddhas utilize only two tricks. One is to deliberately maintain silence to make themselves appear unfathomable; the other is to deliberately act crazy to make people suspect they are spiritually possessed. However, those who are truly silent are necessarily pure, solemn, and at peace; anyone who is stiff and posturing is a fake. Those who truly rely on spiritual madness roam freely and are at ease; anyone who is frantic and theatrical is a fake. This is just like you scholars seeking fame: some act eccentric, aloof, and harsh to make people suspect they are men of principled integrity, while others indulge in wine and curse the company to make people suspect they are uninhibited geniuses. It is the same trick. This priest is extremely theatrical, which is sufficient to know he has no ability.”

	 

	At the time, we were drinking at the home of Mr. Qian Jiaxuan. Mr. Qian said, “This fox has eyes like a mirror, but her tongue is too sharp; she invariably leaves no room for anyone.”

	 


Gourd Stolen by the Taoist

	 

	Mr. Hu Hou’an recounted that there was a scholar who was intimate with a fox girl. When they first met, she gave him a gourd about two inches long, told him to wear it on his belt, and then she entered inside it herself. Whenever he wished to meet with her, he would pull out the stopper, and she would emerge to engage in gentle intimacy; when she left, she would re-enter, and he would plug it back up.

	 

	One day, while walking in the market, the gourd was cut away by a thief. Thus their connection was severed, and he remained constantly despondent. Once, while strolling in the outskirts to dispel his gloom, he heard someone calling out from the thick undergrowth; the voice belonged to the fox girl. He approached to speak with her, but she hid and refused to come out, saying, “I have already changed form and can no longer meet with you, sir.”

	 

	Bewildered, he asked the reason.

	 

	She wept and explained, “Gathering essence to refine the form is the common principle of foxes. Recently, a Taoist priest from unknown parts has been hunting down our kind to supply his own gathering of essence. Once captured, he binds us with divine spells so that we stiffen like wooden puppets, leaving us entirely at his mercy. If there are some with slightly stronger spiritual power who refuse to yield their essence when sucked, he steams them into dried meat; once the flesh and blood are consumed, the vital energy is absorbed by him as well. I entered the gourd to escape this calamity, but unexpectedly I was still hunted down by him and snatched away. Fearing the boiling cauldron, I surrendered my elixir, and thus fortunately preserved my remaining life. However, having lost the elixir, I have reverted to my animal form. To refine my shape from here will require another two or three hundred years before I can transform again. Though the heavens and earth may grow old, we have no hope of meeting again. Remembering your past kindness, I called out to bid you farewell. Strive to take care of yourself, and do not think of me any longer.”

	 

	The scholar, filled with indignation, asked, “Why not appeal to the gods?”

	 

	She replied, “Many have appealed. The gods consider that what comes in wrongly goes out wrongly, and that this is a fault of our own making; that killing others leads to being killed by others is the way of mutual retribution, so they set the matter aside and do not judge it. I now realize that a hundred clever schemes to take from others serve only to destroy oneself. From now on, I will dedicate myself to breathing exercises and never practice these arts again.”

	 

	This event took place between the Dingsi and Wuwu years of the Qianlong reign; Mr. Hou’an had personally met this scholar. Several years later, it was heard that lightning struck a Taoist priest in Shandong; perhaps it was this very priest who, having killed excessively in his lust, finally submitted to Heaven’s execution? “The mantis stalks the cicada, unaware of the oriole behind it,” and the one holding the slingshot stands behind the bird—this story illustrates exactly that.

	 


Loyal Yet Suspected

	 

	Academician Song Futang related that in Haidian, there was a grave keeper for a noble family. He happened to see several dogs chasing a fox, leaving it bloody and bedraggled. Feeling great pity for it, he wielded a staff to scatter the dogs, then carried the fox and placed it inside his room. Once it revived, he took it to the open wilderness and set it free.

	 

	Several days later, a woman knocked on his door at night and entered; her beauty was peerless. Startled, he asked where she came from.

	 

	She bowed twice and said, “I am a fox woman. I encountered a great calamity the other day and am indebted to you for giving me a second life. I have come now to serve you as a wife.”

	 

	The grave keeper surmised she bore no ill will, so he took her in. They were intimate for over two months. Although he grew increasingly emaciated by the day, he loved her and suspected nothing.

	 

	One day, just as they were sleeping together, he heard a shout from outside the window:

	 

	“Ah Liu, you base slave girl! I have only just recovered from my wounds and have not yet been able to repay my debt of gratitude. How dare you falsely assume my name to bewitch this gentleman and cause him to fall ill? Should he meet with an untimely end, my clan would accuse me of ingratitude; how would I then vindicate myself? Even knowing this deed was yours, since the gentleman saved me, were I to sit idly by and watch him die, how could I ever find peace? Today, I have brought my aunts and sisters to execute you!”

	 

	The woman started up in alarm, attempting to flee, but several women had already burst through the door; they struck and killed her instantly.

	 

	The grave keeper, having been deluded and infatuated for so long, felt only grief and rage. He retorted by scolding the savior woman for being heartless and snatching away his beloved. The woman repeatedly explained herself, but he ultimately would not awaken to the truth.

	 

	He even drew a knife and leapt up, intending to avenge the other woman. Thereupon, the woman wept bitterly and departed over the wall.

	 

	When the grave keeper later told others of this, he still felt resentment. 

	 

	Is this not what is meant by “loyalty meeting with slander, and integrity meeting with suspicion”?

	 


Magnet Attracts the Needle

	 

	My second cousin Xusheng related this account: South of the village, there used to be a fox-girl who often charmed young men; she was the one known as “Second Sister.”

	 

	A certain clansman planned to capture her alive but had not spoken of it to anyone. One day, he saw a beautiful woman in a ruined garden and suspected it was her. He playfully sang a romantic song, and she looked back with a delighted gaze. He plucked a wildflower and tossed it in front of her.

	 

	Just as she bent to pick it up, she suddenly stepped back several paces and said, “You harbor malicious intentions.”

	 

	She then climbed over the broken wall and departed.

	 

	Later, two scholars were studying in the monk’s quarters of the Dongyue Temple. One lived in the southern room and was intimate with her; the one living in the northern room never saw her.

	 

	The scholar in the southern room once teased her about her late arrival, asking, “Were you holding Fuqiu’s sleeve with your left hand and patting Hongya’s shoulder with your right?”

	 

	The fox-girl replied, “You do not despise me for being a different species, so I adorn myself for the one who appreciates me. The scholar in the northern room has a heart like wood and stone; how would I dare approach him?”

	 

	The southern scholar said, “Why not climb the wall and take a peek? He might not necessarily refuse you for three years. If you could make him compromise his integrity, it would save him from always presenting such a stern, Cheng Yichuan-like face to others.”

	 

	The fox-girl said, “A magnet can only attract a needle. If the nature of the object is different, it will not move no matter how one tries to attract it. Do not be meddlesome; it would only invite humiliation.”

	 

	At that time, I was attending by the side of Lord Yao’an. He said, “I have also heard this; the events took place at the end of the Shunzhi reign. The one living in the northern room appears to have been our clan ancestor, Lord Leiyang. Leiyang was an elderly candidate on the secondary list; aside from the Eight-legged Essay, he possessed not an inch of talent. However, solely because his mind was simple and honest, even a fox dared not approach him. From this, we know that those who are deluded by demons and spirits are all people in whom evil thoughts have already sprouted.”

	 


Repelling Lightning with Reason

	 

	Ding Yaoyuan said that there was a Provincial Graduate who was forty years old and without a son. He bought a concubine who was extremely bright and wise. The legal wife could not live in peace with her, scolding and cursing her morning and night. After a year, the concubine gave birth to a son. The wife could tolerate her even less and eventually resold her to a distant place.

	 

	The Provincial Graduate was dazed and melancholic, as if he had lost something. Sleeping alone in his study, late at night and not yet asleep, the concubine suddenly lifted the curtain and entered. Surprised, he asked, “Where did you come from?”

	 

	She replied, “I simply escaped and returned.”

	 

	The Provincial Graduate thought deeply and said, “If you escaped back, I worry they will come to arrest you. How would that jealous woman be willing to hide you? Moreover, since things have reached this point, where could you be accommodated if you returned?”

	 

	The concubine smiled and said, “I will not deceive you, sir; I am actually a fox. Before, I came as a human, and humans have human principles, so I dared not fail to endure the insults. Now I come as a fox; I can transform endlessly and come and go without a trace. How could she possibly know?”

	 

	Thus, they were as loving and intimate as before.

	 

	Over time, word gradually leaked out through the servant boys and maids. The legal wife was greatly enraged and spent much gold to recruit a sorcerer to exorcise and punish her. One sorcerer issued a summons for a spirit general to arrest the concubine and bring her forth.

	 

	The concubine did not admit guilt; rolling up her sleeves, she argued with the sorcerer, saying: “To take a concubine when without a son, the taking is justified by reason. To send the concubine away after she bears a son, the husband is ungrateful. To be expelled without cause, the sin lies not with me.”

	 

	The sorcerer said, “Since you were already expelled, how can you return privately?”

	 

	The concubine said, “An expelled mother who has not remarried has not severed ties with her son. An expelled wife who has not remarried has not severed ties with her husband. Furthermore, the one who sold me was the jealous wife, not that I was expelled by the husband. The husband still accepts me, so I have not been expelled. Why can I not return?”

	 

	The sorcerer angrily said, “You are essentially a beast; how dare you argue based on human principles?”

	 

	The concubine said, “When a human turns to a beast’s heart, both the laws of the underworld and the living world have punishments. When a beast turns to a human heart, yet it is considered a crime—upon what legal code does the Master rely?”

	 

	The sorcerer became even more angry and said, “I hold the Five Thunder Method; I only know how to execute demons, I know nothing else!”

	 

	The concubine laughed loudly and said, “A demon is also a creature of Heaven and Earth. If it is without sin, Heaven and Earth have never failed to nurture it alongside others. What the Supreme Deity does not execute, does the Master desire to exterminate completely?”

	 

	The sorcerer slapped the table and said, “Bewitching a man—is that not your sin?”

	 

	The concubine said, “I was accepted according to ritual propriety; it cannot be considered bewitching. If it were bewitching, then I would have absorbed his essence and sucked his qi, and this scholar would have long since withered away. Now, having been in the home for two years, and having returned for another five or six years, he is healthy and unharmed. Where is this so-called bewitching? Master, you accepted much gold from the jealous wife to trump up charges and frame me, using cruelty to satisfy greed. How could I submit?”

	 

	During this exchange of questions and answers, the sorcerer looked for the spirit general he had summoned, but it had already disappeared. Helpless, he glared and said, “I will not argue with you today; tomorrow I shall summon the Ministry of Thunder!”

	 

	The next day, when the legal wife urged him to set up the altar again, he had fled during the night. For although the magic he held was orthodox, the magic was practiced through bribery; therefore, the spirit was not afraid, and the spirit general was dissatisfied.

	 

	Tradition has it that when Mr. Liu Niantai served as Censor-in-Chief, he inscribed a couplet for the Censorate saying: “With no desires, one often teaches the heart to be like water; having spoken out, one naturally feels one’s demeanor is like frost.” This can be called knowing the root of the matter.

	 


Retribution for Breaking a Vow

	 

	According to Sun Shubao, in the winter of the Xinhai year, he and his cousin Daoyuan visited Provincial Graduate Ge Zhongfang. He saw dozens of pages of new poetry on the desk, among which were two quatrains that read:

	 

	“A perfect match attained, yet the affair goes awry;

	The spring breeze vainly locks the double doors.

	The mortal world indeed has a ‘Dragon-Riding Son-in-Law,’

	Who, at midnight, astonishingly broke through the wall and flew away.”

	 

	“It is not only beauties who fight like Yin and Xing;

	Even immortals envy a lovely grace.

	Just look at Magu’s back-scratching claw;

	Transformed, it is clearly the hand of the Giant Spirit.”

	 

	They did not understand what these meant. Upon inquiring about the story behind them, Zhongfang said:

	 

	“Yesterday I saw Zhang Junfu of Cangzhou, who spoke of a certain man in Nanpi, over twenty years old and unmarried. Suddenly, two ravishing women approached him at night. When asked where they came from, they replied:

	 

	‘We are foxes. Due to destiny from a past life, we are meant to be man and wife. Though we cannot bring you blessings, we will not bring you misfortune.’

	 

	The man, captivated by their beauty, remained unmarried for their sake. When people tried to admonish him, the man declined their advice, saying:

	 

	‘The foxes treat me well. We have been together for a long time and I have suffered no illness; they are not bewitching me. Furthermore, they say they will bear me sons, so there is no harm to my lineage. I truly cannot bear to break faith with them.’

	 

	Later, his clan members forced him to take a wife. When the man heard the girl was extremely beautiful, he abruptly betrayed his old vow.

	 

	When the time came to extinguish the candles in the bridal chamber, there was a sudden noise like wind and thunder that shook the eaves. A hand, as large as a winnowing basket, smashed through the window, grabbed the man, and departed.

	 

	The next day, people went out in all directions to search for him, but he was gone without a trace. Seven or eight days later, several children reported hearing a sound like a cow panting inside a certain shrine. It is the custom in the north that for any shrine without a temple keeper, fearing wandering beggars might dwell there, they often block the door with mud bricks, leaving only a hole for placing an incense burner.

	 

	Peering through the hole, it looked like a naked person was lying inside, though they could not tell who it was. When they opened the door to look, it was indeed that man. He was already comatose and unaware of his surroundings.

	 

	After treatment by many means, he barely managed to survive. Since then, the fox women have not returned, and the wife’s family, fearing retribution from the fox women, also ultimately divorced him. These two poems record this event.”

	 

	Now, since the foxes possessed spiritual powers, their affairs differ from those of humans. Even if the man married, what would have hindered their sudden comings and goings? Yet they unleashed such fierce violence, nearly taking his life; the foxes could indeed be called jealous and shrewish. However, had there been no prior agreement, the fault would lie with the foxes. But since he was not cautious in the beginning when making the pact, and did not end it well but betrayed it, then their being provoked into haunting him is not without cause. Thus, one cannot entirely blame the foxes.

	 


Revealing the True Form to Repay Kindness

	 

	My older cousin Yuanju said that he once heard Liu Xinting discuss two matters.

	 

	The first: There was a peasant’s son who was bewitched by a fox. He invited a sorcerer to exorcise it. The fox was captured and was about to be boiled in a cauldron of oil. The peasant’s son kowtowed and begged for it to be spared, so it was released.

	 

	Later, he fell ill from thinking of her, and doctors could not treat him. One day, the fox returned to see him. Grief and joy mingled together, but the fox’s demeanor was notably aloof.

	 

	She said to the peasant’s son, “You miss me bitterly only because you delight in my beauty, not knowing that this is my illusory form. If you saw my true shape, you would be too terrified to flee fast enough.”

	 

	Suddenly, she threw herself onto the ground: having gray fur and a long tail, with breath wheezing and eyes flashing like torches. She leaped onto the roof, gave several long howls, and departed. The peasant’s son was cured of his illness from then on. This fox can be said to be capable of repaying kindness.

	 

	The other: Also a peasant’s son bewitched by a fox. He invited a sorcerer to exorcise it. The magic proved ineffective; the talismans were all torn up by the fox, who was about to ascend the altar to strike him.

	 

	An old woman, seemingly the fox’s mother, stopped her, saying, “Creatures cherish their own kind, and humans shelter their own party. Although this sorcerer’s skills are shallow, if you wound him too severely, I fear other sorcerers will come to seek revenge. It would be better to just go sleep with your husband.”

	 

	She allowed him to escape. This fox can be said to be capable of foresight.

	 


Righteous Fox Pities the Widow

	 

	Intendant Shen and his wife both passed away. Their young son lodged with relatives, appearing destitute and barely human. Shen’s concubine, who had remarried into the household of Minister Shi, heard of this and felt heartbroken. She often secretly sent maids and old women to provide him with clothes and items.

	 

	Later, Minister Shi learned of this and said, “This remains within the bounds of human feeling and natural principles; do not forbid it.”

	 

	Ji Cangzhou of Qiantang consequently related a story: There was a widow who was sick in bed and unable to cook for herself. She pitifully begged an old woman neighbor to cook for her, but the neighbor could not come regularly.

	 

	Suddenly, a young girl pushed open the door and entered, saying, “I am the daughter of the new neighbors. I heard that you, Elder Sister, were in distress and lacking food, and my heart could not bear it. I have informed my parents, and I wish to prepare meals for you and tend to your illness.”

	 

	From then on, she came to the house daily for a total of three or four months.

	 

	When the widow recovered, she intended to go to the neighbors’ door to thank the girl’s parents. The girl wept and said, “I dare not deceive you; I am actually a fox spirit. When your husband was alive, we were very intimate. Moved by old affection and pitying the hardships of your chaste widowhood, I came under a false name.”

	 

	She placed several silver ingots on the bed and left sobbing.

	 

	Those who remarry and turn their heads away without emotion are not only inferior to that concubine but are even inferior to this fox.

	 


Saving Karma for the Next Life

	 

	Wu Lintang of Wujiang said that a close male cousin of his had an encounter with a fox girl. Although the cousin suffered from no specific illness, he was constantly dazed and disoriented, as if his spirit was depleted. His parents were worried about him. Hearing that a wandering monk was capable of exorcising spirits, they went to request his help.

	 

	The monk said, “This spirit has a karmic bond from a previous life with the young master; she has no intention of harming him. It is merely that the young master has indulged in pleasure too excessively. However, I fear that while the spirit may not wish to harm him, he will inevitably harm himself. We must gently send her away.”

	 

	That night, the monk went to their house, sat cross-legged, and chanted Sanskrit mantras. From a distance, the family members saw what looked like a woman in an embroidered shirt standing in the candlelight; she bowed twice gracefully. The monk raised his fly-whisk and said, “To save this unexhausted karma for joy in the next life—is that not also acceptable?”

	 

	She suddenly vanished, and from then on, the visitations ceased.

	 

	Lintang knew the monk was an extraordinary man, so he asked him about stories of romantic encounters with divine immortals.

	 

	The monk replied, “Regarding the records passed down since ancient times: some are allegories, some use false attributions, some are used to express personal gratitude or grievances, and some are written by those who simply delight in discussing the bizarre to surprise people with strange tales. Some embellish romantic affairs to create charming anecdotes, and others—having no specific purpose—simply project their emotions into flowery language, much like poets composing erotic verse in the voices of others. For the most part, eight or nine out of ten are fake, and only one or two are real. And of those one or two that are real, they are mostly talented ghosts, spiritual foxes, flower spirits, or tree sprites; not a single one is a divine immortal. Those claiming to be divine immortals are certainly lying.”

	 

	“For gods are upright and discerning, and immortals are void of desire and tranquil. How could those whose names are listed on the Cinnabar Terrace and who reside in the Purple Prefecture possibly have loose women and promiscuous girls mixed among them, frequently engaging in illicit trysts like those in the Mulberry Grove?”

	 

	Lintang sighed in admiration of his profound insight, considering it something never before heard of in history. When recounting this event, Lintang did not mention the monk’s name.

	 

	Later, when I asked Lintang’s son, Zhongqiao, about it, Zhongqiao said, “When I saw this monk, I was only five or six years old. I did not hear his name mentioned at the time, and now there is no one left to ask. I only remember that his accent sounded like he was from Hangzhou.”

	 


Servant Regrets Cheating the Master

	 

	My same-year graduate, Censor Hu Muting, was a man of aloof and noble character; his scholarship and literary works were also well-grounded. However, his temperament was impractical, and he understood absolutely nothing about the livelihood of a household. He bore a striking resemblance to what the ancients called one who “does not know how many legs a horse has.” The servants toyed with him as if he were an infant.

	 

	He once kept me, Cao Mutang, Zhu Zhujun, and Qian Xinmei for a meal. There were three plates of meat, three of vegetables, and a few rounds of wine, yet I heard the cost reached three or four taels. From this, the rest can be deduced.

	 

	When we same-year graduates occasionally spoke of this, we would face each other and sigh. Zhujun was particularly indignant; he exposed all their treachery and forced Hu to drive them away. However, the entrenched habits were deep; they secretly colluded with their replacements, and within a few months, things returned to the old ways. Their clique was spread throughout the households of the officials; they stirred up slander against Zhujun, who conversely gained the reputation of being a meddler. Consequently, everyone stood by and watched, merely citing the saying “petty men form factions, while the superior man stands alone” to console themselves with self-deprecation. Later, Muting eventually died in depression and poverty.

	 

	One day after his death, an old servant came, weeping with utmost grief. He took out thirty taels, placed them on the table, knelt, and prayed:

	 

	“Master did not bring his family, living alone in the guild hall. His monthly salary was originally sufficient for food and clothing. But solely because of our exploitation, he was left without enough money for firewood and rice. At that time, the senior servants in the capital formed a cartel. If anyone was loyal to their master, the group would ostracize him, leaving him with nowhere to eat or sleep; thus, I dared not act differently. I did not anticipate that the Master would actually die because of this. My heart is filled with shame and regret, and I cannot sleep at night. Now I offer all my accumulated savings to assist with the coffin and burial, hoping to redeem a small part of my sins in the underworld.”

	 

	After praying, he left. The servants of the guests filling the hall all looked at each other and turned pale.

	 

	Chen Yuzhai then cited an incident, saying: “There was a frivolous young man who saw a young woman crying alone by a new grave and went over to flirt with her.”

	 

	“The young woman said sternly: ‘I will not deceive you; I am a fox girl. The man in this grave indulged in my beauty until he fell ill with consumption and died. I was moved by his affection and felt guilty that he lost his life because of me. I have already sworn to the gods that I will never take a mate again in this life. Do not harbor vain hopes, or you will only bring disaster upon yourself.’“

	 

	Chen concluded, “Is this servant not similar to that fox?”

	 

	However, I say that he is ultimately more virtuous than those who simply turn their heads and leave.

	 


Three Days to Complete Karma

	 

	Zhou Hu, a servant of the Zhou clan in Xian County, was bewitched by a fox spirit. For over twenty years, they lived together like husband and wife. She once told the servant, “I have been refining my form for over four hundred years. From a past life, I have a karmic bond with you that must be repaid. If I am short by even a single day, I cannot ascend to the heavens. When our bond is exhausted, I must leave.”

	 

	One day, she smiled with delight, yet also wept with sorrow, telling Hu, “On the nineteenth of this month, our bond will end, and we must part. I have already selected a wife for you; you should secure the betrothal.”

	 

	She then took out silver and gave it to Hu to prepare the betrothal gifts. From then on, their intimacy and tenderness exceeded that of ordinary days, and they were inseparable like a form and its shadow.

	 

	When the fifteenth arrived, she suddenly rose in the morning to bid farewell. Hu found it strange that she was leaving ahead of schedule.

	 

	The fox wept, saying, “Our karmic bond cannot be reduced by a single day, nor can it be increased by one. However, whether it happens sooner or later depends on circumstance. I am saving these remaining three days of our bond to serve as an opportunity for us to meet once more.”

	 

	Several years later, she indeed returned. They spent three days in joyous harmony before she departed.

	 

	Upon leaving, she sobbed, saying, “From now on, we are parted forever.”

	 

	Mr. Chen Deyin commented, “This fox was wise to keep a surplus in reserve; those who cherish their blessings should act like this.”

	 

	Liu Jizhen, however, said, “After three days, they still had to part eventually, so what was the point of saving it for later? This fox has refined her form for four hundred years but has not yet reached the state of ‘letting go while hanging from a cliff’; those facing such matters should not act like this.”

	 

	I say that the words of these two gentlemen each illuminate a specific principle, and each has its validity.

	 


Transforming to Repay Debts

	 

	Mr. Qingyuan also related an incident, saying:

	 

	A certain Mr. Zhu had a maidservant who was of coarse material. As she grew older, she gradually became clever and shrewd, and her features also grew increasingly beautiful and charming, so he took her as a concubine.

	 

	She possessed considerable calculating ability and managed household affairs in perfect order. Regarding even the smallest trifles like rice and salt, the household staff dared not deceive her in the slightest; if they tried, they were inevitably exposed. She was also skilled in stockpiling goods; whatever she bought to resell, the price would invariably rise the following year. Because of this, Zhu gradually became wealthy and favored her exclusively.

	 

	One day, she suddenly said to Zhu, “Do you know who I am?”

	 

	Zhu laughed and said, “Are you mad?”

	 

	He then playfully cited her childhood name, asking, “Are you not So-and-so?”

	 

	She replied, “No. That person ran away long ago and is now the wife of a certain man in a certain place, having borne a child who is already seven or eight years old. I am actually a fox woman. Nine lifetimes ago, you were a wealthy merchant, and I managed your accounts. You treated me generously, yet I embezzled over three thousand of your gold. As a punishment from the underworld, I was cast into the body of a fox.

	 

	“I cultivated my form for several hundred years and was fortunate enough to achieve the Way. However, because of this burden of debt, I was ultimately unable to ascend to immortality. Thus, taking advantage of that maid’s escape, I assumed her appearance to serve you. I calculate that over the past ten years or so, the profits I have generated are sufficient to offset what I owed. Now I shall undergo corpse liberation and depart.

	 

	“After I am gone, my original fox form will inevitably appear. You may entrust a certain servant to bury it. He will certainly tear apart the corpse to take the hide; do not blame him. Four lifetimes ago, when he died of starvation, I had not yet achieved the Way and once devoured his corpse. Let him mutilate me, so that this grievance may be dispelled.”

	 

	Suddenly, she transformed into a fox and fell to the ground. A beautiful woman, several inches tall, emerged from the top of its head and floated slowly away; her face was that of a different person.

	 

	Zhu could not bear to follow her instructions and buried the body himself, but in the end, it was secretly dug up by that servant, who skinned it and sold the hide. Zhu knew this to be the result of past karma and could only let out a deep sigh.

	
Records of the Autumn Lamp and Night Rain

	 

	Publication date: 1877

	
Eliminating Three Evils

	 

	In the western suburbs of Cangzhou, where the mountain scenery is verdant and lush, there lies a very large village inhabited entirely by the Sun clan. The head of the clan was named Baiyao, courtesy name Miaosun; he was an old farmer who was also steeped in learning. His household was destitute, and his nature was upright and aloof. In his youth, he was engaged to a girl from a certain family, but she died before they could marry. Because of his poverty, his relatives never discussed remarriage with him. Thus, he lived alone like a wild monk, with cold blankets and a lonely pillow, his soul unsatisfied in his dreams for over fifty years.

	 

	He lived in a gap in the village in a three-room thatched cottage, with a woven hedge for a wall and a reed mat hanging as a door. When he rested from plowing, he would sing and whistle unrestrainedly, his voice resonant and powerful, ringing out like metal and stone.

	 

	In a flash, it was New Year’s Eve. Wind and snow filled the sky, and the Snow God danced in the night. The younger generation of the clan had gifted him wheat flour and pork to mark the year’s end. He mixed these with wild vegetables to make dumplings, intending to offer them on the spring platter for guests the next morning, as well as to feed himself. He heated a pot of unfiltered wine on a clay stove burning wood scraps; the old man cooked and drank by himself, finding a leisurely pleasure in his widower’s life.

	 

	He heard a crisp snapping sound outside in the courtyard and, fearing the weight of the snow—likened to goose feathers—had broken the branch of a tree, he looked up. Suddenly, someone treading on the soft white jade of the snow lifted the reed mat and entered. Scrutinizing the visitor, he saw a beautiful girl of about sixteen. Her appearance was peerless, though her makeup was out of season; she wore an emerald jacket, a brocade vest, embroidered shoes, and green trousers.

	 

	Upon entering, she took off her outer purple cloak and hung it on the earthen wall, saying immediately, “Retired Scholar, you are very busy. If you do not mind my hands being chapped by the cold, may I share in your labor?”

	 

	The old man thought to himself that there was no such person among the village women, and in a poor village late at night, there should not be a lady from a noble house wandering about. He harbored suspicions in his heart but merely smiled and nodded. The girl warmed her slender fingers by the stove for a moment, then leaned over the table to make a few dumplings, which were exquisitely crafted.

	 

	The old man praised her, saying, “The style imitates the Red Silk pattern; they are picturesque. Young lady, how skillful you are!”

	 

	The girl smiled but did not speak; her starry eyes were heavy with drowsiness, and her whole body emitted a herbal fragrance. She seemed to share the old man’s fondness for drink. She immediately poured a full goblet and downed it swiftly, saying, “A farmer’s brew—forgive it for not being clear or delicious. Is it worth a sip?”

	 

	The girl smiled and they drank together. Before long, she became heavily intoxicated and collapsed like a jade tree. She was like a begonia flower in deep sleep, and his tender calls could not wake her. The old man rose and touched her fragrant shoulder; her clothes were of thin cotton, and her skin was covered in goosebumps. He took pity on her.

	 

	When he looked at the object on the wall, he was greatly shocked. The purple cloak had suddenly transformed into a ragged, furry fox pelt, complete with mouth, nose, tail, and claws. He hurriedly covered her with his own worn-out fur coat, then examined the pelt under the lamp, confirming his suspicion. He finally realized that the jade-like person was a fox.

	 

	Just then, he was about to light the cooking fire and used the pelt as a fire-starter to guide the flame. The wet firewood flared up, scattering golden sparks, and in an instant, the pelt was burned to ashes.

	 

	When he returned to his seat, the girl had already stretched and woken up. She murmured softly, “Was the journey to the land of intoxication enjoyable?”

	 

	She then lifted the fur coat on her back, looked around in panic, and searched for her cloak, but it was nowhere to be found. In a state of extreme distress, she adjusted her clothes and bowed to the old man, saying, “Sir, you are an elder; please do not play pranks. If you would grant the return of my possession, my gratitude would penetrate my very flesh.”

	 

	The old man initially tried to deny it, but seeing her mournful tears, he frankly told her what happened.

	 

	The girl cried out, “What a grievance! I will tell you the truth: I am a Heavenly Fox from the upper realm. I cultivated for a thousand years to finally shed that skin. My merit was still slightly lacking, so I did not discard it immediately. Just now, greedy for the cup, I have suffered from a torch set by a man of Chu. Naked and formless, where shall I return to now?”

	 

	The old man admitted his fault and apologized ceaselessly. The girl then asked about the worn fur coat—who had covered her with it?

	 

	The old man said, “Is there anyone else here? It was this humble one, pitying you for the cold.”

	 

	She said, “Breathing spring warmth to provide heat—destiny follows from this. The intimacy of sharing a robe is equivalent to the love of flesh and skin. Confucians call this benevolence, but Daoists and Buddhists consider it an attachment. Retired Scholar, you have burdened me deeply! I have maintained my female virtue, and while marrying an old man is not something I would begrudge, my half-lifetime of ascetic practice has now become like a worn-out shoe.”

	 

	Having spoken, she wept again.

	 

	The old man bowed twice and said, “The mud outside the door is deep enough to cover one’s ankles; how can a young lady with such delicate feet walk a single step? If you can forgive my mediocrity and dullness and agree to a heavenly marriage, then this small gourd ladle of a home shall be your palace. Where else would you go?”

	 

	The girl sighed. “This is also a marriage destined in the Book of Romance. How dare I struggle against fate?”

	 

	She then introduced herself, saying she had no surname but was named Hua Huanxi, and her peers called her Hua Niangzi. She had lost both parents and was alone, just like the old man. Soon, they heard the roosters crowing and firecrackers shaking the neighboring houses. The girl diligently burned cypress incense and lit birch candles. Together they worshipped the gods of Heaven and Earth, and then exchanged congratulations.

	 

	She said, “I have an agreement with you, my husband. On New Year’s Day, we certainly cannot perform the consummation rites, nor can I allow the younger clansmen to see my face. I will hide in this small room. Only after one hundred days will my status be made clear.”

	 

	He asked, “Can I inform my clansmen in advance?”

	 

	She replied, “Although there was no matchmaker, Heaven and the gods have witnessed it. What is there to hide?”

	 

	After speaking, she entered the inner room and locked it. She covered the cracks with curtains so that not a sliver of light escaped. However, whenever he asked her something, she would answer in agreement, sounding as if she were right there.

	 

	When the morning sun rose upon the thatched eaves, the old and young gathered. The old man, laughing and dancing, recounted the events of the previous night in detail. The crowd laughed loudly, suspecting he was making it up out of thin air. But soon, hearing the sound of coughing and spitting from within the room, they began to believe.

	 

	They said, “Since you have paired with a fairy lady, she is now of the generation of our aunts and great-aunts. How dare we not bow our heads and pay respects to her motherly model?”

	 

	The old man said, “Wait for a period of one hundred days; this was the fairy spouse’s instruction.”

	 

	The crowd was half-doubting and half-believing. But with a glance, they saw that the dumplings from the night before were all steaming hot and arranged in rows on the table, though there were no servants to serve the meal.

	 

	After sending the guests away, he returned and asked, “Was that just now your clever illusion?”

	 

	From behind the door, she replied, “Since I am a wife, it is only right that I manage the kitchen. In the future, whatever you need, simply ask in a loud voice, husband, and it will arrive naturally.”

	 

	From then on, the legend spread far and wide. Those who were eager to broaden their horizons regretted that the spring days passed too slowly, but demons were born from this fame.

	 

	Prior to this, in a neighboring village, there were three monsters of the Ma clan.

	 

	The first was Ma Shi. He would lie on the ridge of people’s roofs at night, stiff as a corpse. If he heard a sound from inside the house, he would echo it, turn into a cat or dog, and run; meanwhile, the money and goods in the chests would be emptied. If those who noticed him shouted from inside or brandished weapons, he would roll outwards. If people cursed or threw tiles and stones from the outside, he would roll inwards. He came and went as swiftly as a ghost or a shadow.

	 

	The second was Ma An, Shi’s younger brother. He draped a dog skin over himself and learned to wag his tail, resembling a black hunting hound perfectly. At night, he entered homes to steal wealth. If discovered and kicked, he barked like a leopard. If struck, his body was as agile as a monkey. If he stood up to box, he was incredibly brave and invincible.

	 

	The third was Ma Juhua, the younger sister of Shi and An. At night, she stole men’s sexual energy, not stopping until she had fully absorbed their essence and they died. She would also lie in ambush in the wilderness on dark nights, stretching her neck to wail mournfully. If a traveler in a deep sleep mistakenly answered her, she would snatch his soul and put it into the belly of a puppet to perform plays. She snatched money from passersby, caused pregnant women to miscarry, cut down small children, and secretly refined bewitching drugs for her two brothers many times.

	 

	Officials had tried to arrest them, but their tricks were inexhaustible. Even if one monster was killed, it wouldn’t stop them; however, they usually tormented distant commanderies and dared not disturb nearby villages. Recently, hearing of the affairs of the Sun family, they seized the opportunity to come, intending to shift the blame onto the fairy. Within the hundred-day period, the village indeed suffered frequent night terrors. The old man did not know this.

	 

	Before the deadline, he sent out simple invitations to summon the villagers. The next day, guests in formal caps and robes arrived in droves. They saw that while the thatched cottage remained untrimmed, outside the door stretched embroidered curtains and walkways for over ten acres. Red carpets covered the ground, and precious treasures were displayed—things most common eyes had never seen. Servants and maids filled the area, and music played continuously. Every time a servant answered a call, the sound was like thunder.

	 

	The old man and the girl came out, dressed in splendid attire and wearing magnificent makeup. The crowd was shocked, thinking them celestial beings, and unconsciously bowed their heads and bent their knees. The girl was modest yet polite, proud yet accommodating. Dozens of tortoiseshell feasts were set up in the hall and on the veranda, with exotic delicacies filling the long tables; the familial bonds were celebrated with utmost joy.

	 

	However, during pauses in the drinking, there were whispers. The villagers were surprised by this sudden wealth and, with their rustic reasoning, could not help but suspect Hua Niangzi regarding the night terrors.

	 

	Deep in the night, two rows of painted candles escorted them to the bridal chamber. Like birds flying wing to wing in the sky, no metaphor could describe their joy. The next day, when guests arrived at the door again, the house was low enough to hit one’s head, and the muddy drying floor was as it had been before.

	 

	The old man went out and heard some things. He returned and complained to the girl, saying, “My home is bare walls; truly, I am ashamed to face a fairy. However, were those in ancient times who wept in ox-coats not also husband and wife? If you despise poverty, it would be better for you to leave for a distant place. Please do not learn the ways of burglars and cause this old farmer worry.”

	 

	The girl feigned ignorance and asked, “What do you mean?”

	 

	The old man told her what the village suspected.

	 

	The girl said, “Ah! I have accidentally bound myself with threads of love, and it is already difficult to fly away. If I were to break the prohibition against killing again, I fear I would sink into ruin. But the situation is like riding a tiger; I cannot simply stop.”

	 

	Three days later, she summoned the village elders and told them, “There is a thief alarm in this desolate village, and outside there are those who suspect the New Bride. Is this true or not? I was just planning to bring out my dowry to expand our fields and build a mansion. If this matter is not cleared up, the disgrace will be extreme. Tonight, the thieves will come. I will use a small spell to bind them; please do not let them off lightly.”

	 

	The crowd placed their hands on their foreheads in relief, saying, “To clear the New Bride’s name and remove the monsters for our village—how fortunate! How fortunate!”

	 

	At midnight, the two monsters indeed came again. Just as Ma Shi climbed onto the roof, a giant hand suddenly came from the owl-tail ridge to bind him. In his haste, he turned into a cat, but a hunting net was cast from the air to cover him, preventing his escape. Ma An lifted his dog skin and tried to run, but it was as if he were stuck with glue; he could not peel it off and became a real dog. Hearing Ma Shi howling in the net, he wanted to bite the net to save him, but he was also sucked into it.

	 

	At this time, the Big Dipper lay horizontally, and the village watchmen were growing slack. But the girl had already sent two shepherd boys to beat a huge drum and run around the village shouting “Thieves!”

	 

	The crowd rose to look but only said, “It’s just a cat and a dog. Why the panic?”

	 

	The boys said, “Hua Niangzi sends word: these are the thieves. We must carry them to be interrogated for their confession and to satisfy the people’s hearts.”

	 

	The girl then lit a candle beneath the thatched eaves and sat to receive the captives. She pointed accusingly and cursed, “Discard the human body, accept the beast form; harbor a beast’s heart, destroy human reason. Meeting a fairy, the beast also dies.”

	 

	The cat and dog then spoke in human language, confessing without hiding anything. The villagers recognized their voices and said, “What joy! These are the two monsters of the Ma family.”

	 

	The girl asked, “What should be done?”

	 

	The crowd begged the New Bride to carry out the sentence. She said, “Burn them.”

	 

	Ma Shi and Ma An shouted loudly, “Lady, you are also a different species! How can you torment our kind to death?”

	 

	The girl laughed and said, “I would rather be a thing that acts like a human than a human that acts like a beast. I do not possess the virtue of King Tang to open the net on three sides for you. Light the fire quickly; say no more.”

	 

	The crowd shouted in agreement, piling bundles of firewood like a mountain. Once the fierce flames blazed, the bones of the monsters turned to ash.

	 

	Ma Juhua, hearing of the disaster, cried loudly and gnashed her teeth, saying, “I will surely find a way to take revenge on that fox woman.”

	 

	The girl often lamented their cramped and narrow living quarters, finding it quite unbearable. The old man responded with his poverty.

	 

	She laughed and said, “Is that worth worrying about? The rivers and seas are full of ownerless goods; only a fairy can take them easily.”

	 

	Consequently, she successively brought out twenty thousand taels of white silver from under the bed. They bought fields that stretched to the clouds and engaged in construction comparable to that of noble families. From then on, people were noisy in their halls and horses pranced at their troughs; compared to their old dwelling, it was a difference between clouds and mud.

	 

	The following spring, the girl was pregnant and about to give birth. She hung a large earthen jar over the door in advance, with the mouth facing outward. People asked about it, but she smiled and did not answer. That evening, just as she was going into labor, Ma Juhua, with disheveled hair and fluttering clothes, rushed in holding a blade. Just as she stepped through the door, the jar flew down with a whoosh, covering her top like a mountain, not allowing her to lift or throw it.

	 

	People rushed to look, and from inside the room came the sound of a baby crying; an infant had just fallen to the earth. This was the old man’s eldest son.

	 

	The villagers heard a sound like a fly buzzing from inside the jar. It was Ma Juhua pleading, “I came to avenge my brothers and take my satisfaction on Hua Niangzi, but now I have fallen into her venomous hands. I repent my sins! I wish for forgiveness. I will cast myself into the land of demons and ghosts and never dare to attack the Lady’s city again.”

	 

	There was not a man or woman in the village who did not clap their hands in approval. Fearing she might escape and still harm the mother, they encircled the jar with giant burning charcoals, and this monster was also scorched to death. At that time, there was a severe drought; the next day, sweet rain poured down, filling the ditches and comforting the farmers. People said this was the reward for Hua Niangzi eliminating the monsters.

	 

	Over a year later, the girl gave birth again; this was the old man’s second son. The elder was named Boyong, the younger Shuhe. Both were intelligent and quick-witted, entered the district school, and married daughters of prominent families. The girl assisted her husband and educated her children, supervised weaving and farming, and worked extremely hard, yet her appearance remained like that of a person of twenty or so.

	 

	The old man, however, developed chicken skin and crane-white hair, gradually becoming senile. He often asked, “Since you are a fairy, surely you have a recipe to prevent aging? If I transform first, I fear you will be lonely.”

	 

	The girl said, “Perhaps when I visit my parents’ home, I will pick a Phoenix Unicorn Herb for you.”

	 

	He asked, “You previously said you were alone; how do you have a home now?”

	 

	She laughed and said, “It is just that the gull’s journey is long and distant. My sisters, Wan and Ruo, have also long been separated from the flock.”

	 

	At noon, she took the old man and walked into the mountains, where they disappeared. The next day at noon, they returned hand in hand from outside the door. The daughters-in-law scrambled to ask for news; she laughed loudly but absolutely would not say where they had gone. However, the old man’s complexion was lustrous, and his stride was healthy, different from usual.

	 

	Another five years passed. Boyong and Shuhe became metropolitan graduates on the same list. When the flags and bells announcing the victory arrived at the door, the old man was eating cakes and drinking village wine with the girl. Hearing the news of the victory, the old man laughed heartily, his eyes suddenly closed, and he passed away.

	 

	The girl did not cry at all. After the encoffining was completed, she also lay on the bed groaning, claiming a grave illness. Boyong and Shuhe rushed back, weeping very sorrowfully.

	 

	The girl called them and instructed, “Mother ought not to die, but because I eliminated the three monsters before, I am loathed by Yama. Fate cannot be escaped. Quickly prepare the coffin so I may gather with your father at the Yellow Springs.”

	 

	Having spoken, she rose into a lotus position, her jade-like legs hanging down; smiling, she also died.

	 

	On the day of the funeral, over a thousand officials and people escorted them to the grave. Feeling that the girl’s coffin was uniquely light, they conspired to open it and look. There was only a jade hairpin and an ancient mirror; the corpse was not seen.

	 

	More than a year later, the eldest daughter-in-law fell ill. In a dream, she went to a place with mountains, waters, and pavilions, all gold and azure in color. Peach blossoms covered ten thousand acres, and Water Gods and Purple Phoenixes came and went. Suddenly, someone arrived with shouts clearing the way, under a golden fungus and emerald canopy; a beautiful woman sat upright on the carriage. Examining her, it was her mother-in-law.

	 

	She hurriedly bowed. Her mother-in-law told her, “Grandmother has already received an Imperial Decree to rule this mountain as the ‘True Consort of Eliminating Demons.’ Grandfather has also been brought along to become a ghost immortal; he has no suffering. You young couples should accumulate virtue and build up the family; there is no need to worry about your parents.”

	 

	She then took out a pine-flower cake for the daughter-in-law to eat. The woman swallowed three times and woke up; her illness was immediately cured. Boyong went out to serve as a Vice Minister, and Shuhe served as a Provincial Administration Commissioner. Their descendants were numerous and included many noble people. This was recounted by Mr. Ding Shuting.

	 

	Humans pairing with foxes has happened very often throughout history; what is so strange about it? What is strange is eliminating demons and monsters for the sake of the wide earth, showing wisdom, courage, and decisiveness. Compared to those muddled officials who enforce the law, how does she fare? Those who perform great meritorious deeds for the people while alive deserve to be worshipped for a hundred generations after death. After corpse liberation, receiving an Imperial title is only their due. However, the few words spoken on her deathbed were unavoidably still possessed of a feminine habit.

	



	


Fair Lady

	 

	At Xishan in Yangzhou, there was a wealthy man named Ye Huai, a merchant by trade. His younger brother, Kui, was a scholar. Both had inherited their ancestors’ estate. Huai’s wife, Madame Dong, was particularly adept at managing the household; whenever Huai met with his shop partners to balance the books, Dong would sit behind a screen calculating every fraction of a penny. However, they never purchased farmland or expanded their residence, for the brothers had not yet divided the household.

	 

	Kui had distinguished himself in the imperial examinations and was a celebrated scholar. He had a fondness for music and women and placed great value on friendship. When people came to him with urgent difficulties, he would often take funds from the public family accounts to give to them. The villagers referred to them as the “Two Philanthropists,” yet the elder brother detested his conduct, and his sister-in-law even more so.

	 

	When the time for the Autumn Provincial Examination arrived, the elder brother reluctantly gave him thirty taels of silver for travel expenses. When Kui asked for more, it was refused. Kui’s wife, Madame Hao, who was virtuous by nature, set out wine in their inner chamber to bid her husband farewell. Sighing, she said, “Your dark fortune has not yet receded; I fear the numbers are against you this time. But there is no helping it. You should return early and not squander money. Otherwise, I fear Su Jizi will be a precedent for you.”

	 

	Kui smiled and nodded.

	 

	Setting off in the morning with a favorable wind, he arrived at Yanzi Ji. Strolling along the riverbank, he saw a stretch of village houses nestled against the mountain and facing the river, quite rich in picturesque quality. A blue shop-flag fluttered above the treetops in the wind, marking a tavern. He wished to buy a drink, but upon entering the gate, he saw a crowd tying up a fox. The creature smelled heavily of alcohol and its eyes were closed as if in a deep stupor.

	 

	Upon inquiring, they said, “This thing’s tracks are very strange; it often steals drinks. Just now it got dead drunk and fell by the wine jar, so we caught it. We’re going to skin it to patch a fur coat and pay for the wine it owes.”

	 

	Kui felt unable to bear this, so he hurriedly felt around his waist pouch, found two taels of silver, and asked to trade it for the fox. He offered a prayer and released it. The fox, untied, suddenly woke up. It stared intently at Kui for a long time, then darted into a bamboo path and vanished.

	 

	The next day he arrived in Jinling and found a lodging house. Walking through the thoroughfares, he saw scoundrels pretending to be debtors selling their wives and children to pay government debts; he invariably distributed his funds to them. His friends laughed at his impracticality, but Kui said, “I act according to what puts my heart at ease; I do not calculate whether they are genuine or fake.”

	 

	Before he even entered the examination hall, his funds were exhausted. When the exams were over and the list was published, he had failed as expected. He had to borrow money from friends to return home. His brother and sister-in-law looked at him with disdain, just as his wife had predicted, but his wife alone comforted him with great kindness.

	 

	Dong said to Huai, “Uncle is a useless son. We husband and wife toil day and night; can we fill a bottomless pit for him? Why not split the household and separate our stoves? Let him do as he pleases.”

	 

	Huai listened to her. Relying on relatives to draw up the division papers, he kept nine-tenths for himself and gave one-tenth to Kui, acting as if he were granting a great favor. The relatives, having received bribes from Huai, said not a word, though the villagers privately felt it was unfair.

	 

	Kui then took his wife to live in a separate house. Before moving, he went in to bid his brother farewell. Huai said, “From now on, you must look after yourself, brother. Rich or poor, do not come crying to your older brother.”

	 

	Kui silently faced his parents’ spirit tablets and left in tears.

	 

	However, although Kui received only one share, it still amounted to five thousand taels. He repaired his house, bought furniture, and spent his days associating with refined literary types, making charity and relieving the distressed his business. Eventually, his funds could no longer support him; he also fell ill from excessive drinking and became bedridden, left with nothing but his bare hands.

	 

	He had one son named Lin, who was intelligent, loved to study, and had a gentle appearance. People saw their poverty and no one discussed marriage with them. Fortunately, his wife Madame Hao was virtuous; she spun thread to pass the days. With a brick lamp and a medicine stove, she managed their livelihood morning and evening, yet still found time to supervise her son’s studies.

	 

	The next year, Lin entered the district school. He resolved to study bitterly, hoping to win a degree to affect a release of frustrations for his aging parents. He lived alone in a small tower in the garden, the sound of his reciting often lasting through the night. When the neighbor, an old man, rose at the fifth watch, he would still see the lamp flickering in the tower.

	 

	The Kui and Huai brothers had not exchanged news for ten years. Huai’s temples were turning speckled, yet he still held the counting rods, weighing capital and interest. He accumulated gold and silver, hid it in jars, locked them in a secret room, and privately called it his treasury. He had one daughter, the eighth in the generation, named Exian. She was younger than Lin and not yet betrothed.

	 

	One evening, Huai and his wife drank a little and lay down drunk. It was sweltering heat; they lay on bamboo mats and palm-fiber beds. Just as their eyelids met, they heard a rustling sound under the bed. Looking down, they saw a light: a girl was lying there like a snake, twisting paper into a torch to look for mosquitoes. Shocked, they questioned her, but she vanished. The next evening she appeared again. When they angrily scolded her, bricks and tiles were thrown at them, causing the whole family to panic.

	 

	Dong, being a Northerner, knew it was a fox. She told Huai they should worship it respectfully so it would not cause trouble. That evening, the girl indeed stood by the bed, leaning on a small table and smiling. She wore a short white gauze undershirt and green pleated trousers; her feet were tiny as bamboo shoots. They asked together, “Are you a fairy?”

	 

	She replied, “Yes.”

	 

	“Since you are a fairy, why hide under our bed?”

	 

	“I was born prematurely and have no name. In a past life, I was sisters with little sister Exian. I have just come from afar to visit.”

	 

	Dong called Exian to get up and meet her. Indeed, they were happy as if they were old acquaintances, so she was invited to stay in Exian’s room. The girl was delighted and wished to be adopted as a foster daughter. She was one year older than Exian, so the household called her “Seventh Young Lady.” Morning and evening she joined Exian in daily life; in her leisure, she did embroidery. She spoke and smiled little, her behavior was dignified, and she seemed every bit a lady of a noble house.

	 

	Over time, everyone forgot she was a fox. She was especially good at divining business prospects; if they followed her words, they invariably made a profit. If items were lost, they were always recovered according to her directions. She was shy of men; even a five-foot-tall boy outside the door could rarely catch a glimpse of her face. If the maids or old women performed some small service, she would always ask the two elders for small funds to reward them, claiming she didn’t have a single coin herself.

	 

	She and Exian wore each other’s clothes and shoes; even if old and worn, when the girl wore them, they seemed as fresh as if newly washed and were fragrant. When they wanted to make new clothes for her, she said, “I am only fulfilling a destiny with sister Exian. When she marries, I will leave. How could I dare to burden you for long?” Because of this, the old couple trusted her even more deeply.

	 

	She told people to boast about her to Kui. When Kui heard and was shocked, his wife wanted to go see her, but the fox firmly refused permission. Although Lin was studying in the tower, he had also heard rumors of her strangeness.

	 

	One night, tired from reading and his mouth dry, Lin wanted to call for tea. Hearing the loom stop, he knew his parents had gone to sleep; the street watchman’s clapper signaled the third watch. While he hesitated, he heard the sound of lotus-steps on the stairs. He asked, “Who is it?”

	 

	“The old mistress sent me to deliver tea and fruit.”

	 

	Looking at her, he saw a beautiful girl of sixteen, standing graceful as jade. He could not identify her. Greatly startled, he turned pale.

	 

	The girl opened her cherry lips and smiled brightly. “The Eldest Son does not come downstairs, so you do not know me. I am the niece of the housekeeper, Sister Li. I came this morning to visit my aunt, and the Madame kept me here. My aunt slipped on moss while watering the vegetable garden yesterday afternoon and fell; her bones still ache, so she sent me to share her labor.”

	 

	Lin thought that the family did indeed have a Sister Li, so he was not afraid. He drank the tea; it was cool and pure, reaching his heart and spleen. His mind suddenly began to wander, and he could not control himself. He put his arm around the girl’s neck and teased her, “With you as a ‘red sleeve adding fragrance’, I would not betray this half-window of moonlight.”

	 

	The girl blushed and smiled, gathering the box to leave.

	 

	Lin held her back, saying, “Do you know if I am still a virgin boy?”

	 

	The girl said, “Who can distinguish if you are genuine or fake?”

	 

	“You should distinguish it for me.”

	 

	He then became intimate with her. The girl said, “You are indeed a virgin boy, and I am a virgin girl. We are both young and flourishing; please do not be rough.”

	 

	They huddled together into the curtains, their joy like flying birds. Lin then trimmed the lamp and held the girl to examine her, saying, “Sister Li has messy hair and wrinkled chicken-skin; what fortune allows her to have you as a niece? Though this young scholar is poor, I would bankrupt myself to purchase you as a good wife, and die without regret.”

	 

	The girl pushed the pillow away and rose, laughing. “Will you ask Sister Li tomorrow?”

	 

	“Allow me to inquire secretly.”

	 

	“Oho, you are mistaken. I was teasing you. Who do you take me for? I am the Seventh Young Lady from your uncle’s house. If I were truly a servant’s daughter, and you a grown man singing of courtship, would the old Madame send dry firewood near a blazing fire?”

	 

	Lin was shocked and astonished, and deeply regretted the breach of propriety between cousins.

	 

	The girl laughed, “Bookworm, why must you be like this? I have a predestined bond with you. The reason I went to him first and you later also has a good cause. If you can keep a secret, we can be together forever.”

	 

	When the rooster crowed, she drifted away.

	 

	From then on, not a night passed that she did not come. When she came, she invariably accompanied Lin in his studies. She trimmed the wick herself, and by a separate lamp, she copied out examination essays for Lin; the calligraphy was as charming as she was. Occasionally she brought wine and food, and they played guessing games for fun. As for matters of the bed, she only permitted it three times a month.

	 

	Whenever Lin sat worrying and sighing, the girl asked him why, and he told her of his poverty. She said, “What difficulty is that? Should a whiskered man really worry about money?”

	 

	The next evening she brought a hoe and told Lin to dig an inch into the green moss. A jar was revealed. She said, “It is full of money.”

	 

	After the girl left, he told his parents. They dug it up and found several thousand taels. Thereafter, wherever the girl pointed and they dug, they invariably found gold. They thought it strange. The girl said, “This is Heaven rewarding your filial piety. Do you think I am truly some blue-eyed barbarian merchant?” Thus, the family became suddenly rich.

	 

	One day, Kui became critically ill, and medical skills were exhausted. Lin went downstairs to attend to his illness, and the girl did not come. Thinking of the ancient filial sons who sliced their thighs to cure their parents, Lin waited until dawn and stole downstairs. He burned incense to pray to Heaven, bared his arm, and brandished a knife. Just as he was about to slice the flesh from his arm, the girl suddenly arrived, snatched the knife, and threw it to the ground.

	 

	“You are a scholar; are you imitating this foolish filial piety too? My heart is broken! It is a pity that the two of us have not formally declared our status, so it is difficult for me to see my parents-in-law.”

	 

	Lin hurriedly went to tell his mother, also recounting the source of their sudden wealth, making her skills seem even more miraculous.

	 

	His mother suddenly understood, “To get a daughter-in-law like this—can we reject her because she is not of our kind? Moreover, Seventh Young Lady is a fairy; she must be able to save your father. I was just intending to offer incense and flowers to her; why does she hide?”

	 

	As she spoke, the girl came walking in slowly. The mother hurriedly embraced her, saying, “Child, you are the lucky star of our family.” The girl bowed to the mother, and the mother returned the bow.

	 

	She took a red pill the size of a bean from her sleeve and gave it to Lin, saying, “Let him suck on this to pass it down.”

	 

	A short while later, Kui’s belly rumbled like thunder, and his throat gurgled as if wanting to vomit. He vomited about a bowl of cold phlegm and the illness vanished as if lost. She then paid respects to her father-in-law.

	 

	He asked, “What technique is so divine?”

	 

	She replied, “Father has been poor for a long time and was very depressed. Now that you are suddenly wealthy, your heart has bloomed in wild joy, moving the blockage causing exhaustion. This is a ‘Dissolving Depression Pill’.”

	 

	Just then a servant woman entered, and the girl hurriedly fled, whispering in the mother’s ear, “Mother, keep this secret. If it leaks out, I will leave.”

	 

	From then on, only Lin could see her; others could not. Since meeting Lin, the girl moved back and forth, but Exian still ate and slept with her every day without fail.

	 

	The following year was the year of the Grand Examination. Lin parted from the girl, extremely reluctant to leave. The girl gave him very generous gifts; everything required for a humble scholar was provided. Lin went and indeed passed the provincial exam. When the messenger bearing the news of success arrived, the girl privately congratulated him with pearls and jade worth ten thousand taels.

	 

	Kui was suddenly rich, and his son was now honored. The elder brother, Huai, thought it strange and did not know the cause. He also deeply regretted his former harshness and intentionally sent a large gift of gold to try and salvage the relationship. But when he went to get the silver, the chest was empty. He hurriedly checked his treasury; the seals were intact, but half the jars inside were empty. He was terrified. Calculating what remained, it was only five-tenths. He asked the girl, but she admitted nothing, so he suspected her. He suppressed her with tea and rice  and applied Daoist talismans, but the losses continued as before.

	 

	Eventually, he heard rumors about Lin’s affair and hated it. He hurriedly sent a capable servant to Jiangxi to seek the Celestial Master. The Celestial Master issued a talisman to summon a spirit general, but since the matter involved a grievance of injustice, it was difficult to drive the spirit away. The servant begged and offered a heavy payment, so a ritual officer was sent with a talisman to go there.

	 

	But the girl at home already knew. She laughed, “It is easy for me to go; why waste so much trouble? Besides, my wet nurse has already come to get me.”

	 

	Indeed, an old woman with white hair appeared, leading a team of over ten mules. The old woman entered the gate and chattered with the girl. The girl, dressed in full grandeur, went in to bid farewell to the two elders. They were angry and did not speak.

	 

	The girl only smiled, turned, and grasped Exian’s hand, saying, “Little Sister is good; I cannot bear to part.” She took a gold bracelet from her arm and gave it to her, saying, “If you are in trouble one day, call ‘Seventh Sister,’ and I will come to save you.”

	 

	She hurriedly went out the gate, mounted a mule with the old woman, and the rest of the mules appeared to have heavy chests on their backs, their waists almost breaking. With bells shaking, they headed west.

	 

	Kui and his wife heard the girl had left and sighed with regret. Lin was even more grief-stricken and insisted on refusing all marriage proposals. The crowd laughed, “Is the foolish man keeping chastity for a fox wife?”

	 

	He then went to the capital for the metropolitan examination. Arriving at the banks of the Yellow River, he was about to cross when suddenly his hat felt very heavy. He marvelled at it and tentatively whispered, “Is it Seventh Sister?”

	 

	“Yes.”

	 

	“Why not hide in my sleeve?”

	 

	Moments later, his sleeve indeed became heavy. After crossing, she rode in the same carriage with Lin, invisible to the carriage driver. That night at the inn, he asked the girl, “I thought we would not meet again; why have you come?”

	 

	She laughed, “There are still some matters unfinished.”

	 

	Arriving in the capital, the exams concluded, and he ultimately failed. Lin felt tragic and emotional. Just as he planned to pack and return, a notification from the Ministry of Personnel arrived at the door; he had been granted the position of Prefect of a commandery in Hubei through donation.

	 

	He asked the girl, and she said, “Your fate chart only allows for one examination success, which was obtained through your father’s accumulated virtue. Toiling in the dust of the capital only seeks annoyance. It is better to take advantage of your prime years to become a Prefect; it is like obtaining chickens and pigs early to care for your parents.”

	 

	“But a Prefectship requires no less than twenty thousand taels; how can we arrange that suddenly?”

	 

	“The things on the mules’ backs when I left—I have been transporting them for this for a long time. I only sent someone to cash them in yesterday.”

	 

	He was even more impressed by her divinity.

	 

	After thanking the Emperor, he returned home to pick up his parents and proceed to his post. From then on, everyone could see the jade-faced beauty. She served her parents-in-law with utmost filial piety and assisted her husband, resulting in a reputation for good governance.

	 

	One morning, while she was casually looking at peonies in the rear garden, an old private secretary named Mister Xie saw her. He was astonished that her appearance was exactly like his daughter, Juan-niang. The girl intentionally lingered, and upon closer inspection, the resemblance was even more striking. If not for the two maids attending her, he would have mistaken her for his own daughter. He thought it strange and told Kui.

	 

	That evening at the banquet, Kui relayed this to the girl. The girl sighed, bowed twice, and said, “I will tell you the truth, Father. I am the one who was tied up by the riverbank. Uncle Huai divided the property unfairly, so I secretly divided it to make it fair. I have repaid the great favor and also carried out the will of Heaven. Now that the matter is finished, I shall take my leave from here.”

	 

	The whole family was shocked and tried to hold her back, but she suddenly vanished in the confusion. Lin looked at her leftover makeup and scattered hairpins and cried as if he wanted to die.

	 

	Kui hurriedly betrothed Juan-niang to be his daughter-in-law. Fortunately, facing the new bride was like facing his old love, which provided some relief.

	 

	After the girl left, Exian married a provincial graduate named Cheng from the same village. She once had a difficult birth and was near death. Remembering the girl’s words, she hurriedly took off the bracelet, struck it, and prayed, “Seventh Sister, save me!”

	 

	In response to the sound, a red pill fell down. She took it, and the baby came out crying. Looking at him, he was a fine, heroic child.

	 

	Huai did not know of this; that night he was still cursing the girl with his wife. Suddenly he perceived a harsh noise outside the room. He ran to look and saw a line of writing left on the wall:

	 

	“The Seventh Young Lady informs the foolish old man and woman: I divided your wealth with your brother; why should family members make distinctions between ‘this’ and ‘that’? I merely acted as an arbiter of justice. If you curse again, I will snatch away everything remaining without regret.”

	 

	Huai was terrified upon seeing this. When he heard about Exian’s difficult birth, he was even more alarmed. He cleaned out a shrine niche, set up a tablet to worship her, and inscribed it: “The Seat of the Lady of Fairness.”

	 

	Kui and his wife died in office at the age of eighty. By then, Lin had already fathered three sons. He escorted the coffins back home and thereafter did not serve in office.

	 

	Huai and his wife also died one after another. Lin, as the nephew performing the duties of the eldest son, buried them generously. His three sons all became noble, so he combined the two houses into one. He named the small tower where he used to live “The Tower where Clouds of Immortality are as Yesterday.” Whenever he climbed the tower to drink alone, and Juan-niang happened to pass by and speak, he would still start up in surprise and welcome her joyfully, saying, “Has Seventh Sister come?”

	 

	Duke Zhang had nine generations living in one hall, but such flowing customs are long distant. People of this world, while their parents’ bones are not yet cold, split the inheritance; the strong swallow the weak, and the weak die. They run to complain to relatives, hoping to borrow a decisive word like that of Zi-Lu, but in the end, they only lead in wolves and jackals, and the fisherman benefits from the fight between the snipe and the clam; justice is already hard to find.

	 

	Even worse, they take their accusations to the great prefectures, hoping for a judgment like that of Wang Zhang. But there, too, wooden idols sit in the hall while the clerks and runners fill their bellies; justice is even harder. It inevitably ends only when wife and children are wailing, and they are so poor there is no ground in which to stick an awl. If the parents underground have spirits and knowledge, how could they not beat their chests and weep bitterly?

	 

	As for the Seventh Young Lady, she came out of gratitude and left after repaying it. Sharing incense and parting ways, she left behind an unending sentiment; it was not merely about justice alone. If such a person truly existed, then every verse about the “beanstalks boiling the beans” (fratricide) of the Bandit King should be transformed into the brotherly harmony of the Tian family.

	 


Wu Sheng’s Romantic Encounter

	 

	Wu Rongdian, styled Shaohua, was the son of a scholarly family in Rencheng. He was seventeen years old and not yet married. It was the fifth month of the year; he moved his bedding into a small study, keeping only an old servant for company, as he enjoyed the quiet isolation.

	 

	One evening, the humid heat provoked pensive thoughts, so he sent his servant to sleep in the outer quarters. He rose to dust his couch and wipe the table, trimmed the candle, and brewed tea. Seeing the bright moon filling the window, he could not help but fall into a reverie. Sitting upright with his back to the lamp, he chanted a quatrain:

	 

	“The bright moon is lovely at this hour,

	But from where might a beauty arrive?

	Only my shadow remains to pity me;

	For whom does this lattice door open wide?”

	 

	When the poem was finished, he hummed it in a drawn-out, melodious tone. Suddenly, a beautiful woman slowly approached. She was about fifteen or sixteen years old, wearing wide sleeves and a long skirt. Her hair was raven, her brows emerald, and her eyes brimmed like autumn waters. Beneath her skirt, lotus-petal feet were revealed, upturned and tiny like an awl for untying knots; she was almost like a figure from a painting.

	 

	Startled, Wu asked, “Are you a ghost?”

	 

	She replied, “No.”

	 

	“A human?”

	 

	“No.”

	 

	“Then, a fox?”

	 

	She laughed and said, “Your desire is for a beautiful woman, and mine is for an affectionate lover. I happened to hear your loud chanting and knew where your heart was fixed. Thus, I risked impropriety to imitate the elopement of Hongfu. Why must you chatter on, inquiring about my origins?”

	 

	He asked, “Do you have a name?”

	 

	She replied, “Binnu.”

	 

	“And a courtesy name?”

	 

	“Fanzhi.”

	 

	Wu did not fully comprehend the names, but simply grasped her slender hands, which were softer than young shoots, causing his soul to sway. They conversed, her witty tongue producing fragrance. When touching upon literature, her elegant thoughts shone brilliantly; Wu both loved and admired her.

	 

	Hearing the jade water clock dripping and the watchman’s clapper sounding the fourth watch outside the wall, he urged her to undress. A flush of red flew to her cheeks, and she promised to return the following night. When the wild pheasants crowed all around, she fled in panic and haste.

	 

	The next day, she indeed arrived carrying a lamp and her own bedding, which was extremely magnificent—something not found in the human world. They then became intimate, but the pain was unbearable for her.

	 

	The woman said, “My body is still like uncarved jade. I beg you to proceed slowly; please do not be rough.”

	 

	When it was over, seeing the fallen red upon the cool bamboo mat proving she was truly a virgin, Wu loved her even more. Using his arm as her pillow, he chanted a lyric:

	 

	“You are lovable, I am lovable,

	A pair of mandarin ducks, a pair of mythical jian birds.

	From which past life does tonight’s destiny come?

	Do not linger, yet let us linger;

	I dread the bell tolling in the dawning sky,

	When lovers are separated, each to one side.”

	 

	The woman delightedly said, “You are truly affectionate. Although I offered myself to you, having received such devoted love, I can die without regret!”

	 

	She immediately composed a matching lyric:

	 

	“Whose wind is this? Whose moon is this?

	How could I be a girl selling smiles by the door?

	Love runs deep, yet thoughts turn anxious.

	The incense repels evil, truly repels evil;

	The night rain has ravaged a tree of flowers—

	My lord, please take better care.”

	 

	At dawn, she took two gold rings from her ears and gave them to Wu, saying, “Let these serve as a pledge of our love. But be careful not to show them to anyone, for fear that gossip will spread, which would be disadvantageous to us both.”

	 

	From then on, she came every single night.

	 

	One night, as they were cuddling, a gray-haired old man suddenly broke down the door and entered. His face was indigo and cracked, his hair disheveled, and his frosty beard stood out like halberds.

	 

	He scolded the woman, saying, “Little wench, you have no sense of shame!”

	 

	Then, pointing at Wu, he said, “Defiling someone’s innocence! Shouldn’t I kill this mad boy?”

	 

	Wu was terrified out of his wits. He covered his head with the quilt, his mouth clamped shut, unable to speak, only his teeth chattering with a strange sound. Peeking through a gap in the quilt at the young woman, he saw her head bowed, standing back, trembling pitifully. Just amidst his suspicion and fear, as the old man’s scolding grew even more severe, the servant in the outer quarters suddenly tossed and turned in his bed, the frame creaking loudly. The two figures then vanished.

	 

	The next night, Wu bolted the door. He slept fitfully, but the woman was already gracefully standing by his bedside, looking shy and gloomy, without saying a word.

	 

	Wu held her hand and asked, “Who was that old man last night?”

	 

	She replied, “My father.”

	 

	Wu said, “Your father nearly scared me to death. But must our affection end here? A month of love has already exceeded the ordinary. I am willing to die for you without regret.”

	 

	The woman sighed for a long time before saying, “How foolish you are! With your outstanding qualities, why is it hard to find a beautiful match in the human world? Why risk danger to strive for someone of a different species? Moreover, my father has always been strict; tomorrow we move to another commandery. I have come to say goodbye forever. I hope you will take care of yourself and not dwell on me.”

	 

	Wu burst into loud sobbing.

	 

	The woman wiped his tears with a red handkerchief from her sleeve, weeping herself as she said, “I had originally hoped for eternal happiness. I did not expect to anger my father and bring trouble upon you. Honor makes it difficult for us to be together again. Please return what I gave you; it is not that they are valuable, but I fear that seeing them in the future will only break your heart. If Heaven pities us, the broken mirror may yet be made round and the sword rejoined. I am leaving. Please, take care!”

	 

	Having spoken, she suddenly vanished. Listening to the wind knocking the tall bamboo outside, it sounded like the jingling of jade pendants. He opened his box to check for the gold rings, but they had already been taken away at some unknown moment. From this, Wu’s health deteriorated, and he could not stop thinking of the beautiful woman.

	 

	There was a shamaness named A-Cui who could see foxes and knew their whereabouts. Wu invited her over and questioned her.

	 

	She asked, “Does she like to wear a pale yellow cape and a thin gauze shirt? Is her face round like the moon, and do dimples appear on her cheeks when she smiles?”

	 

	Wu replied, “Yes.”

	 

	“That is none other than Xiao Su of the Luo family.”

	 

	Wu suddenly realized that the names she had told him before were hidden puns that she had been unwilling to speak plainly.

	 

	A-Cui asked the student to write a letter, volunteering to deliver it. Several days later she returned to report: “Xiao Su was in a rush and had no time to cut paper for a letter. She ordered me to verbally reply to you: The bond between you really ended before. She feared that if she simply left, you would suffer from lovesickness, so she conjured that illusion to kill your hope. She takes this opportunity to send a grain of cinnabar, which can cure your illness.”

	 

	Wu looked at the medicine; it was small, red, and very fragrant. Upon taking it, his illness was indeed healed, and his longing for the woman also dissipated.

	 

	Where love exists, parents and teachers cannot stop it, heaven and earth, ghosts and gods cannot forbid it, and mountains, rivers, and seas cannot separate it. However, if one comes for the sake of love: when love is not yet exhausted, one cannot be waved away; when love is exhausted, one cannot be summoned back. Moreover, not to harm the lover with lingering affection, and to be able to use an illusion to warn the infatuated one—is this not someone who is truly deeply in love? Otherwise, attacking in the morning and harming in the evening, never stopping until the marrow is exhausted and the spirit withered; or withdrawing while keeping oneself pure, leaving the other soul-destroyed and suffocated, unable to forget—this is truly a grievance and a sin. Can it still be called love? Only with someone like Xiao Su can one speak of true love.

	
Casual Records of the Wusong Recluse

	 

	Publication date: 1884

	
He Huixian

	 

	Li Xingshi was a famous scholar from Yangcheng. Both his grandfather and father served as officials in the capital, and he was born in Mishi Hutong. Legend had it that their residence was possessed by strange phenomena; the three bays of the rear building were always kept empty and uninhabited, with sacrifices offered there during festivals. Some said it was occupied by a spirit fox who used it as a place for cultivation and meditation. Whenever the wind was clear and the moon bright, an old man was often seen holding a scroll and leaning against the window, or sitting alone looking up at the sky, seemingly lost in thought. He had a silver beard that flowed past his stomach and fluttered in the wind. The family grew accustomed to this and did not find it strange.

	 

	When Li’s birth mother was in labor, she suddenly saw the old man rush hurriedly into the room, bowing to her. She shouted at him, and he vanished. Shortly after, the baby was born. Before the scholar was even ten days old, the rear building was destroyed by fire, leading to suspicions that he was the reincarnation of the spirit fox. As he grew, there was a pattern on his hand resembling the seal script character for “Xing”, so he was named Xingshi. He entered a private school to study and was unusually intelligent compared to other children.

	 

	When he was just over ten years old, his grandfather and father passed away one after another. He escorted their coffins south to return home. When interacting with relatives and friends, he constantly spoke with a northern accent. He mostly recited the works of Zhuangzi and Liezi; when taught the standard examination essays, he did not understand them. However, when forced to study them, he was able to piece them together into compositions, though he would immediately discard them afterward. He took the exam presided over by the Educational Commissioner and ranked among the top candidates in poetry, thus entering the district school. In the provincial examination the following autumn, an examiner found his classical essays and policy questions to be the best in the hall and strongly recommended him to the Chief Examiner, allowing him to pass and obtain his degree.

	 

	At the beginning of spring, he traveled north for the metropolitan examination. Passing through Jinan, he suddenly fell gravely ill at an inn, lying stiff and unconscious for a day and a night. In a trance, he dreamed he arrived at a place with towering palaces, resembling the residence of a king. Below the corridor were twelve rooms, six on the left and six on the right, each with a specific purpose. He happened to enter one room and saw an old man writing rapidly at a desk. Seeing the student arrive, the old man threw down his pen, bowed, and asked why he had come and what he sought.

	 

	The student replied, “I am going to the capital to seek fame; will I succeed?”

	 

	The old man opened a register, read it, and smiled, “On this trip, you will obtain a fine spouse, but you will not yet make a name for yourself.” He then looked closely at the student’s face and said, “You have a hidden illness; I must cure it for you.”

	 

	He administered a small measure of medicine. The student felt a coolness penetrate his lungs, and his whole body felt comfortable. When he woke up, he was suddenly and completely cured.

	 

	Upon arriving in the capital, he went to visit his old home, but it had already changed owners. Therefore, he stayed at the home of He, an official in the Ministry of Water Works, who was a close relative by marriage. The official had a daughter named Wanchiu, also known as Lanxian. She was beautiful and well-versed in books and history, and she was not yet betrothed. One day, while accompanying female companions into the garden, she happened to pass by the student’s study. The student caught a glimpse of her and was captivated; he fantasized about her beauty and indulged in distant longings, tossing and turning at night, unable to sleep.

	 

	Suddenly, he heard the sound of fingers flicking against the window. He licked a hole in the window paper to peek out and saw a beautiful woman. Her hair cast oblique shadows, a hidden fragrance radiated from her clothes, and she whispered for him to open the door. The scent of her lipstick entered through the cracks of the window, causing his soul to melt. As soon as the double doors opened, the woman was already under the lamp. Looking at her, she was even more stunningly beautiful than the daughter of the He family.

	 

	The student smiled and asked where she came from.

	 

	She replied, “My origin is far if you say it’s far, and near if you say it’s near. I came specifically to keep you company in your loneliness at this inn; is that not wonderful?”

	 

	The student asked for her name.

	 

	She said, “I also share the surname He. My childhood name is Huixian. Because I rank second among my siblings, my style name is Zhongfen. During the day, I saw your eyes burning like a thief’s, so I knew your heart was moved. How do you compare me to Wanchiu?”

	 

	The woman then sat beside his desk and flipped through his books. The student asked, “Do you understand these?”

	 

	She replied, “If we discuss poetry and lyrics, I fear you would have to kneel like Sima Xiangru’s wife to receive instruction from me.”

	 

	The student jokingly said to her, “Tonight, I wish to join the ranks of your disciples behind the crimson curtain. How about I first pay my tuition with a jade pestle?”

	 

	She glared at him and said, “You are so vulgar!”

	 

	Having said this, she rested her chin on her hand, feigning fatigue, gave a captivating smile, and entered the blankets first. The student moved the lamp, undressed, and embraced her to sleep. From then on, she came in the evening and left in the morning, and they lived like a married couple.

	 

	The student entered the examination arena. He felt quite proud of his essays and showed them to the woman after coming out. She said, “Your merit and fame have not yet arrived. You are not destined for the highest honors, so why force it?”

	 

	When the results were posted, his name was indeed not on the list. A letter from home urging his return also arrived, so he packed his bags to plan his journey back. The student wanted to take the woman south with him and discussed it with her. She said, “The timing is not yet right. Allow me to first act as a matchmaker for you; what do you think?”

	 

	He asked, “With whom?”

	 

	She replied, “The daughter of the He family is also outstanding among women. To get a wife like that should satisfy your wishes. Let me plan this for you; I will surely have news to report.”

	 

	The student asked, “Then where will that leave you?”

	 

	She said, “Wait until a later date to determine my position; it will not be too late.”

	 

	The student hesitated, but the woman had already left.

	 

	The student’s maternal uncle was in the capital, serving as a Censor, and was known for his integrity. The woman forged a letter from the student’s mother, asking the uncle to propose to the He family on her behalf, and sent a special messenger to deliver it. Official He already knew of the student’s talent, and with the uncle acting as the matchmaker, he happily agreed. When the student’s mother received the letter, she suspected the idea came from her son, but seeing that the marriage was already arranged, she did not investigate further. She ordered him to rent a house in the capital for the wedding and to bring his bride home after a month to save the trouble of a long journey for the wedding itself.

	 

	Everything was secretly arranged by the woman, and the preparations were extremely luxurious. However, on the wedding night, the woman did not appear at all.

	 

	Leaving the capital to return to Guangdong, their luggage shone brilliantly. After traveling only a short distance, they suddenly encountered bandits lying in ambush. The group was panicked and did not know what to do. Suddenly, a beautiful woman with narrow sleeves and barbarian boots galloped up on a horse. She fired three pellets in succession, killing three bandits; the rest scattered and fled. The student looked and saw it was Huixian. Just as he wanted to hold her hand and ask how she was, she loosened her reins and sped away, vanishing in an instant.

	 

	Looking back into the carriage, the He daughter was sweating profusely, trembling, and pale. She said to the student, “The beautiful woman we just saw is surely not a mortal. She must be of the same class as Purple Silk or Red Thread, sent by Heaven to rescue us.”

	 

	The student gave a vague response. He immediately ordered the servants to burn incense and bow in worship, praying for her return.

	 

	After arriving home and presenting the bride at the family temple, all the relatives praised the new wife’s beauty. However, the student could not stop thinking about Huixian. He lied to his mother, claiming the Educational Commissioner of Shandong had hired him to grade papers, saying, “I have already agreed, so I must go.”

	 

	He then took a steamship from Guangdong to Tianjin and stayed at a courier station. Opening his trunk, he took out the items Huixian used to play with, rubbing them again and again. Seeing the objects made him miss the person, and he shed tears of sorrow, unable to sleep all night.

	 

	Setting out early the next day, he hired a cart to go to the capital. Halfway there, a carriage flashed past him, and suddenly a woman lifted the curtain and called out, “Are you not He Huixian’s man? Huixian has now moved to a new house and specifically sent servants to welcome you; they are already waiting by Lugou Bridge. I have a letter for her; please pass it on. You must take good care of your future.” She then drove off in a different direction.

	 

	Arriving at the bridge, he indeed saw three long-bearded servants controlling a carriage, waiting to welcome him. The student asked, “Where is she?”

	 

	They replied, “You will know when you arrive.”

	 

	They drove the carriage straight through the Xuanwu Gate, and no one questioned them. Shortly after, the carriage stopped at a towering, magnificent mansion that looked like the home of a noble family. The bearded servants ushered him inside. When the gatekeepers saw the student, they all bent one knee to pay respects, as if they already knew him.

	 

	He passed through several layers of gates and winding corridors, deep rooms, and heavy curtains, almost getting lost. Finally, he ascended a building that was extremely spacious and open. A dozen maids escorted the woman out. She was dressed in splendid attire and makeup, looking even more enchanting than before. The student was so overjoyed he could not speak; he only poured out the bitterness of his longing since they parted.

	 

	The woman told him, “This is your country villa. I have already purchased the title of Prefect for you, assigned to Shandong province. You will receive your certificate and proceed to your post in no time. I hung your portrait in the studio and ordered all the servants who came to work to bow to it; that is why they recognized you as their master upon seeing you. It is not due to any magical arts.”

	 

	The next day, the student went to the Ministry of Personnel to request his certificate, but his post was changed to Quanzhou in Fujian province. He was happy that it was close to his hometown, allowing him to send a carriage to bring his mother for support, so he discussed this with the woman.

	 

	She laughed and said, “If your person at the head of the bed comes, how will you place me?”

	 

	The student said, “We shall be like Ehuang and Nuying, honored together. Do not act like Lady Yin and Lady Xing who avoided each other.”

	 

	The student traveled by water and arrived at his post first. After assuming office for several months, he sent a servant south to welcome his family. When the student’s mother and wife suddenly received this good news, their joy could be imagined. However, hearing rumors that there was already a jade beauty in the official residence, the wife did not want to go.

	 

	The mother said, “One hired with betrothal gifts is the wife; one who elopes is the concubine. You entered the family first, and your title is proper and right; what do you have to worry about?”

	 

	When the mother and wife arrived, Huixian boarded their boat from afar to welcome them. Seeing the mother, she prostrated herself and paid full respects. Seeing the wife, they compared ages; Huixian was two years younger, so she addressed Wanchiu as “elder sister.” When the wife saw Huixian, she sighed, feeling she could not compare to her. From then on, their status was settled. However, all domestic and external household affairs were managed by Huixian. Even the student had to consult her before acting. She assisted him in hearing legal cases and resolving lawsuits, uncovering hidden crimes and exposing traitors, earning him a reputation for god-like wisdom.

	 

	At that time, the Religious Bandits were rising in various provinces, implicating many people. A bandit leader from Shandong, who was involved in the rebellion, fled to Fujian and was captured by patrols and detained in the Quanzhou prison. The bandit chief used heavy bribes to influence the higher authorities, and he was about to be released. Huixian would not allow it; she had him beaten to death immediately under the staff. Everyone admired her decisive talent.

	 

	The bandit chief’s associates knew this decision came from her and harbored a grudge. They secretly hired assassins to ambush the student on the road and kill him. Huixian knew beforehand and advised the student not to go out. If he had to visit superiors for official business, she instructed him to take a detour to avoid them, so their plot never succeeded.

	 

	One night, a group of bandits suddenly broke down the gate and entered the house, aggressively searching for the couple. The servants all ran and hid. Huixian had already gone to bed; she quickly rose, walked in a circle around the room, disheveled her hair, performed the Pace of Yu, and muttered incantations. The bandits all dropped their weapons and bound themselves; not a single one escaped.

	 

	It was only then that the crowd realized the woman possessed supernatural arts. The student recounted the past events and the details of her comings and goings, leading everyone to suspect even more that she was not human. Stories spread, and public gossip boiled over. Hearing this, the woman was very unhappy and persuaded the student to resign from office and return home. He followed her advice.

	 

	They lived in Guangdong for seven years. Huixian gave birth to no children, while the He daughter bore three sons, all of whom were lovely and fair as jade. Because the southern climate was low and damp, Huixian ordered the student to seek an office in the capital again. They renovated a new residence and the whole family moved north.

	 

	Just as they were about to enter the city gates, someone welcomed them from the side of the road; it was the woman who had delivered the letter previously. After exchanging greetings with Huixian, she asked why she had received no reply after getting the letter so long ago.

	 

	Huixian was surprised and asked where the letter came from.

	 

	The woman laughed and pointed at the student, saying, “This is the postman who sent the letter. Why did he act out the story of Yin Hongqiao?”

	 

	The student suddenly remembered the past events and could not help but blame himself. Huixian invited the woman to live with them, and they rode together into the house.

	 

	This woman was Huixian’s cousin, with the childhood name Juxian and the style name Huiying. The letter stated that her parents had both died, and she was going to the He-Fen region to rely on her aunt. In their youth, they had made a pact to serve the same husband. Now that she was alone and helpless, she asked Huixian to remember her. The student searched his old bamboo chests and found the letter was still there; its contents matched Huixian’s words perfectly.

	 

	Although Juxian’s age was nearing twenty-four, her graceful demeanor was still like that of a beauty of seventeen or eighteen. She was skilled in painting and poetry, and especially expert in accounting. She often managed the calculations for Huixian, and in all income and expenditures, she never made the slightest error. The student’s mother loved her dearly, saying she had the look of someone who would bear sons. She was eventually married to the student, and in three years, she gave birth to four boys.

	 

	Having lived in the capital for a long time, the student redeemed his old family home and rebuilt a building where he enshrined a wooden spirit tablet, inscribing it “The Old Man of the Dream Star.” On the first and fifteenth of every month, he personally went to burn incense, never neglecting this duty for the rest of his life.

	 


Xiao Buyan

	 

	Xiao Wen, courtesy name Zhongxia and pseudonym Buyan, was a native of Taicang who lived as a sojourner in Hangzhou. In his youth, he studied for the civil service examinations, but whenever he saw the rigid “eight-legged” essay formats, he would laugh and say, “This is truly enough to suffocate one’s spiritual nature and shackle one’s mind.” Upon coming of age, he became a licentiate but immediately abandoned the title. Delighting in the scenic beauty of West Lake, he moved his household there.

	 

	Though fully grown, he had not yet taken a wife. Whenever anyone proposed a match, he would say, “For men and women to cohabit is the filthiest thing in the world. Why seek out a sea of bitterness and fall into the obstacles of sin and retribution?”

	 

	Someone argued, “But what of your lineage? There are three ways to be unfilial, and having no heir is the worst.”

	 

	He replied, “Even Heaven and Earth have an end, so why not humanity? In a cycle of one hundred and twenty thousand years, all returns to nothingness. Even immortals cannot escape this calamity.”

	 

	As for alchemy, breathing exercises, and methods for longevity, Xiao had never believed in them, demonstrating that his abstinence from desire was not for the sake of returning to the Tao. Xiao was quite fond of wine. At his morning and evening meals, he always set out a cup and ladle, typically finishing a pot. If friends invited him to drink, he always attended.

	 

	A certain frivolous man, noting Xiao’s habitual avoidance of women, thought to play a trick on him. He secretly hid several courtesans on a Zongyi boat, prepared a lavish feast, and sent a card inviting Xiao. When Xiao arrived, they urged him to drink round after round, draining countless cups. When the wine took effect, the courtesans came out to assist with the drinking. Xiao, already slightly intoxicated, stared at them wide-eyed but spoke not a word; whenever wine was placed before him, he drank it down. Shortly after, like a jade mountain collapsing, he leaned against the table and dozed off. The friend ordered the courtesans to stay with him, sitting around him until dawn.

	 

	When Xiao woke, he said to the courtesans, “Why have you all not left yet?”

	 

	His friend said, “Last night you slept in the Land of Many Fragrances; did you not break your vow of chastity?”

	 

	Xiao replied, “‘To have courtesans in one’s eyes but not in one’s heart’—do you take this for the deceptive words of Cheng Yichuan? I merely view these people as glamorous friends, much the same as I view you gentlemen.”

	 

	From then on, he drank day and night at the houses of courtesans. If drunk, he slept in their rooms, paying the customary fees for their company and the night. After more than a year, he remained completely unstained, whereas the frivolous young men who accompanied him lost their heads and nearly lost everything they owned. Everyone admired his self-control.

	 

	Hearing that the regions of Yan and Zhao were full of high-spirited men who sang mournful songs, he wished to seek them out among the common “dog butchers,” hoping for a serendipitous meeting. Despite the wind and snow filling the sky, he packed his bags and set off. His route took him through Jinan, Shandong, where he stayed temporarily at an inn because his servant had contracted a cold illness.

	 

	Near midnight, he suddenly heard urgent knocking at the door. Upon opening it, he found an old man with a long beard and an imposing appearance, holding a calling card to visit him. Xiao looked at the name but did not recognize it. Just as he was about to ask the innkeeper to turn him away, the old man had already entered the room and bowed twice beside the bed, appearing very humble.

	 

	He introduced himself, saying, “Tonight I am marrying off my fourth daughter. The son-in-law I have recruited is truly an ideal match and will be marrying into our family. We have set up the wedding tent, but we need a great gentleman such as yourself to deign to attend and direct the wedding ceremonies, which would bring glory to our clan. I have already sent a blue sedan chair to welcome you; please, let us depart immediately.”

	 

	Xiao was about to speak, but the old man had already seized his arm and led him out the door. Outside, the lights were brilliant and the entourage prominent; there were over a dozen sturdy servants in magnificent attire with a heroic air. They respectfully ushered Xiao into the sedan chair and departed at once. They moved as fast as wind and rain, and he heard a sound like crashing waves in his ears.

	 

	In a short while, they arrived at a noble mansion. Xiao’s sedan went straight into the central hall, where the old man led him out to meet the assembled guests, all of whom wore tall caps and broad sashes like high-ranking officials. Before the exchange of pleasantries was finished, music began to play in unison—flutes and pipes resounded, and singing voices soared. A red carpet was spread in the hall, and the two newlyweds were already gracefully bowing to each other.

	 

	The old man asked Xiao and another guest to hold candles and escort the couple to the bridal chamber. The room was filled with women, their faces powdered and painted, bustling about. For a moment, the tinkling of jade pendants and bracelets, the shadows of hair temples, and the fragrance of clothing were enough to shake one’s soul and intoxicate the heart.

	 

	After the nuptial wine ritual was completed, they returned to the hall for the banquet, with Xiao occupying the seat of honor. After three rounds of wine, toasts were exchanged. At every table of four guests, four beauties served them, while at the head table, the number was doubled. Beside Xiao, four young maids held the basin and towel; all were stunningly beautiful beyond the mortal realm, but the one dressed in purple silk was particularly exquisite. The wine was contained in a green jade pot; it was deep red in color, with a mellow taste and fragrant aroma. As soon as it entered the mouth, one felt refreshed in chest and spirit. Xiao had always despised feminine beauty as if it were dirt, but at this moment, even his heart was slightly stirred.

	 

	When the feast was cleared, Xiao wished to take his leave. The old man said, “Since you have condescended to visit my humble abode, I dare to detain you a while longer, as there is a trivial matter I wish to discuss.” He then lodged Xiao in the East Hall, where the furnishings were so magnificent and the bedding so exquisite that even established aristocratic families could not match them.

	 

	When it was time to sleep, the girl in purple silk came to keep him company.

	 

	Xiao rejected her, saying, “All my life I have been accustomed to sleeping alone; I dare not accept this.”

	 

	The girl in purple silk said, “I have come here on my master’s orders; if I leave, I will be punished. You merely wish to gain a hollow reputation for distancing yourself from women, without caring that your servant will suffer punishment—how can you be so hard-hearted? I have heard that for those whose hearts are upright, evil keeps its distance. If you are not merely pretending, what harm is there in sleeping in the same room?”

	 

	Xiao was at a loss for words, so the girl stayed. She dusted the quilt and pillow for him and removed his outer clothes and shoes. Once Xiao was in bed, the girl removed her makeup, stripped naked, entered the quilt, and threw herself into his arms. Xiao felt the smoothness of her skin and the fragrance of her unguents, sensations he had never experienced in his life. Unwittingly, his heart was greatly stirred, and he made love to her.

	 

	At daybreak, Xiao rose to find the old man already waiting outside the door, who asked with a smile, “Was last night’s sleep enjoyable?”

	 

	Xiao’s cheeks flushed crimson, and in his embarrassment, he could not answer.

	 

	The old man said, “Food, drink, and sex are the great desires of humanity. The ancient sages merely kept these within their proper bounds; they never practiced such lofty conduct as to startle the world and shock the vulgar. If one forces oneself to suppress them, going against human nature, one will invariably become a great hypocrite or villain. This girl was born of a humble family and is related to me. Since she has already received your affection, I shall perform the wedding ceremony for you tonight.”

	 

	Xiao declined, citing his lifelong resolve not to marry and his intention to enter the mountains to cultivate the Tao and no longer dwell in the mortal world.

	 

	The old man laughed and said, “How foolish you are! Even immortals have spouses: at the Blue Bridge with the jade pestle, and at Tiantai Mountain with the sesame meal, partners were sought among mortals. When Liu An uprooted his house to ascend to heaven, even his chickens and dogs went with him to become immortal. Furthermore, like Wang Zijin, Xiao Shi, and Liu Gang—all took their wives to join the ranks of the pure and achieve the true fruit together. Why is your view so narrow? Moreover, this girl has been deflowered by you and is no longer a perfect jade. To seduce her at the start and abandon her at the end—how can you justify that?”

	 

	Xiao bowed deeply and said, “The ancients said, ‘Listening to a single night of your words is better than studying books for ten years.’ Since hearing your elegant instruction, my ignorance has suddenly cleared, and I realize my past errors. I will follow your commands in everything.”

	 

	The old man was overjoyed and immediately ordered the halls swept and the bridal chamber prepared. That evening, the ceremony was performed. The abundance of guests and the beauty of the feast were virtually incomparable. Xiao lived in the old man’s house for a full month. In this happiness, he no longer thought of going north.

	 

	The girl’s courtesy name was Qiongxian, and her pseudonym was Xiuyun. She was quite literate and could write short poems. In his leisure time, Xiao asked about the old man’s origins and learned that he was from Lingshi, Shanxi, surnamed Hu, named Haoran, with the courtesy name Simeng. He had once served in the capital as a seventh-rank minor official in a ministry but had retired due to old age to live in leisure. Jinan was his wife’s family home.

	 

	The old man had four daughters, all married to men who became prominent officials. The one who had married recently was the youngest daughter. Her husband usually stayed in the inner chambers and rarely came out; when he occasionally met Xiao, he proved to be a dashing and handsome young man. He was registered in Zhejiang and was also the son of a distinguished family. He had passed the examinations in rapid succession, entered the Hanlin Academy, and intended to take his family to the capital after the first month of marriage.

	 

	On the day of departure, the old man held a farewell banquet in the West Garden. All four daughters arrived, and their husbands came as well; all treated Xiao with the etiquette due a brother-in-law. This was because Purple Silk was the old man’s niece; having lost her parents in childhood, she had been raised by him.

	 

	The eldest son-in-law was Yang Linshi, a native of She County and a provincial graduate; through the special selection process, he had been appointed Magistrate of Nanfeng, Jiangxi, and was about to assume his post. The second son-in-law was from a wealthy family; he had purchased the rank of Intendant and was assigned to Yunnan. The third son-in-law had risen through military merit, served two terms as a Prefect in western Sichuan, and was now being recommended for promotion to the capital for an imperial audience due to his outstanding record.

	 

	They discussed their family histories and travels in detail with Xiao. Finding him learned, elegant, and gentle, they all sought his friendship. The garden’s springs and rocks were secluded and quiet, the flowers and trees gorgeous, and the pavilions and towers shone with gold and green. Five tables were set; the old man and Xiao occupied the center, while the four sons-in-law each presided over one. Wine was poured and toasts were exchanged in rounds.

	 

	Purple Silk, feeling particularly sorrowful because separation was imminent, rose to hold the pot and cup to toast the old man’s longevity. The old man accepted it happily and drained it in one gulp. He said to her, “From now on, serve your husband well and be prudent and cautious. Do not worry about this old man.”

	 

	Hearing this, the girl wept so hard she could not look up.

	 

	The eldest son-in-law stood up and said, “Today our father has prepared this hasty banquet to bid you farewell; it should be a joyous occasion, so why are you sorrowful?”

	 

	Purple Silk forced a smile to thank him, then played the zither and sang:

	 

	“Parting ways happens today,

	Facing the goblet, the heart is not at ease.

	Ten years of upbringing and grace,

	How can I repay your virtue?

	My husband’s heart is like a wandering tumbleweed,

	But my will is as firm as a rock.

	The bright moon hangs high in the sky,

	Across a thousand miles, we share the memory.”

	 

	When the song ended, her tears fell in streams onto the strings. The other women were all saddened by this, and the drinking ceased.

	 

	The next day, the eldest son-in-law departed first for Henan, promising Xiao, “If you come to Nanchang, send a letter ahead, and I will await you on the Xunyang River.”

	 

	The day after that, the second son-in-law departed for Yunnan, saying to Xiao, “Yunnan abounds in fine jade and produces pure copper. Now that the Muslim rebellion has been quelled, the region is wealthy and populous. There is a scarcity of talent among those serving as officials there, so filling a vacancy is extremely easy. If you have ambitions for an official career, why not ride west and stay at my office to view the scenic Golden Horse and Emerald Chicken? I shall purchase an official post for you; a deputy position can be obtained immediately. Why must you cling fondly to the Six Bridges and Three Zhus of Hangzhou?”

	 

	Xiao merely assented and thanked him.

	 

	The second daughter, Qionghua, styled Xiufeng, was a peerless beauty and was on the best terms with Purple Silk. At parting, she took out a green jade ruyi scepter and gave it to her, saying, “Seeing this is like seeing my face; please remember me in the days to come.”

	 

	Xiao, along with the third and fourth sons-in-law, traveled together toward the capital; their fragrant carriages and embroidered canopies formed a continuous line on the road. As they approached the Lugou Bridge, they suddenly encountered a certain Prince out hunting. With halberd-bearers clearing the way, hundreds of riders galloped back and forth, all with bows at their waists and arrows on their arms, leading hawks and hounds.

	 

	The Prince kept a dog called a Spiritual Mastiff, which was fierce and skilled at fighting. At that time, Purple Silk’s carriage was in the very front. Upon seeing it, the dog lunged straight for it. The girl leaped out of the carriage, made a chirping sound, and fled, leaving her clothes on the ground like a shed skin. The dog chased her swiftly, and in a flash, she was gone.

	 

	In an instant, the pack of dogs barked like leopards; the maids and older women in all the carriages revealed their fox forms and scrambled away. The third and fourth sons-in-law and their wives also fled. Only Xiao remained on the carriage, hesitating and dazed, his soul completely lost, like a wooden puppet. Shortly after, the Spiritual Mastiff returned, blood staining its teeth and muzzle. It glared at Xiao, circled the carriage three times, and sniffed his feet.

	 

	The Prince’s attendants all pointed to Xiao as a monster. Xiao recounted his entire experience to them.

	 

	Someone said, “You have almost certainly encountered fox spirits.”

	 

	The Prince ordered men to accompany Xiao back to the original location in Shandong. Only a desolate garden remained; it was the villa of a certain Prime Minister from the former Ming dynasty. Amidst spreading weeds and cold mist, there was no trace of them. He returned in melancholy. From then on, Xiao never took a wife, and people consequently called him the “Fox Son-in-Law.”

	 


Xu Zhongying

	 

	Xu Zhongying was a native of Hubei. In his youth, he followed his father to trade in the midst of Shu. He was particularly familiar with the mountains surrounding the outskirts of Chengdu. After his father died, he ceased his travels there. He established a shop in the Han region, engaging in the lending of capital and interest.

	 

	Although a merchant by trade, the young student had a refined love for literature and enjoyed composing poetry and songs, frequently associating with scholars and men of letters. Having just reached the age of twenty, he was not yet married. When people spoke to him of matrimonial matches, he would laugh and say, “Where in this world can one find affection like that of a seductive fox, or talent like that of a glamorous ghost? If her nature is elegant and her appearance beautiful, marrying such a one would be enough to console my heart.”

	 

	Most who heard this mocked his absurdity, saying, “The son of the Xu family chooses a mate not by seeking among the living, but by seeking among ghosts and foxes—truly a strange fantasy!”

	 

	Xu would not debate them. He possessed an exceptionally sharp and clever nature. Seeing his friends practicing the “eight-legged essays” for the civil service exams, he playfully attempted one himself and surprisingly hit the mark. Everyone urged him to pursue the path of the examinations; he took the test once and succeeded, obtaining the position of a Licentiate.

	 

	That year happened to be the year of the Grand Assessment. The group urged him to go to the Autumn Provincial Examination, saying, “Your essays, if presented at the Northern Curtain, would truly be a sharp weapon suited to the times.”

	 

	Xu happily agreed, hoping to catch a glimpse of the magnificence of the Imperial Capital. He paid the fee to become an ‘Accessory Senior Licentiate’ and packed his bags to head north with his friends.

	 

	Passing through Jinan in Shandong, Xu suddenly fell ill at an inn and could not continue. He asked his friends to go ahead, promising to follow once he recovered. After his friends left, Xu’s illness grew more severe; he lay groaning on his bed, relying on a single servant to weigh his medicine and measure his water.

	 

	One night, in his delirious confusion, a woman suddenly approached, lifted the bed curtains, and held a cup of medicine, inviting him to drink. She helped him sit up. Xu could not distinguish who she was, but he drank it down in one gulp. He felt the medicine was extraordinarily fragrant and strong; a thread of heat went straight down his throat and reached his dantian, instantly revitalizing his spirit.

	 

	When he looked back for the woman, she had suddenly vanished. However, from the moment she supported him, he recalled the smoothness of her skin and a lingering, elegant fragrance that was incomparable. He began to suspect a goddess had descended to the world to save a destined man. Upon recovering, he set up a tablet and burned incense, bowing twice to offer thanks.

	 

	From this point on, his desire for official fame faded abruptly. Furthermore, feeling that the inn was too noisy and dusty—unsuitable for convalescence—he recalled an acquaintance who had a villa south of the city. It had a few rooms of refined study and offered the beauty of springs, rocks, and flowers; it was perfect for nurturing stillness. He moved there to dwell.

	 

	One day, after a twilight dinner, as the silver lamps were just being lit, he listened to the rain pattering against the window. In the deep autumn of that lonely lodging, his thoughts wandered far. Occasionally checking a rhyme book, he thought to compose a poem and softly chanted:

	 

	“A lonely lamp faces a shadow, yet no pair is formed,

	Cold rain, desolate and sad, enters the small window.”

	 

	He pondered for a long time but could not continue, chanting the lines over and over. Suddenly, he heard a laugh from outside the window: “For someone who has always styled himself a master of poetry, why are your poetic thoughts so bitter and blocked?”

	 

	Xu suspected a traveling companion had come to visit and was making a joke. He opened the door and invited the guest in, only to find a young woman of seventeen or eighteen. She had bright eyes and white teeth, light makeup and a high bun; her radiance was like that of an immortal. Xu made a deep bow and offered her a seat, asking whose family she belonged to.

	 

	The woman said, “The demon of illness has only just retreated; how could you so quickly forget the female Hua Tuo?”

	 

	Xu bowed again to thank her for saving his life, saying, “If you are indeed the celestial maiden who bestowed the medicine, how shall this humble scholar repay your virtue?”

	 

	The woman replied, “I knew you were a man of refinement, which is why I approached you; I do not hope for repayment. Moreover, this is also of some benefit to you.”

	 

	She then continued Xu’s poem:

	 

	“Just because I stood by your eaves to peek at you,

	In the cool of night, my silk socks tread the autumn river.”

	 

	Xu urgently praised its excellence. The woman flipped through Xu’s poetry drafts on the desk and chanted them in a long, melodious voice, her manner graceful and unconstrained. Xu teased her, saying, “Do you wish to sit by the crimson curtain and become my female disciple?”

	 

	The woman laughed. “For you to be my teacher, it is still a bit early. If we were to sing in turns and compose linked verses, it is unknown who would be the superior one!”

	 

	Late in the night, the woman pretended to leave. Xu urged her to stay, and she ended up sleeping there. Beside the pillow, she told him: “My surname is He, my courtesy name is Luoxian. I have always lived here in Shandong. There are four sisters; I am the eldest. The three younger ones have married far away, and I alone remain. Recently, like Wenjun, I was newly widowed; thus, meeting Xiangru, I made a night elopement. Do not view your concubine as a loose woman, lest you force me to play the Song of White Hair.”

	 

	Xu said, “I relied on you for rebirth and reconstruction, and now I get to fly and roost with you as a pair. I only wish to be husband and wife for life after life, never to be separated; that is my heart’s desire. Do not worry that I will ever discard you like an autumn fan.”

	 

	From then on, the woman came every day, arriving in the evening and leaving in the morning, making it a routine.

	 

	At the end of the ninth month, his friends returned from the capital having failed the exams. They were surprised Xu had stayed and not left. Xu said, “This place has the beauty of mountains and waters, and the joy of friends. Looking up at the roof to write books, closing the door to seek verses—it saves me from the annoyance of social obligations and grants the pleasure of poetry and books. Why would I be unhappy?”

	 

	One friend said, “I fear there may be a beautiful encounter outside, and you are using this as a strategy to seek flowers and ask of willows.”

	 

	This remark hit the mark of his secret; Xu could not help a red flush spreading across his cheeks. Some urged Xu to return home, but he maintained that he could not. The friends then departed.

	 

	Xu stayed for two years. He discussed with the woman the idea of taking the exams in the capital and taking her with him. The woman said, “I just performed a divination using the I Ching, and I fear it is not a lucky omen. The verdict says: ‘The Phoenix at the horizon splits apart, the Luan birds by the pillow separate. Name not achieved, profit not realized. Demon arts bring their own disaster; evil words deserve execution. Fly high and far away; there is another world elsewhere.’“

	 

	Xu did not believe it and insisted on going. The woman sighed and said, “This is fate; it cannot be escaped!”

	 

	They traveled hurriedly and lodged at Baozhu Alley. A few dozen paces from their lodging was the Ganning Guildhall. Residing there was a Taoist priest named Qiu the True Man. He claimed to come from Dragon Tiger Mountain and to be a disciple of the Celestial Master Zhang. He first sent a calling card to visit Xu. Xu treated him casually.

	 

	Qiu said, “Observing your room, a demonic aura is overflowing. I fear this will be very disadvantageous to you. Please let me see your servants to determine if it is so.”

	 

	Xu said, “Aside from one or two errand boys I brought from Jinan, all represent my female family members.”

	 

	Qiu said, “The demon is right there. Its origin is surely not through a righteous path.” He took three paper talismans from his sleeve and gave them to Xu, saying, “Paste these separately in the bedroom, on the bed curtains, and within the pillow and blankets. The monster will appear immediately.”

	 

	Xu casually agreed and placed them inside a book. That evening, the woman was flipping through books and history texts when she saw the talismans. She exclaimed in shock, “Where did these come from?”

	 

	Xu told her the full story. The woman said sorrowfully, “The divination from the other day has come true! Since you did not trust me, why did you accept these? I suppose the fate between us two ends here!”

	 

	Xu tried to explain in a hundred ways, but the woman said nothing more. She immediately burned the talismans, threw herself outward, and in the blink of an eye, was gone. Xu felt dazed and lost.

	 

	The next morning, there was a sudden uproar spreading from the Guildhall: the gates had not been opened, yet the Taoist priest was found with his head severed from his body. On the whitewashed wall, a line of bloody characters remained: “The killer is Xu Zhongying’s wife, He Luoxian.” Left in the pillow case was a dagger carved with the word “Essence,” and beside it a line of small characters: “A rare treasure of Luoxian, a wondrous woman of the State of Lu.”

	 

	Xu composed an inscription for it: “Entering and exiting the sheath, flying beyond the heavens. Those who avoid it live; those who offend it die.”

	 

	The patrolmen wanted to arrest Xu immediately. Xu used heavy bribes to pay off the officers and fled with his funds. He calculated that nothing would be better than fleeing to Shu, where he had traveled in his youth. From Chefoo he went upstream to Yichang, traveling entirely by steamship. In less than twenty days, he arrived in Chengdu and stayed with his old acquaintance, the Xie family.

	 

	Xie was a native of Qianyang, waiting for an appointment in the Sichuan provincial government. He was merely listening for the drumbeat to answer roll call, and his circumstances were quite destitute. At that time, Xu possessed considerable funds and allowed Xie to benefit from them, so Xie’s furs and clothing became resplendent. Xie was skilled in the Six Laws of painting; his flowers and birds were so vivid they seemed alive. Xu promoted his fame among wealthy merchants, and the profits gained were countless. Xie was very grateful to him.

	 

	Upon inquiring and learning that Xu had not yet taken a wife, Xie thought of marrying his second daughter to him, harboring this intention but not yet speaking of it. Xie had two daughters, one older and one younger. The eldest daughter had been especially beautiful but died suddenly at sixteen. The second daughter had also reached marriageable age; she was skilled in poetry and lyrics, and excellent at calligraphy and painting. If not for the eldest daughter having preceded her, she would have been the outstanding beauty of her time. Xu frequently entered the inner quarters and, meeting with the etiquette of a family friend, greatly appreciated her beauty.

	 

	One night, as Xu sat alone trimming the lamp, all noises having fallen silent, there was suddenly a knocking at the door asking to enter. He opened it to find a beauty of fifteen or sixteen years. Startled, he asked where she came from.

	 

	The girl stammered and did not answer. When he pressed her firmly, she said, “I am the daughter of the eastern neighbor, Chen Youwan. I have always been close friends with the Xie girl in the boudoir. My father is also from Northern Chu and serves here as a minor official. Because I share the same native place as you, young master, I have boldly come here, hoping to return home together with you.”

	 

	Xu saw her autumn-ripple glance and the charm radiating from her; he could not help but lose his soul to her. He immediately embraced her and took her into the curtains, where they were intimate to the extreme. From then on, she came every single night without fail.

	 

	Xu asked who was left in her family and how she could find gaps to come so often. The girl wept and said, “My parents are both dead. I rely on my uncle. My aunt treats me thinly, which is why I think of returning home every day. Although you are happy living here, how can it compare to the peace and goodness of one’s hometown? As the saying goes: ‘Though the journey of a guest is joyful, it is not as good as returning early.’ If you are willing, I will accompany you on your departure, and the journey will not be lonely. Since this body already belongs to you, I will follow you through ten thousand deaths; I only wish that you do not discard me.”

	 

	Xu told her, “Luoxian killed a Taoist in Shandong with her own hand. This will surely lead to implications and guilt by association. I fear my hometown is no longer a happy land.”

	 

	The girl said, “Is Luoxian not of the He surname? Plump where needed, soft as if boneless, with ice-like skin and jade-like appearance, a beauty surpassing the mortal world? On her left arm, she has a small red mole that appears when it is sunny and hides when it is cloudy. Her divination is never inaccurate. She is truly a marvelous person. I hear she is currently cultivating the Dao at Mount Emei. Why not go visit her? If we travel with her, there will surely be no trouble.”

	 

	Xu asked, “Suppose she is unwilling, what then?”

	 

	The girl replied, “When fate arrives, you cannot push it away; when fate ends, you cannot pull it back. You and Luoxian still have thirty years of worldly fate. Once she sees your face, she will surely not bring up past grievances.”

	 

	Xu made an excuse that he was going to tour Mount Emei and arranged for the girl to wait for him under a great tree west of the city. When Xu arrived, the girl was already there. Dressed in travel attire, she appeared even more charming.

	 

	Upon reaching the foot of the mountain, the girl said, “I have a clan aunt who is a Taoist nun beneath White Cloud Peak. We can stay at her temple; she will surely know Luoxian’s tracks.”

	 

	The girl’s aunt had the appearance of the cool wind and the Tao, looking as if she belonged to the world beyond. The girl immediately asked for news of Luoxian.

	 

	The aunt said, “She was just here waving the fly-whisk and engaging in pure conversation. I imagine she has not yet left.” She ordered an old woman to urge her to come.

	 

	Luoxian appeared, her radiant countenance as before, though she had changed into Taoist robes. Seeing Xu, tears glistened in her eyes, but she did not say a word. Xu deeply blamed himself.

	 

	Luoxian said, “It has nothing to do with you; fate deemed it so. After you left, deeply fearing I would implicate you, I used a bamboo staff to conjure an illusion of your form and went to the officials to explain the case. I have already cleared your name.”

	 

	Luoxian saw the girl, looked at Xu, and said, “Is this your new delight? Having obtained a new person, have you forgotten the old one?”

	 

	Xu said, “If I had forgotten, why would I have trekked a thousand li to come seek you? Youwan’s feelings are earnest, and she is particularly attached to you as well.”

	 

	Luoxian said, “I know this too. My previous words were merely teasing her.”

	 

	That night, they whispered together about events since their parting, sleepless until dawn. Luoxian said, “Seeing you now adds another layer of obstruction. Specifically, neither I nor Youwan can bear children for you to continue your lineage. The Xie family wishes to marry Ah-Qiao to you; she is truly a fine match. I will return to Hankou with Youwan to organize the household and prepare for the wedding. You should hurry to Shu to perform the groom’s fetching ceremony. Calculating the journey, in one month, you should be able to sit embracing three beauties. What cultivation did you perform to deserve this!”

	 

	Xu followed her advice. On the evening of the wedding, he noticed that Ah-Qiao and Youwan bore a resemblance in appearance, and their expressions and mannerisms also had one or two similarities. Xu was very suspicious. He inquired and learned that she indeed had an elder sister who had died just after coming of age. He asked to see her small portrait; it was the exact image of Youwan.

	 

	After Ah-Qiao arrived at Xu’s home and suddenly saw Youwan, she was terrified and ran away weeping. Later, Xu explained the entire sequence of events to her, and she finally understood.

	 

	Youwan said, “I obtained the art of Shape Refining, which allowed me to tread the human world again. Fortunately, keep this a secret, otherwise, it might shock the public hearing.”

	 

	Later, Xu rose to the high rank of Minister of Justice. Luoxian lived in Xu’s home for thirty years without any change in her appearance.

	 

	One day, she specially set up a grand feast and instructed Xu to invite all the Governors, Generals, and Intendants in the provincial capital to banquet at their home, sitting in a circle for a joyful gathering. In the afternoon, a thunderstorm suddenly arose; thunderbolts struck repeatedly, hovering without striking down. Once the sky cleared, the group saw a white fox run out from under the Minister’s seat and vanish in an instant. When they went inside to check on the lady, they found she had gone, no one knew when. Only then did they realize that Luoxian’s presence had been to use the gathering to avoid the tribulation of thunder.

	 


Yang Qiufang

	 

	Chen Xinnong, given name Wentian, style name Yiqiu, was a renowned scholar of Guyue. In his youth, he lived in Kuaiji, a place famous for its superior landscapes. His family possessed a garden estate featuring rocks and springs of ancient strangeness, with trees and flowers spaced in elegant sparseness, and towers, pavilions, and gazebos arranged in winding paths leading to secluded spots. His study, called the “Green Cloud Nest,” was particularly spacious and refined. A tall building of five bays housed his collection of books; with ivory tags and jade rollers, rare manuscripts and precious cases, they were almost too numerous to count. His ancestors had possessed immense wealth, and although the family fortune had slightly declined by his generation, they were still the wealthiest in the prefecture.

	 

	The scholar went to Hangzhou to take the provincial examinations and rented a dwelling at the Huanbi Mountain Villa, which was actually the summer retreat of a local gentleman. The forest and trees provided cover and shade, making it quite suitable for dispelling the summer heat. He arrived in the sixth month, his intention being primarily to escape the heat. Once settled, he cut off all social intercourse to recite and study day and night. His residence was merely a few dozen paces from a lotus pond; at the time, the flowers were in full bloom, and when the clear breeze blew gently past, the fragrance permeated far and wide.

	 

	One evening, the moonlight was as bright as day. Having finished his bath, the scholar was cooling off. The night was deep, yet he had not slept; leaning against the railing and gazing at the moon, his thoughts were stirred. He recalled distant memories and missed absent people, leading him into deep reverie. Suddenly, he saw a human figure standing gracefully by the pool, pacing back and forth. Looking closely, he saw it was a woman with a high bun and light makeup, seemingly a beauty of exquisite quality.

	 

	The scholar thought, “Usually, no women come here, let alone in the dead of night. There must be something strange about this.”

	 

	He stealthily went out to peek, approaching her from behind. The woman did not startle or flee, but turned to him and said, “Where have you just come from? Why do you press so close to me?”

	 

	The scholar observed her under the moonlight; she had bright eyes and white teeth, shining and glamorous like an immortal. His spirit was unwittingly captivated. He made a long bow to apologize, saying, “This is my courtyard. I have never met you in my life; I did not expect you to step onto my grounds. What is the reason?”

	 

	The woman replied, “I am your western neighbor. Before you rented this house, I constantly came here to play—sometimes to admire the moon and look at flowers, other times to climb the tower or row the boat. I lingered as I pleased, and the garden’s owner never once questioned it. Since you arrived, I have ceased coming for ten days. Tonight, the moonlight is bright and clean; as I happened to pass outside the pavilion, the scent of flowers suddenly pierced my nose. I braved suspicion to steal a visit, and surely I shall incur the ridicule of vulgar people.”

	 

	The scholar laughed and said, “You are truly a person of culture; how could you be familiar with my vulgarity? Please do not belittle yourself. Since I live here, I can act as half a host. However, where there are flowers, there must not be a lack of wine; and where there is a moon, there must not be a lack of poetry. Observing your speech, you must be skilled in reciting verse. Why not deign to lower yourself to enter my study and wash away this young scholar’s vulgar atmosphere?”

	 

	The woman did not decline and followed him into the room. When he trimmed the candle to look at her closely, she appeared even more charming. Seeing the furnishings in the scholar’s study—aside from the bronzes, lute, and sword—consisted mostly of strange books and ancient rubbings, she picked up a volume at random. It was the Collected Works of Du Shaoling. The margins were filled with commentary, all of which struck the core meaning.

	 

	She laughed and said, “What I said just now was wrong; it is fitting that you are not content to remain in obscurity. However, looking at your clothes and shoes, you still have the habits of a silk-pants dandy.”

	 

	The scholar called a servant boy to set out dishes and arrange wine, inviting the woman to sit and drink with him. The woman said, “Although we are neighbors, we are ultimately like clouds and duckweed meeting temporarily. How can a man and woman share a mat, violating ritual propriety? If your servants see this, they will suspect I am a wine-courtesan or a female registrar from the brothels!”

	 

	The scholar said, “The servants can be sent away; the garden gate is already locked, so why worry about others coming? We should simply enjoy this beautiful night. I wish to toast you with a goblet; why must we imitate the affectations of common boys and girls?”

	 

	The woman then sat opposite the scholar, though her expression was quite bashful. The scholar filled a white jade cup to the brim with fine wine and offered it to her. The woman did not decline and drained it in one gulp. After three cups, they gradually began to joke happily.

	 

	The scholar said, “Since you said you are my western neighbor, may I dare ask your fragrant name?”

	 

	The woman said of herself: “My surname is Yang, my style name is Qiufang, and my childhood name was Rongbao. My father works with knife and pen and serves as a private secretary. My birth mother passed away long ago, and now only my stepmother is in the hall. She treats me quite thinly; whether I am cold or warm, have enough or not, is of no concern to her. Father has a concubine named Qiaoniang who privately gives me gifts and often comforts and pities me.” As she spoke, tears glistened in her eyes.

	 

	The scholar said, “In the future, you need only obtain a good husband; why worry about this?”

	 

	The woman said, “I tell you my heartfelt matters, yet you mock me. You are truly a vile person.” She immediately rose, intending to leave.

	 

	The scholar forcibly pressed her down to sit and urgently apologized, saying, “It was actually spoken in truth.” Thus, he washed the cups and poured more wine. The woman’s capacity for wine was remarkably heroic; she emptied countless cups. The scholar was already like a jade mountain about to crumble, yet the woman showed absolutely no sign of intoxication.

	 

	She flipped through the scholar’s books by his reading couch and saw a stanza of Sand of the Washing Stream which read:

	 

	“In the silent night, the corridor is long, moonlight fills the room,

	A light breeze sways, blowing the embroidered curtains open.

	Events of ten years past weigh upon my heart.”

	Perhaps there is heartbreak that should be told,

	But with no trace found, it wastes away in guessing.

	Cold and clear, she comes to me within a dream.”

	 

	The woman urgently praised its excellence and asked the scholar, “For whom was this written?”

	 

	The scholar said, “Ten years ago, I dreamed I wandered to a place with painted beams and carved rafters, jade terraces and pearl palaces, resembling the abode of a king. Within was a person with jade pendants and cloud-like robes, of a beauty unsurpassed in the world, who looked at me and smiled. Someone beside me told me: ‘This is your wife; ten years hence, this beautiful omen must come to pass.’ That person took a jade ruyi held in the beauty’s hand and gave it to me. Suddenly, from outside the curtain, a parrot called out ‘Tea is coming,’ and I woke with a start. I have always kept this firmly in memory, never forgetting. Last night, while reading, I grew weary and caught a glimpse of a beauty peeking through the curtains. I beckoned her in, but she gave a captivating smile and vanished. Looking at her appearance, she vaguely resembled the one seen in my dream long ago. Thus, moved by this, I wrote these lyrics. Tonight, meeting you here is surely a sign of that preordained opportunity; it cannot be said that this is not destiny.”

	 

	The night was late and the water clock ran long; the woman bid farewell, wishing to leave. The scholar held her arm, firmly asking her to stay. The woman would not consent; she pulled her hand away and vanished. The scholar sighed over this endlessly.

	 

	The next evening, he hoped she would descend again, but there was no news or sign of her, only increasing his wistful thoughts. Several days later, the scholar attended a friend’s invitation and returned slightly drunk. The moon was dim and the stars were sparse. Just as he was worried about hesitating on the path, he suddenly saw a pair of lanterns leading the way. He followed the tracks, hurrying forward, and found that the one walking with graceful elegance was the very woman he had met before.

	 

	Meeting by chance, his joy was beyond expectation. He urgently asked, “Where are you going?”

	 

	The woman said, “I am returning from my uncle’s home and am about to go back to my house. My parents have both gone elsewhere, so they ordered me to watch the house. Why do you not visit my home?”

	 

	The scholar happily agreed. Shoulder to shoulder they entered the gate, and hand in hand they ascended the hall, arriving just like a married couple. The scholar looked at her house; though slightly narrow, it was extraordinarily elegant and clean, worthy of being called a refined cottage. Entering her room, there were four or five young maids, all fine and wonderful, who brought tea and offered fruit, bustling about before them.

	 

	The woman ordered a feast set beneath the jade tower. In a moment, a maid came to report, “The feast is prepared.” The woman led the scholar there. They passed through several layers of gates and partitions before they could enter. Beaded curtains and emerald drapes shone brilliantly, dazzling the eye. As soon as they were seated, dishes arrived in a continuous stream; he only perceived their flavors to be sweet and beautiful, yet could not name what dishes they were.

	 

	After several rounds of wine, the scholar was slightly tipsy. The woman stood up, personally held the pot, poured wine into the scholar’s cup, and said, “Please drink this dry; I have a word to tell you. That night in the past, when you pulled my hem to keep me, I had already given my heart to you. But I had not received orders from my parents, so I dared not serve you with my body. After returning, my parents argued with each other over my marriage. Father said to my mother, ‘That young man of the Azure Cloud, Xu, is truly a dashing and beautiful youth, and his talent is not below his peers. You stubbornly refused, causing delay and indecision, wasting time until now. Does this mean you will make her an old maid while she still wears her hair in tufts?’ Mother said, ‘Henceforth, I will simply let you decide; I will not be involved again, lest you blame this old woman for wagging her tongue.’ Father privately led me to another room and secretly told me, ‘You read books and recognize characters; since you possess a spiritual heart, you should also possess a discerning eye for judging gentlemen. You are grown now; I leave it to you to choose a person to serve, and I will not blame you.’ I once said that you were a straightforward gentleman to whom I could entrust my life, and Father nodded assent. Now my parents have both gone to the South Sea, leaving only me at home; this was specifically to turn things around to fulfill a child’s private feelings. If you have the intention, you should act as my uncle’s matchmaker. If you plan to start with chaos and end with abandonment, then I know you would not do such a thing. But if you desire to engage in an illicit affair like those by the River Pu, that is something I dare not do.”

	 

	The scholar immediately drained a large cup and said, “Excellent. I shall respectfully obey your command.”

	 

	That night, the scholar slept in the study. At dawn, the woman summoned her uncle to preside over the wedding rites. The uncle had a broad forehead, a full chin, and a long beard that brushed his belly. Upon seeing the scholar, he regarded him highly, saying, “This is no ordinary material. My niece truly possesses the Treasury of the True Dharma Eye; she naturally would not be mistaken.”

	 

	Thus, they chose an auspicious time for the following day. They bowed to each other and drank the nuptial wine, exactly according to worldly customs. When the fan was removed, her radiant beauty shone forth, charming as a hibiscus in the early sun or a lotus bud in the morning mist. The harmony of the scholar and the woman was, needless to say, perfect.

	 

	Time passed, and after a month or so, the examination date arrived. The scholar was about to go out to take the autumn provincial exams. The woman said, “You are not a man destined for official merit; why must you eat the cold rice of these three sessions?”

	 

	She made him discard his exam practice essays and focus his efforts on poetry and lyrics. She often joined him in composing verses and searching for phrases, singing in harmony with him. They locked the gate and swept no paths for guests, ignoring affairs outside their door. When the scholar’s friends came to visit, all were refused entry.

	 

	When the golden wind turned and the jade dew began to congeal, the woman said to the scholar, “Yesterday I received a family letter; I know the people from the South Sea say they will return any day. My father has long had the intention of housing his son-in-law, but I fear my mother may have words of blame. This is not the way to treat a pampered guest. It would be better to return to your garden. It is not far from my home; if I wish to visit my parents, I can go back and forth morning and evening.”

	 

	The scholar agreed that this was possible. The dowry and gifts amounted to over ten thousand taels of gold. Even after moving for several days, the items were not yet exhausted. The neighbors on all sides clicked their tongues in envy of their wealth.

	 

	It happened that the local gentleman had finished his mourning period and entered the capital. He was about to sell the garden for travel expenses and had already reached a verbal agreement with another family. Hearing this, the woman urged the scholar to increase the price and buy it. The scholar planned to send a servant to fetch funds from his home.

	 

	The woman said, “There is no need. I have a hundred thousand gold in my purse. Previously, following the example of Bu Shi, I paid a contribution to the government on your behalf and have already obtained the post of Circuit Intendant for you. It was just a trivial matter, so I did not get around to telling you. If you wish to buy the garden, funds are certainly not lacking.”

	 

	The scholar said, “Your father truly far surpasses Zhuo Wangsun!”

	 

	The woman laughed and said, “Because I did not act out Wenjun’s elopement, I have this.”

	 

	Once the garden belonged to the scholar, he repaired it on a grand scale and bought vacant land to the left of the garden to expand it. From then on, the scholar traveled between Hangzhou and Shaoxing, resting on rocks and rinsing his mouth with streams, plowing the mountains and fishing the waters, no longer seeking career advancement.

	 

	The woman had no issue, so she advised the scholar to take a concubine to ensure a succession. It happened that an old woman named Jin from Suzhou was living outside the Yongjin Gate with her daughter. The daughter had just reached marriageable age and possessed considerable beauty. She was skilled at embroidery and relied on her ten fingers to make a living and supply her mother with sweet delicacies. The neighbors often praised her as a filial daughter.

	 

	Hearing of this, the woman said to the scholar, “She can be married.”

	 

	The scholar held that it was not necessary. The woman, without consulting the scholar, ordered a matchmaker to go and ask. They demanded five hundred gold; she gave it immediately and brought the girl back to marry him. After bathing and adorning the girl, she finally let the scholar see her. The scholar remained silent, expressing neither approval nor disapproval, and simply ordered her to serve in the bedroom. The girl from the Jin family was good at anticipating the scholar’s wishes, and she served the wife morning and evening without a look of laziness. After a year, the Jin daughter gave birth to a son whose cry was very powerful.

	 

	The woman went to look at him and said with joy, “This is a son who will uplift the ancestors.” She named him Qifeng.

	 

	One day, people from the woman’s family came to welcome her home. The noise of carriages and horses was tumultuous, and the retinue was magnificent. The woman mounted her carriage and was about to depart, but her demeanor was deeply sorrowful. She said to the scholar, “My husband now has an heir. Take good care of your precious body; do not dwell on me.”

	 

	The scholar said, “It is but a temporary parting of ten days; why do you make such an attitude toward me?”

	 

	He comforted her repeatedly. Tears fell from the woman’s eyes onto her lapels and sleeves. The scholar wiped her face for her, feeling great unbearable pain, and immediately wanted to accompany her. The woman urgently stopped him.

	 

	The carriage suddenly rolled its wheels, speeding away like lightning; in an instant, it was gone.

	 

	Eventually, the agreed return date passed, yet the woman did not return. He sent someone to inquire; her house was already empty. Entering inside, wild grass and cold mist filled the eyes with desolation. He asked the neighbors all around, but there was absolutely no one named Yang. The servant returned and reported to the scholar.

	 

	Greatly shocked and distressed, the scholar went to search and ask himself. After several days, an old man said, “This house is the old residence of the Imperial Son-in-Law Yang. It has been uninhabited for a long time, and strange occurrences are frequently heard of. I suspect what you met were fox spirits or ghosts?”

	 

	The scholar stared, unable to answer. Gazing west, he hesitated, then whipped his horse and returned home.

	 


Zhang Zhiyun

	 

	Zhang Zhiyun, named Chubian and styled Shiyun, was a native of Taicang but held registered residency in Jinling. His parents passed away one after another, so he lived in reliance upon his uncle. He was left over ten qing of fields, which were also managed by his uncle. The uncle had no children of his own and loved Zhang like a pearl in his palm, inviting famous teachers to tutor him in his studies.

	 

	The student was exceptionally bright and alert; at the age of wushuo, he had already finished the Thirteen Classics. Prominent families from far and near vied to offer him marriage, but he was unwilling to accept any of them. When asked the reason, he said, “Unless she is the finest person in the world, I do not deign to be her spouse.”

	 

	Consequently, everyone laughed at him for being foolish, saying, “What does a young boy know, that his standards are so high?”

	 

	There was a classmate named Scholar Zheng, a frivolous and dissolute man, who was very familiar with the “Willow Lady of Zhangtai.” A new courtesan had arrived, who happened to be Zheng’s eastern neighbor, a girl of the Ren clan named Meilan. Zheng praised her beauty to Zhang. Zhang was tempted, and thus Zheng lured him into visiting the brothels.

	 

	Upon seeing her, Zhang was delighted; he lit lamps, set a banquet, and stayed the night. When the wine was finished and the candle burned low, they were extremely intimate. Meilan knew his uncle was rich in gold and silk, and seeing that Zhang was young and naive, she knew it would not be difficult to trick him. Zhang only possessed a few dozen taels of gold for the night, which were easily exhausted by his lavish spending.

	 

	Meilan intentionally pretended she was going to travel to Hankou, urging him to steal his uncle’s heavy funds and leave with her. It happened that the uncle had just collected a principal-and-interest payment from a shop, amounting to roughly a thousand gold. Zhang pried open the chest, took it, and gave it all to Meilan.

	 

	Meilan said, “We cannot stay here. Once your uncle pursues us, how will we evade him? It is better to go together to Hankou.”

	 

	Zhang followed her advice, and they fled in the night. He hid in Meilan’s place all day, never going out; all his clothes and food depended entirely on Meilan. Over a year passed in this manner, and he announced that the gold at the head of the bed was exhausted. Meilan gradually began going out to entertain guests at banquets, and eventually began staying overnight at other places, not returning for several nights. Zhang received nothing but dirty looks from her “sisters” in the trade.

	 

	One day, Meilan said to Zhang, “I have been with you for a full year, yet I have not had a dream of orchids. There is a Nunnery of the White-Robed Great Scholar here; praying for heirs there is very effective. I wish to go with you to pray; what do you say?”

	 

	Zhang happily agreed and they went together by carriage. The nunnery was filled with lay sisters who received them very attentively and prepared a vegetarian feast of bamboo shoots. After burning incense and making vows, the woman asked to leave first, saying her husband could follow later.

	 

	When Zhang returned, the room was completely empty; asking the neighbors, no one knew anything. Zhang realized he had been deceived and cried until he nearly lost his voice. Looking into his travel bag, he did not possess a single coin; he was in a dilemma, unable to advance or retreat. The landlord, seeing the resident had gone, was about to lock the gate and drove Zhang out of the house.

	 

	The sun had set, and he walked alone through the streets with an empty stomach, hunger burning inside him, with no plan whatsoever. He thought to himself that having reached this point, it would be better to end it all with death. He rushed out to the western suburbs, a place filled with desolate mounds and ancient tombs, with pines and catalpas lining the road and elms and cypresses reaching the sky. He saw only ghost fires bobbing up and down and heard the screeching of owls and storks; it was truly terrifying. Zhang had absolutely no fear; he untied his belt and hanged himself beneath a clump of trees.

	 

	At first, he felt a hundred orifices bursting open and his heart like boiling oil; soon, he felt his soul exit from the top of his head, standing apart from his body. He floated as if treading on the void; the heaven and earth were bright, like a different world.

	 

	Suddenly, beside him, there was the sound of an old man sighing: “How happy you were before, how sad you are today! A young man reaching this point should truly awaken.”

	 

	Zhang turned to look and saw an old man with white hair and a grey face, a silver beard floating in the wind, possessing the air of an immortal and extraordinary bearing. He stood up and bowed.

	 

	The old man said, “My thatched hut is a stone’s throw from here. Why not lower yourself to visit and pass the night?”

	 

	Zhang merely assented. The old man then used his staff to lead the way. They walked a winding path for half a li. Faint lamplight leaked through the dense woods. A stream cut across the path, crossed by a simple bridge; under drooping willows, a wooden door faced the water. The old man knocked with his staff, and a young girl with unbound hair came to open the door.

	 

	The old man ushered Zhang into the thatched hall, treating him with the courtesy due a guest. In a moment, mountain delicacies and wild vegetables were presented in abundance. The old man said, “This rustic meal is not enough to serve a guest, but knowing you have not yet had dinner, it will suffice to fill your hunger.”

	 

	Zhang declined modestly before sitting to eat; the food surpassed rare delicacies. The old man said to Zhang, “Having reached this dead end, have you thought of making plans to return home?”

	 

	Zhang bowed his head silently, tears glistening. When asked again, he said, “I must make some progress before I speak of returning; otherwise, with what face can I see the elders of Jiangdong?”

	 

	The old man said, “Since you sincerely have ambition, ‘blue clouds’ are not hard to reach. I have a niece who has just reached marriageable age. Her parents died early, and she is an orphan like you. If you do not discard the idea, I shall act as matchmaker. My niece currently lives north of Jinan city. If you enter the capital, you can visit her on the way to convey my intentions; the marriage will arrange itself. After marriage, take your family to the capital; she will be able to plan everything for you.”

	 

	The old man immediately wrote a letter under the lamp and gifted him ten ingots of fine silver for travel expenses, then called a maid to set up bedding in the north hall. Zhang was exhausted and slept immediately.

	 

	When he woke at dawn, he suddenly felt cold dew invading his skin and sharp wind piercing his bones. Opening his eyes to look around, he was lying atop a grave mound; standing up to check the boundary stone, it was the tomb path of the Yan family.

	 

	Prior to this, when Zhang hanged himself, a busybody had passed by the place. The moon was high and bright as day; seeing a human corpse hanging prominently from a tree, the passerby hurriedly cut it down. He tried a hundred ways to revive him, but ultimately he did not wake, so the man moved him onto the tomb, intending to bury the corpse the next day.

	 

	When Zhang revived, he felt inside his bag; the letter and silver were both there. He was terrified, realizing that whom he met in the night was the ghost in the tomb. Grateful for his virtue, he bowed and prayed ceaselessly, then believed the words and went straight to Jinan.

	 

	He looked at the address written on the envelope: Niece Wang, styled Chanxiang, residing at the fourth house in Hengshan Lane, north of the city. He searched for three days but found no trace. Just as he thought the ghost matchmaker was unreliable and was about to return in dejection, an incident occurred.

	 

	One evening, very thirsty from walking, he stopped for a small drink at a tavern and begged for some liquid from an old woman at the stove. While reaching into his bag for money, he accidentally dropped the old man’s letter on the ground without realizing it.

	 

	The old woman picked up the letter, opened it, and exclaimed in surprise, “This letter is addressed to my niece Chanxiang; why is it here?”

	 

	Zhang admitted, “That is what I just dropped. Since you are her aunt, you must know her location; I have been searching for her for three days.”

	 

	The old woman said, “No wonder it was hard for you to find; my niece has moved to Baifu Lane. Her new residence is quite a sight.”

	 

	She immediately ordered a boy in the shop to guide him. They arrived in less than a hundred paces. Gold studs floated on the gate; it looked like the home of a noble family. The gatekeeper was only one man. Once inside the inner hall, those running around to serve were all young maids. Zhang produced the letter and gave it to a maid.

	 

	In a moment, the lady’s order was transmitted: “Immediately invite the old woman here to entertain the new guest on my behalf.”

	 

	The old woman arrived, went inside, and came out shortly, holding a candle to look Zhang up and down, saying, “Is this my nephew-in-law? His appearance shines like jade, his bone structure is ice-clear. To have chosen such a handsome son-in-law is truly satisfying. The old bearded slave’s eyesight was not wrong.”

	 

	She called to the gatekeeper to summon the neighbors from left and right to witness the marriage. Shortly after, people in formal dress arrived one after another. The group decided that three days later would be the auspicious date. All decorations and arrangements were prepared with extreme luxury.

	 

	On the day, music was loud and clear, and lamps were brilliant. They bowed to each other and drank the nuptial wine, exactly following the customs of Jiangsu and Zhejiang. Upon entering the bridal chamber, he lifted the red veil. Zhang saw that the new bride possessed infinite grace; her beauty was rare, her skin soft and lovely—she was truly a person from among the immortals. Zhang was so happy he felt like going mad, almost suspecting he was in a dream. From then on, they got along very happily, like glue and lacquer.

	 

	Zhang said to his wife, “Now that I have obtained you, I should return to my hometown to serve my uncle and provide him some joy.”

	 

	The wife said, “I have already donated grain to purchase a Secretary title for you. You can go north to take the metropolitan exam. If you achieve consecutive victories, it will not be too late to return.”

	 

	Zhang said, “Since I began drifting, writing seems like something from a past life. I have not reviewed the curriculum for a long time; the ‘brambles under my wrist’ are more than a dou deep. I fear if I fail, how will I face letting you down?”

	 

	The wife laughed and said, “No matter. When the time comes, I will enter the examination hall on your behalf. I certainly won’t handle it like ‘wrapping a baby upside down’; just to give you a laugh.”

	 

	Thus, choosing an auspicious day, the couple traveled by carriage to the capital. Servants were like clouds, and their luggage was grand. As the exam date approached, the wife often wore Zhang’s clothes, imitated his attire, and practiced his mannerisms; anyone seeing her suddenly would hardly be able to tell the difference.

	 

	After the three sessions were completed, the wife ordered Zhang to present the essays to various famous scholars. All of them tapped the table in admiration, predicting he would certainly pass. When the list came out, he was indeed in the top ranks. The next year, he passed the national exam and entered the Hanlin Academy. Those who saw Zhang’s essays praised him as an extraordinary talent, not knowing they were all ghostwritten by the person at the head of his bed.

	 

	Zhang then begged leave to return to his hometown, traveling back with his wife. When the uncle saw Zhang again, it was like obtaining a rare treasure. Initially, when Zhang achieved success, messengers arrived repeatedly. The uncle, because Zhang had been gone so long, firmly suspected it was a mistake. Only now did he know it was not an error.

	 

	Zhang happened to mention to his wife, “In the past year when I met your uncle, it was at the Yan family tomb. Could it be your uncle is already on the roster of ghosts?”

	 

	The wife said, “My uncle received the art of ‘Refining Form through Lunar Yin’ and has become an Earth Immortal. Recently he roams the human world and will visit me in a few days. You must be careful not to mention his past matters, lest you shock people.”

	 

	Later, due to placing first in the grand evaluation, Zhang was sent out as the Education Commissioner of Sichuan. There was no famous scenic spot in Shu that his wax clogs did not traverse.

	 

	One day, at the foot of Mount Emei, he saw a Taoist priest with a yellow cap, a long beard, and a magnificent appearance, his spiritual bearing crystal clear. He made a long bow and said to Zhang, “Does the noble man still recognize this old man today?”

	 

	Zhang was confused and did not know how to answer. The Taoist took a letter from his sleeve and said, “Return and show this to your wife; she will know.”

	 

	Zhang returned to Chengdu and gave the letter to his wife, only then realizing it was her uncle, though his appearance had changed. Soon after, through the capital inspection, his name was recorded for the Censorate. In his impeachments, he avoided no powerful figures; his reputation for blunt honesty shook the times. He continued as the Judicial Commissioner of Hubei, where he released those languishing in prison and cleared up false accusations. All historical doubtful cases, once interrogated by him, were immediately clarified. The common people almost called him “Blue Sky,” comparing him to Bao Zheng of the Song Dynasty, though in truth, it was mostly due to the help of his wife.

	 

	One evening, he happened to be reviewing a robbery case with his wife. A great bandit had robbed a certain Prince’s residence and hid the loot in a brothel. The person implicated by the bandit was none other than Ren Meilan; by then she was already a madam. She had four girls, all excellent and beautiful, all named with the character “Lan”: one was Xianglan, the second Yuanlan, the third Lilan, and the fourth Xiaolan. Xiaolan was the youngest and exceptionally beautiful. By this time, they had all been scattered.

	 

	Meilan was aging like “Lady Xu,” though her charm still remained; at this moment, she was like a pear blossom in rain, having gone through much destruction.

	 

	Zhang pointed and said to his wife, “This is the one who tricked me of a thousand gold and abandoned me halfway. Today she has fallen under my judgment; I should have her beaten to death with heavy punishment.”

	 

	The wife said, “You cannot. Wherever there is enmity, it is better to resolve it than to knot it further. Regarding the events of the past, how do you know you did not owe this woman a debt in a past life, and thus paid it back now? That a happy bond turned into a grievance was also destined from a previous life. Now that she has already exacted retribution from you, closing this case, if you take revenge on her again, when will the mutual vengeance end? It is better to resolve this karmic bond for you.”

	 

	Zhang agreed. When Meilan was brought to the hall, she saw Zhang’s face and he looked familiar. She tossed and turned in her thoughts, suspecting it was him; upon privately asking his name, it was indeed him.

	 

	She sighed, saying, “Retribution! My life ends here!”

	 

	Zhang interrogated the matter repeatedly for her sake, finding all the evidence that the bandit had falsely accused her. Meilan truly knew nothing of the situation, so he immediately released her. He also secretly sent people with heavy gold to redeem the four “Lans” and help her in her poverty. Meilan knew this all came from Zhang’s virtue and was moved to the bone. She set up a longevity tablet for him, burning incense and bowing in worship morning and evening.

	 

	Just then, Zhang’s uncle died, and he returned home for the funeral. Meilan also took the four girls and returned, personally visiting Zhang’s home, wishing to serve him for the rest of her life without double-mindedness. The four girls all filled Zhang’s harem; all were skilled in singing, adept at string and wind instruments, and quite knowledgeable in books and history. Because of this, Zhang enjoyed quite a lot of romantic fortune in his later years.

	 

	Some say: The wife was also of the class of Earth Immortals. When Zhang died, he was exceedingly old, yet the wife’s appearance was still like that of a person of twenty or so. By the time the burial was finished and they returned, the wife’s whereabouts were unknown.

	 


Zheng Zhixian

	 

	Sun Sun, courtesy name Bolan, was a native of Wuxing, and styled himself “The Drunken Ink Student of Tiaoxi.” From childhood, he accompanied his father on official travels to all four corners of the realm, residing longest in the Central Plains. Later, his father was transferred to Anhui province due to his outstanding service record and was promoted to Prefect of Anqing.

	 

	At that time, the region had just suffered through devastation; the markets were desolate, and the government offices were in ruins. Sun, feeling a sense of sorrow upon seeing such sights, did not wish to live within the official yamen. Next to the yamen stood a civilian cottage of three rooms. It had been newly renovated after the turmoil and was quite refined and clean, featuring a secluded spring and rockery. The flowers and trees were austere, creating a distinct realm of quietude. The owner was a former official of the Central Plains and a colleague of Sun’s father; as he had already taken his family to his new post, the house had been empty for some time, so it was rented to Sun. Sun brought his zither and books, moved in, and found it quite agreeable.

	 

	One evening, Intendant Jinchang hosted a banquet and invited Sun to drink. They played guessing games and exchanged toasts; the poetry riddles and hidden puzzles were all extremely clever. Some guests began discussing tales of foxes and ghosts, embellishing the stories in a myriad of ways with a fountain of wit. Sun, already slightly tipsy, shook his head in disbelief, declaring that he had never seen a ghost in his life, and as for foxes being able to transform into human form, reason dictated it was impossible.

	 

	It was the Mid-Autumn Festival; the bright moon hung in the void, exceptionally clear and white. As the wine ran out and the guests dispersed, Sun took advantage of the mood to walk home under the moonlight. The water clock had already sounded the third watch. Just as he was about to rest his head on the pillow, he suddenly heard the sound of finger-flicking outside the window. Secretly suspicious, he draped his clothes over his shoulders and rose. Peeking through a crack in the window, he saw a graceful silhouette standing with her back to the eaves.

	 

	He opened the door and went out, and indeed saw a young woman dressed in a purple jacket and emerald skirt, her demeanor charming and graceful. When asked her age, she appeared to be just sixteen. Viewed under the moonlight, her posture was like that of a celestial being; her romantic allure was such that the lotus in the water could not compare to her glamour, nor the peony in the wind imply her delicacy.

	 

	Wild with joy, Sun made a deep bow to the woman and said, “From where have you just come to arrive here? Are you Chang’e seeking a mate, stealing down to the red dust of the mortal world?”

	 

	The woman smiled and said, “I am the daughter of the Ruan family, your eastern neighbor. My room is separated from your studio by only a single wall. Because I hear the sound of your reading every night, I know you are a man of elegance and refinement. The moonlight tonight is magnificent; why do you stay alone? Do you not suffer from loneliness?”

	 

	Sun replied, “Your jade toes deigning to approach have deeply comforted my traveler’s longing. Why not enter the studio for a brief rest, so we may converse through the long night?”

	 

	Thereupon, he took her hand and led her into the room, where they trimmed the lamp and whispered together. The woman feigned a slight weariness, resting her chin on her hand as if wanting to sleep. Sun then embraced her and brought her into the quilt, undoing her fastenings for her. They got along with great joy, treating each other with the utmost tenderness and attachment.

	 

	At midnight, the woman rose to ask for tea. She went to Sun’s desk and flipped through his books and histories. Seeing Sun’s poetry drafts, she chanted them in a melodious voice, seeming to appreciate them greatly, and asked for a poem. Sun refused, but she would not accept it. He then took a sheet of Huanhua paper from the shelf and composed a quatrain:

	 

	“Across the wall, the flower shadows hover and pace,

	Suddenly I see a nymph descending under the moon.

	Sitting together by the mountain window with nothing else to do,

	I delight in the single spot of red blushing upon a fragrant cheek.”

	 

	Upon receiving the poem, the woman gave a captivating smile and hurriedly tucked it into her bosom, saying, “This scholar loves to tease people; I shall have my small revenge.”

	 

	She then bid him a diligent farewell, adding, “The flower shadows lie across the window, and the water clock is nearly exhausted. You should sleep, my lord, and I shall return home. In the leisure time between my needlework, allow me to visit again. Please do not speak of this to outsiders.”

	 

	She drifted away and left. Sun saw her to the garden steps, where his foot was obstructed by a small stone, and he woke with a start. The neighbors’ roosters were already crowing chaotically, the lamp was burning dimly, yet a wisp of lingering fragrance remained in the room.

	 

	The next morning, by his pillow, he found a jade hairpin. The carving was exquisite. On the back of the hairpin were several lines of characters. Examining them closely, it was a quatrain:

	 

	“Flower shadows face the window, the moon is upon the curtains,

	Too lazy to compete with my delicate eyebrows in evening makeup.

	Waking from a dream at the third watch with no one around,

	I rose alone to trim the lamp and write upon this jade tag.”

	 

	The signature read “For the amusement of the Scholar Lady Yuwen,” which presumably was the young woman’s name. Sun played with it for a long time, then treasured it away in his chest, keeping it a deeply guarded secret and not showing it lightly to others.

	 

	That evening, hoping the woman would return, he brewed tea in a pot and burned incense in a tripod to await her. Ten nights passed, yet she did not arrive. He began to suspect it was a demonic dream that would not be fulfilled again.

	 

	One day, returning from another banquet elsewhere, he saw lamplight already in his window. Approaching closer, he heard the sound of poetry being chanted, soft and gentle like a woman. Delighted, thinking Yuwen had returned, he pushed the door open and rushed in. He found a woman bent over the desk holding a brush, appearing lost in thought. Glimpsing Sun, she was terrified and tried to flee.

	 

	Sun grasped her sleeve and said, “I haven’t seen you for half a month; I’ve missed you to death! What night is this, that we get to meet again?”

	 

	The woman stood back, smiling, and said, “We have never met before; why do you speak such words?”

	 

	Sun looked at her closely. With dimpled cheeks, long eyebrows, snowy skin, and a flowery face, she was a perfect match for the previous woman—a pair of jade bi. Sun let her go, bowed, and said, “Although we are not acquaintances, please stay a while. Since you have descended upon my humble abode, why not sit for a moment?”

	 

	The woman sat obliquely by the window, appearing very shy. Sun saw a sheet of Phoenix paper on the table, covered in writing. The characters were dense and pearl-like, the style surpassing that of the “Hairpin Flower” calligraphy.

	 

	He said to the woman, “Did you write this? I say you must be a female Xiangru; surely I am not mistaken.”

	 

	The woman replied, “Hastily scribbled graffiti, not worth mentioning. You praise me too much, sir; it only makes me blush with shame.”

	 

	Sun, delighted by her elegant and meaningful speech, urgently asked for her name.

	 

	The woman said, “My surname is Zheng, my name is Zhixian. I am originally from Li but am residing here. My uncle lives in the house to your west, separated by only a cow’s bellow. I came this morning to visit my uncle and thus happened to meet you. This, too, is destiny. As for my home, it is at the foot of Mount Duxiu, about sixty li from here. If you do not disdain it, I beg you to stoop to visit when you have leisure.”

	 

	When she finished speaking, she attempted to take her leave. Sun pulled her into his embrace and playfully sat her on his knee, saying, “Your predestined bond is not yet concluded; how can you speak of returning so abruptly?”

	 

	The woman then asked if Sun was married.

	 

	Sun replied, “I am waiting to find a jade-like person; my matrimonial card is still empty. It is a pity I cannot find someone like you to engage for old age.”

	 

	She asked Sun again, “Do you have an illicit lover?”

	 

	Sun stammered for a long time, unable to answer. The woman stood down, shook her clothes, and made to leave.

	 

	Sun said, “How can a lover in a dream be counted as proof?”

	 

	He then recounted the previous dream to her in detail.

	 

	The woman said, “That was no dream. Lady Yu of the Ruan family next door is my sworn sister. She feared you might be rough, so she entrusted me to facilitate the match. Her hairpin is still in your possession; keep it well. Otherwise, if dreams have no form, where did the left-behind object come from?”

	 

	Sun said, “If you and she are close friends in the boudoir, why not summon her on my behalf, so that we may both belong to one man? Do not be jealous like Yin and Xing, but imitate Ehuang and Nüying. What do you say?”

	 

	The woman nodded and said, “From this, I know you are not one who loves the new and discards the old. She has gone to a relative’s house tonight to prepare a feast and admire the moon, engaging in a long night of drinking. I fear she has no time to attend a tryst in the mulberries. Tomorrow evening, I shall bring her along.”

	 

	Sun urged the woman to sleep; she only agreed after repeated requests. Once her evening makeup was removed, she entered the curtains with a smile. Sun embraced her; she was plump where appropriate and soft as if boneless. He sighed, “This is truly the ‘Land of Tenderness’ of Emperor Wu of Han.”

	 

	Upon joining, the woman cried out softly and melodiously, as if unable to bear the emotion. Sun also dared not exhaust his pleasure.

	 

	They had slept but a moment when the sky was already fully bright. The woman rose hurriedly, saying, “Greedy for sleep, I forgot the dawn; my uncle will know.”

	 

	She dressed and got off the bed, throwing a white handkerchief into Sun’s bosom. “My weak constitution is lush and flourishing; I have lost my chastity for you. From now on, please do not betray me.”

	 

	She unlatched the door and left on her own. Sun hoped that in the evening the two beauties would arrive as a pair, but unexpectedly, after a long time, there was no sign of them.

	 

	It happened that Sun went out the west gate of the city on business. He detoured past the foot of Mount Duxiu, intending to visit the woman’s home, but realized he had forgotten to ask for her specific address and directions, so he had no way to inquire. He simply walked slowly past village huts and farmhouses, hoping for a chance encounter.

	 

	By chance, he arrived at the western foothills, where a stream swirled, spanned by a simple bridge. Three or five households were scattered there, thatched huts with bamboo fences, quite abundant in secluded charm. Where the stream ended, red maples and green cypresses made the scenery even more wondrous. One family had built a cottage overlooking the water; it appeared newly renovated and was the most lofty and spacious.

	 

	Sun squatted on a rock to rest a moment. Suddenly, he heard the double doors creak open, and a young maid carrying a bucket came out to draw water. She glanced frequently at Sun, as if surprised by his strange attire.

	 

	Sun called out from a distance, asking if there was a Zheng family there.

	 

	She replied, “My master is indeed Elder Zheng.”

	 

	Sun immediately asked if he could meet Zheng Zhixian.

	 

	The maid looked shocked and suspicious, saying, “That is my family’s Third Aunt, the pearl in my master’s palm. You are a traveler from afar; how do you know the name from the deep boudoir? Please leave quickly. Do not invite sudden disaster. I fear if the Master hears of this, he will suspect you are a madman, and your ribs will be filled with old fists.”

	 

	Sun did not respond. He walked straight across the bridge and knocked on the door, asking to see the master. After a moment, an old grey-haired servant came out and asked Sun his business.

	 

	Sun said, “I am also from Zhejiang, a fellow provincial of your master. Passing through here by chance, I seek a meeting only to fulfill the sentiments of our shared homeland, with no other intentions.”

	 

	The servant declined, saying the master had just ascended to the Southern Peak Daoist monastery to discuss alchemy formulas with the Cyan Mist Alchemist and would not descend for half a month.

	 

	Sun then lied, saying, “Are those living west of the Prefectural yamen not your master’s female relatives? Yesterday, their family entrusted an object to be given to the Young Lady.”

	 

	He took the white handkerchief from his bosom, wrapped it in paper, and asked for a brush to write “respectfully opened by Third Aunt Zhixian.”

	 

	The servant went in and came out not long after, respectfully ushering Sun inside. They passed through several layers of gates and doors, arriving beneath a western tower. The red window was half-open, and embroidered curtains hung low. The woman was sitting sideways with her arm bent; seeing Sun arrive, she immediately rose, straightened her dress, and curtsied.

	 

	Sun saw that the woman’s jade face was unhappy, and her emerald brows were knit, as if she possessed a heavy sorrow. Sun said to her, “I have come from afar to visit, fortunate to meet again. We should be happy, yet you are sad. Why?”

	 

	The woman said, “It is not something you would know. Since this meeting, passion is long but destiny is short; meetings will be few and separations many. That is why I am sad.”

	 

	She immediately ordered the maids to set a table in the Cassia Pavilion, saying, “The osmanthus in the pavilion is in full bloom, its fragrance permeating far and near. I shall drink with you beneath the flowers as a farewell.”

	 

	During the meal, she urged him to drink diligently, exhausting countless cups. Drunk, the woman beat upon a copper vessel and sang:

	 

	“I, from childhood,

	Grew up in the crimson boudoir.

	Knowing only the joy of union,

	How could I know the sorrow of separation?

	Once I knew you, I fell into a kalpa of love,

	From this parting on, heaven and man are separated.

	I desire to see you, but cannot obtain it, Alas!

	The infatuation of son and daughter knits into stone.

	Stone may decay, but passion cannot be extinguished,

	Existing with Heaven and Earth without end!”

	 

	When the song ended, she sobbed and sighed, weeping so hard she could not look up. Sun also felt grief rising from within and forced himself to comfort her.

	 

	The sun hid in the west, and the silver toad hung in the trees. Sun expressed a desire to stay the night. The woman seemed to think it impossible, yet her feelings could not let him go. She ordered quilts and pillows set up in the west wing, and they resumed their old intimacy.

	 

	After a while, the woman said to Sun, “My fate with you ends here! The first time was the beginning of our couplehood; this time is the end of our marriage. Numbers are determined by preordination. I wish for you not to dwell on me.”

	 

	She untied a jade pendant from her chest and tied it to Sun’s lapel, saying, “I played with this in my infancy; seeing it is like seeing me.”

	 

	Just as they were whispering unceasingly, they suddenly heard a noise of people boiling over, coming from far to near, followed by the repeated firing of guns and cannons, shaking the mountains and hills.

	 

	The young maid rushed in frantically, saying, “Disaster has arrived! Why do you not leave quickly! Are you still greedy for pleasure?”

	 

	Sun hurriedly accompanied the woman out to look. A tumultuous crowd of dozens had already destroyed the gate and entered. Sun, suspecting they were bandits, grabbed a club and stepped forward, intending to fight them.

	 

	Catching a glimpse of Sun, the crowd was astonished and asked, “Are you a human? A demon? or a mountain spirit or tree sprite?”

	 

	Sun looked back. The woman was gone, and the house had vanished completely. He was standing physically in the midst of deep woods and bushes. Terrified, he replied, “I am the son of the Prefect of Anqing; I lost my way and lodged here. Where do you all come from?”

	 

	The crowd said, “We are hunters. We were just chasing a pack of foxes to this spot. Did you see them? This place is full of howling beasts and scurrying birds; it is grim and dangerous and one cannot stay for a moment. You are a nobleman; why are you here?”

	 

	They then protected him and escorted him back.

	
Records of the Strange While Drunk on Tea

	 

	Publication date: 1892

	
A-Ling

	 

	Wang Yuan, a scion of a noble family in Qi, was a young man of distinction, far surpassing his peers. His father, a Judicial Officer named Sili, was extremely strict in his discipline. He locked his son in the study daily to attend to his lessons, forbidding him from exchanging greetings or condolences even with relatives.

	 

	At that time, a troupe of actors was performing in the village, and the young scholar sneaked out to watch them. When the play ended, it was already late. Fearing punishment upon his return, he paced back and forth by the roadside, gazing at his family gate from afar and shedding tears.

	 

	Before long, he wandered aimlessly out of the village. After walking eastward for about a mile, an old woman by the roadside spoke to him: “You look like a fine young man; the sky is already so late, yet you still hesitate here. Where are you going?”

	 

	Wang explained his situation.

	 

	The old woman said, “You will certainly be beaten if you return. It would be better to come with me. My humble home is not far; I would not let a young gentleman sleep in the open.”

	 

	Wang dried his tears, delighted, and accompanied her.

	 

	They arrived at a village surrounded by a short fence. Inside was a brushwood gate resembling a small hole. She took Wang’s hand, and they bowed to enter. The interior was surprisingly spacious. After walking a few steps, they reached several tiled houses. With stone pillows and bamboo beds, the place felt quite elegant and clean. She lit a candle and asked him to sit. Seeing a Weiqi board and books on the table, Wang noted that this did not resemble a farmer’s house.

	 

	He asked, “Old mother, are you skilled in these arts?”

	 

	The old woman replied, “I practiced them quite a bit in my youth, though I regret I never mastered them. My surname is Pi. I have a niece who lost both parents when she was young and lives in my humble home. In her breaks from needlework, I have her relieve her boredom with these arts. This child is quite clever; her childhood name is Ah Ling. Let me call her out to keep the young gentleman company in a game.”

	 

	She left and soon returned, leading a young woman. With double loops of hair hanging by her ears, she was charming and moving. Standing under the lamp, she glanced sideways with autumnal-water eyes, brimming with a smiling manner. Wang’s soul took flight, and his responses became clumsy.

	 

	The old woman said, “Ling’er, keep the gentleman company for a while. I will go prepare some food.”

	 

	After the old woman left, Wang asked, “How old are you, young lady?”

	 

	The girl replied, “Fourteen.”

	 

	Wang said, “One year younger than I.”

	 

	The girl asked, “And what of being one year younger?”

	 

	Wang said, “It makes it easier to address you hereafter.”

	 

	The girl retorted, “Who is your servant girl, that you should address me so casually?”

	 

	Wang said, “I meant a term of endearment.”

	 

	The girl said, “How shall we address each other? Are you not being arrogant like the King of Yelang?”

	 

	Wang said, “I dare not! I dare not! My dear must call me Lang.”

	 

	The girl laughed and said, “I take you for a brother. I am most afraid of wolves, and since lang sounds like wolf, it is inconvenient to call you that.”

	 

	Wang asked, “If you do not call me Lang, what will you call me?”

	 

	The girl covered her mouth and said, “If I don’t call you a wolf, then I’ll call you a dog!”

	 

	Wang said, “Ridiculing people for no reason—I must punish you!”

	 

	He suddenly moved forward to snatch her handkerchief. The girl giggled and threw the handkerchief to the ground. Wang hurriedly bent to pick it up, but the girl had already retrieved it. Wang grabbed her wrist to snatch it back again.

	 

	Just then, the old woman lifted the curtain and entered, holding a tray in her left hand and a spoon and chopsticks in her right. She piled them onto the table and said to Wang, “This child has been spoiled since childhood and has been rude to the guest. Please forgive her, young gentleman.”

	 

	Wang praised her intelligence highly.

	 

	The old woman said to the girl, “Being so silly and childish, do you not fear the gentleman’s laughter? Go into the kitchen and bring everything here.”

	 

	Shortly, the girl arranged cups and plates to fill the table. The old woman said, “My household truly lacks men, nor do we have servants; this vegetable fare is hardly fit to offer a guest.”

	 

	Wang politely declined at first, then ate. The flavors were all sweet and crisp, yet he could not name them. He asked the old woman where she obtained such fine flavors.

	 

	The old woman said, “The young gentleman lives daily in a realm of wealth and honor, displaying the eight treasures and eating ten thousand sheep. You have never tasted these mountain delicacies and wild vegetables, so you find them strange, do you not?”

	 

	Wang ate with relish and asked for their names again.

	 

	The old woman said, “The one with red threads and white textures is the hump of a purple camel. The one with rich meat and brittle bone is the paw of a black bear. The rice is Red Lotus Rice, and the soup is Green Jade Grits broth. We are far from the market and have no second flavors, but please force yourself to eat a bit more.”

	 

	Wang praised the meal endlessly.

	 

	The old woman said, “Since we have humiliated a fine guest today, I wish to play a drinking game to accompany the wine. Is the young gentleman willing?”

	 

	Wang eagerly requested the rules.

	 

	The old woman said, “Take four dice. One throw forms the points. You must pick a line of ancient poetry to match the dice; otherwise, you are fined with a ‘Golden Valley’ number of drinks.”

	 

	The girl threw first, getting two threes, a one, and a six. She said: “Three mountains half-fall beyond the azure sky.”

	 

	Wang threw, getting a one and two threes. He said: “Ideally placed in the heart of the waves, a single pearl.”

	 

	The girl remarked, “Why not say: ‘Within ten thousand greens, a single spot of red’?”

	 

	The old woman said, “The gentleman’s thought is clever indeed!”

	 

	Wang asked the old woman to throw. She threw two ones and two sixes, saying: “Two suns and moons hang high illuminating heaven and earth.”

	 

	When the game ended, each drank a cup and stopped. The banquet concluded, and the old woman swept the couch and laid out bedding, keeping Wang to stay the night.

	 

	Wang said, “I am timid sleeping alone; I wish you would send someone to accompany me.”

	 

	The old woman said, “The student is drunk! There are no tigers or wolves here; I guarantee nothing will carry you away.”

	 

	She left a candle and took the girl away with her.

	 

	Wang tossed and turned all night, thinking he should have spoken plainly, but fearing he might not succeed and would face humiliation. As the sky approached dawn, he heard the old woman and Ah Ling whispering incessantly in the room across from his; it sounded vaguely like they were discussing marriage.

	 

	In the morning, when the old woman came, Wang asked, “Does your niece have a betrothed?”

	 

	She replied, “Not yet.”

	 

	Wang asked, “What kind of person do you choose for a husband?”

	 

	She said, “Only one with a gentle temperament and elegant character and appearance will be permitted.”

	 

	Wang said, “How about someone like this humble scholar?”

	 

	The old woman mused and said, “The young gentleman is excellent, and I myself am quite inclined. Wait until I consult with my niece. If she is willing, then this very evening is an auspicious time; we will prepare the wedding tent, and there is no need to labor over a formal procession.”

	 

	Wang was overjoyed.

	 

	The old woman left, and Wang crouched by the window to listen.

	 

	The girl said, “The student is young and flighty. A spring breeze encounter, then the autumn fan is discarded and damaged; how could I bear that? Moreover, he has no words from a matchmaker, nor the command of his parents!”

	 

	The old woman said, “Child, you are mistaken! The student is a man of deep feeling. We hide our tracks in the mortal world; what we desire is of our own choosing. The paths of immortals and mortals are separated; who has ever seen a person of the dusty world act as a matchmaker for a fox spirit? We need not count on matchmakers; I will make him convey this to his parents himself.”

	 

	The girl said, “Even so, it cannot be too rushed.”

	 

	The old woman said, “The fate was determined long ago; it is not my forcing it.”

	 

	The girl said, “The Red Phoenix Star has not moved; haste will bring disaster. According to my divination, we should delay it for two years, otherwise, I fear it will be unfavorable.”

	 

	The old woman said, “Success lies with Heaven; child, do not worry.”

	 

	She came out and said to Wang, “With the young gentleman’s talent, appearance, and family status, what objection could there be? I only fear you cannot make the decision yourself and must return to trouble your honored father for a command. If he agrees, I will choose a lucky day to send the girl over. To tell you the truth, we are fox spirits, and we have a past destiny with you.”

	 

	Wang said, “My insignificant intentions are well known to you, old mother, but how shall I explain these words to my parents?”

	 

	The old woman said, “No matter. I possess an object; return and present it, saying it is for a marriage proposal. Your honored father will surely be willing. If there is a reply, await me at the stone bridge east of the city on a certain day.”

	 

	She then took out a silk packet, sealed very tightly, and gave it to Wang. He hid it in his bosom. She guided Wang out the door and instructed him as he left: “Do not forget the agreed date!”

	 

	She turned and left. Wang looked around; pine and catalpa trees lined the path, and there were no houses at all. He found the road and returned.

	 

	Upon returning, he dared not hide anything and told his father the truth. His father thought it strange and opened the seal. Layers of paper wrapped a copper ruler inside. Its inscription read: “The ruler is not long, the inch is not short; suitable for descendants, enduring for a long time.” It was truly an object from the Han Dynasty. He could not help but be astonished.

	 

	Previously, Wang’s father, Sili, had served in the private secretariat of Prefect Liu of Xianqin. The Prefect had a passion for antiques; whenever there were ancient vessels among the people, he would use various means to acquire them. A certain scholar possessed a copper ruler. The Prefect knew of it and plotted to seize it by force. The scholar, angry, appealed to the Governor. The Governor, detesting the Prefect’s greed, was about to convict him of corruption and remove him from office. The Prefect was terrified and sent someone to beg the Governor, offering the ruler as a gift. The Governor agreed, for he had an obsession with antiques even greater than the Prefect’s.

	 

	The Prefect had no choice but to part with his treasure. He opened his chest to retrieve the ruler, but the night before, his relative, a certain Lin, had stolen it. Lin fled home with the object but suddenly lost it halfway there. The Prefect was helpless; his superiors pursued the claim tightly, and the scholar litigated ceaselessly. The Prefect sent people to search, offering a thousand pieces of gold. He strongly suspected Lin, but Lin had already fled. Knowing that Sili was from the same village as Lin, the Prefect sent a letter begging Sili to search for it, his words full of sorrowful pleading. Sili, being in the secretariat, knew the details intimately.

	 

	Thus, obtaining this object now, he was overjoyed. Deeply grateful for the sentiment, he wished to conclude the marriage and planned to go to Xianyang to visit the Prefect, scheduling his journey for the near future.

	 

	At that time, Sili’s brother-in-law, a certain Yu, strenuously opposed it, saying: “An ordinary man is innocent, but harboring a jade treasure constitutes a crime. The origin of this stolen item is strange and treacherous; keeping it is inauspicious. It is better to sell it to remove the burden. Furthermore, fox spirits cannot become family members; you should sever ties immediately.”

	 

	Sili believed his words. He replied to the Prefect with an excuse, hid the ruler in a chest, and did not keep the pact with the immortals.

	 

	Wang Sheng was depressed and bored. Half a month passed in a flash, and he secretly went to the east of the city. The old woman was indeed there.

	 

	She happily said, “I knew the young gentleman would not break his word, but what can be done about your honored father’s refusal? I gave a gift worth a thousand gold; why blindly believe evil words? I fear disaster will arrive. Ah Ling has already been betrothed to someone else; the young gentleman should seek another beauty.”

	 

	Wang pulled at her sleeve and cried aloud in great pain.

	 

	The old woman said, “Young gentleman, dry your tears; I was joking! There is a plan; if you can follow it, there is still hope. In the tower in your family’s rear courtyard, screen off others and live alone. Wait for a night when there is a red lantern; I will send the girl there.”

	 

	Following her instructions, there was indeed a lantern pasted by the pillar. He approached it and saw Ah Ling sitting upstairs, her radiance even greater than when they first met. They became husband and wife, dwelling in the secluded quarters, appearing as a perfect couple. She would leave only at dawn. Thus, they leaned shoulder to shoulder gazing at the moon and spoke heart-to-heart with arms linked.

	 

	The girl often seemed unhappy. Wang found this strange and questioned her.

	 

	The girl said, “In all matters, unions that are forced cannot last long, let alone the major event of marriage. I fear the two of us cannot remain together forever.”

	 

	Wang covered it up with other words, and the girl sighed but stopped. They then harmonized poems and guessed riddles, finding quite elegant amusement in it.

	 

	One night, guessing riddles before the lamp, Wang said, “People of old took the character for ‘Bird’ and guessed it meant ‘meetings are few, separations many’; this is quite accurate.”

	 

	Hearing this, the girl looked sorrowful and said, “It would be better to say ‘Captured by hand’ is best.”

	 

	With stars parting and the moon meeting, about half a year passed, and the matter gradually leaked out.

	 

	Wang’s father was worried about it. Just then, Yu arrived, and he plotted with Yu. Yu hired a sorcerer to stick red charms on the windows of the tower.

	 

	The girl was very displeased and said to Wang, “My words have come true. How can a secret rendezvous last long? It is better to leave now, otherwise, I will surely meet a strange disaster!”

	 

	Wang bitterly begged her to stay, but the girl remained unhappy.

	 

	Before long, the sorcerer performed a ritual in the courtyard. It seemed as if clear smoke exited from inside the tower. The sorcerer said, “The demon has been captured!”

	 

	The whole family congratulated each other. From then on, the girl did not come again. Wang’s mind was dazed and confused, as if he had lost something. Sitting alone in his empty study, facing his shadow to make a pair, he composed a poem:

	 

	“The red lamp upstairs passes by no more,

	A desolate, lonely moon floats on golden waves.

	Since olden times, beauties are rare in this mortal world,

	From ancient days, scholars have mostly faced thin fates.

	Under the pillow, a fragrant vow remains—an embroidered shoe,

	In the vanity box, a left-behind object—a green spiral shell.

	Most heartbreaking is after the twilight fades,

	Alone closing the empty curtains, tears flowing like a river.”

	 

	He chanted it repeatedly, depressed to the point of dying.

	 

	Wang’s father thought this was cause for celebration, and Yu boasted of his merit, visiting more frequently. Yu asked to borrow the copper ruler to examine and play with for a while; Sili brought it out to show him. Before long, the two drank heavily. Sili got drunk, and Yu took the opportunity to steal it. When Sili woke, he realized what had happened and hurriedly went to find Yu, but Yu had already hired a boat to go to Qin. He intended to take this object to demand gold from the Prefect.

	 

	Sili chased him urgently. When he arrived in Qin, Yu had arrived first and visited Prefect Liu. But when Yu searched his travel bags, the copper ruler was nowhere to be found. He then told the Prefect that the copper ruler was in Sili’s hands, but that Sili stubbornly refused to give it up. Thus, the Prefect held a grudge.

	 

	When Sili arrived in Qin to visit the Prefect, the Prefect had resentful words. Sili recounted the situation, but the Prefect did not believe him. The Prefect sent men to summon Yu, but Yu had already returned home. Sili then rested at an inn. The Prefect sent someone to promise gold and demand the ruler. Sili strenuously argued that he did not have it. The Prefect suspected he was hoarding it for a higher price and hated him even more.

	 

	At that time, there was a case involving major bandits in the commandery. The Prefect secretly instructed someone to tell the bandits to implicate Sili as an accomplice, describing his residence in great detail. They arrested Sili and brought him in; he was beaten severely but had no confession to make, eventually landing in prison.

	 

	Among the bandits was a man named Ren, who had an upright character. Knowing Sili was wronged, he said to him, “Although I am a great bandit, I possess natural justice. Tomorrow when we go to court, I will clear your name of this injustice and bite Yu, making him come to be entangled in this case; how about that?”

	 

	Sili bowed his head to the ground, weeping as he requested this.

	 

	The next day, the Prefect tried the case. The bandit falsely accused Yu and asked the Prefect to issue a document to arrest him. The Magistrate of Qidong was an old friend of the Prefect; runners arrested Yu and searched his house. The copper ruler was found in his cabinet. With the stolen goods and evidence both seized, Yu could not defend himself verbally. He was convicted as an accomplice, and the copper ruler was confiscated by the officials.

	 

	Sili was spared. After his release, he secretly found the matter strange but did not know the cause. Since facing the great lawsuit, he was so poor he had not enough ground to stick an awl, reaching the point where his cooking pot hung empty.

	 

	One day, he was about to beg for rice from a neighbor. Just as he went out the door, an old woman holding five dou of rice sought to sell it. Sili complained of his poverty, and the old woman generously gave him the rice. Sili was moved and invited her to his house. Wang looked at her; it was Ah Ling’s aunt. He involuntarily cried out.

	 

	Sili asked the reason, and Wang told him the truth.

	 

	Sili felt quite ashamed and apologized to the old woman.

	 

	The old woman said, “How can I blame a father’s love for his son? Regarding the copper ruler last month, making the stolen goods appear in Yu’s possession—that was all my doing.”

	 

	Sili was deeply moved by her righteousness and asked where Ah Ling was.

	 

	The old woman said, “What can paper talismans do to me? Ah Ling is certainly unharmed.”

	 

	Sili urgently begged for the marriage. The old woman refused. Only after he knelt and begged did she agree to his request.

	 

	He asked where she lived.

	 

	The old woman said, “I am renting the Wang mansion in the south city. You may choose an auspicious time and go there to betroth her.”

	 

	She then gave Sili a hundred gold to prepare the wedding tent and left.

	 

	Sili prepared a carriage and went at the appointed time. He saw servants bustling about the Wang mansion; with gold, jade, and brocade, it was truly a wealthy household. The dowry was abundant and extravagant, including a coral mirror stand about three feet high, inlaid with a transparent mirror from the Han Dynasty. The rest of the precious items were mostly things he could not name.

	 

	Everyone looked at Ah Ling and exclaimed that she was a person from the immortal realm. Compared to Yan, she was plumper; compared to Huan, she was slightly slender. Her talent was like Dao Yun, her virtue like Meng Guang; even Xi Shi and Wang Qiang could not claim beauty before her. No one saw her without sighing in wonder.

	 

	Wang’s family became well-off again from this point. It was heard that Prefect Liu eventually fell due to corruption. Ling followed the way of a wife dutifully and managed the household well. She was joyful all day long, without a look of sadness.

	 

	She once said to Wang: “In this world, things that are forced together must eventually separate, because they go against Heaven. But from now on, we can be together for a hundred years.”

	 


Certain Man Named Yue

	 

	A certain man named Yue was a medicine merchant in Gegu. He lived alone in his pharmacy. One night, as he was about to sleep, he went out to lock the shop door. Upon returning, he saw a young maiden sitting at the head of his bed, with disheveled hair and a youthful face, her appearance charming and seductive.

	 

	When asked who she was, she was as bashful as a new bride. Yue was startled and suspicious, yet dared not question her closely, and the maiden spoke no words. They sat facing each other until dawn, when she calmly descended from the bed and left. She returned the next night. After several nights of this, they became lovers.

	 

	After half a year, Yue’s appearance became haggard. People questioned him; at first, he concealed the truth, but eventually, he divulged everything. The crowd plotted to drive her away, but the maiden never came again. It is not known whether she was a ghost or a fox, but she can certainly be said to be adept at reading the situation.

	 

	Then there was Scholar Mei, who was reading in his studio when a beautiful woman suddenly sat down beside him. At night, she slept with him. Others could not see her; only Mei could. After over half a year of intimacy, the woman left on her own accord.

	 

	There was also a certain Bian, who likewise obtained a fox-wife; she departed only after more than a year.

	 

	Thus we know that such matters are actually not rare in the world; they are strange, yet not so strange. If one were to apply powder and adornment to polish these tales, it would be nothing more than the pen of a literary man.

	 


Fan Ying

	 

	Fan Ying was a fox girl. In the southern village of the county lived a son of the Liu clan who had been orphaned at a young age. Having just reached the age of twenty, he was handsome in appearance and quite intelligent in his studies. He went into the city to attend school under a master.

	 

	While strolling through the market one day, he encountered a young woman. She had dark hair styled with green coils, and she wore a crimson gauze skirt and blouse; beneath her skirt, her two upturned feet resembled bamboo shoots. He was quite taken with her and stared without blinking. The woman sensed this; a blush rose to her face, and she covered herself with her sleeve as she hurried past.

	 

	Liu returned to his lodgings, but he was so lost in thought that he neglected his studies. Feigning an excuse, he returned home, where his appetite and sleep diminished significantly.

	 

	Suddenly, one night when the moonlight was dim and yellow, there was a knock at the door. He went out to look, and it was the very woman he had met before. He invited her in; she sat by the lamp, too shy to speak. Liu was pleasantly surprised and did not know what to do. After a long while, she still did not speak of leaving. Liu went out to check and saw that his family was about to retire for the night. He returned to his study, closed the door, and they shared a bed.

	 

	As the sky approached dawn, the woman left on her own. This continued for over a month without anyone knowing, and their affection for each other grew deeper. The scholar inquired about her family background, but her answers were extremely vague; because he loved her, he did not probe further.

	 

	He secretly saved delicious food for her, but she smiled and said, “There is no need; I can procure such things myself.”

	 

	Reaching into her sleeve, she produced fruits, cakes, meats, and wine, all of which were exquisite. Whenever the scholar desired something, it would appear as soon as the thought arose. Thus, he knew she was a fox spirit.

	 

	His mother discussed arranging a marriage for him, but he strenuously opposed it and was unwilling. Later, when their affair was spied upon by family members, his mother ordered him to break off relations with her, but the scholar could not bear to do so.

	 

	Several years later, the scholar began vomiting blood and became critically ill. The woman nursed him with doubled attentiveness, never leaving his side all day; the family members all began to call her “Mistress.” Before long, the scholar died.

	 

	The woman wore mourning hemp and wept, fulfilling all the proper rites. She bowed her head to his mother and said, “Mother, please do not worry. From now on, your care and support shall be the responsibility of this daughter-in-law.”

	 

	After the scholar was buried, the woman prepared to leave. She left behind a large cloth sack, saying, “If you have any needs, reach into this and they shall be met.”

	 

	When the mother cooked the morning meal, she reached in for rice, and indeed it did not fail. Thereafter, if hungry she sought food, or if cold she sought clothing, she relied entirely on this sack for supply. Because of this, the family became somewhat well-off, though the woman had departed like a yellow crane.

	 

	In a neighboring village, there was a certain man, a native of Hangzhou residing there, who was rumored to have obtained a beautiful wife. Hearing that her appearance was quite similar to the fox girl, the mother went to see this new bride. It was indeed Fan Ying.

	 

	The mother angrily scolded her for losing her chastity and warned that family to break off the relationship immediately, saying, “Otherwise, the fox’s bewitchment will make you end up like my son.”

	 

	Fan Ying wept and said, “I was a wife for three years and never dared to fail in my virtue; moreover, my repayment to you, Mother, cannot be said to be lacking. When a husband dies, remarriage is a common occurrence. Although I have remarried, I still support my mother-in-law. Compared to those who storm out the door in anger and view their parents-in-law as bandits and enemies, how can you blame me?”

	 

	The mother was left speechless. This was a veiled criticism of Old Woman Liu herself.

	 

	The mother returned home, suspecting that the woman would cut off ties. But when she reached into the sack, she obtained items just as before, and only then was she pleased. Throughout the rest of the mother’s life, the provisions never diminished; they only ceased upon her death. Some say that Fan Ying was truly virtuous, though it is a pity she did not understand the Great Integrity.

	 

	To understand the Great Integrity is difficult even for humans, let alone for foxes! I once saw a servant whose relationship with his wife was quite deep. When the husband died, the family was poor, so she buried him in a wild burial mound. Several years later, she bought a few acres of new grave land and sought her husband’s coffin, but could not identify it.

	 

	Someone taught her to tie a long rope to a horse’s saddle, bind the rope to her waist, and drag it while walking and weeping; where there was resistance, she should dig. She did so and indeed found her husband’s coffin, then moved it for reburial. Alas, she could be called virtuous!

	 

	However, later in her old age, she was unchaste; her master had two young servants, and she had illicit relations with both of them successively.

	 

	There was another woman of elegant appearance whose relationship with her husband was very harmonious. After her husband died, she did not remarry, but she had an illegitimate son with someone else and pretended to have adopted a child in order to extend her husband’s lineage.

	 

	These two women can be said to have been deep in emotion but transgressors of propriety. One placed importance on her husband’s bones and insisted on placing them in secure earth. She knew only that burying her husband was righteous, not knowing that bringing shame upon her husband was a great unrighteousness. Her original intention was commendable, but her desires blazed so fiercely that she could not suppress them, resulting in a failure to maintain her integrity in her later years.

	 

	The other considered having no descendants a betrayal of her husband, not realizing that committing adultery was an even greater betrayal. However, examining her original intent, it may not have truly been for the sake of her husband’s heirs. Even if it were truly for the sake of his heirs, adopting a child of a different surname brings the suspicion of confusing the clan line. To humiliate her body to beg for seed—how is there any logic in that!

	 

	It was simply that the flames of lust were raging; she actually gave birth to a child and, unable to bear parting with it, kept and raised it. This is practically the so-called “cleverness in adapting to circumstances,” where shame has no place. In conclusion, the principles of women’s virtue are boundless; how can one deem a woman virtuous merely because her skill or appearance surpasses others? The former woman was foolish, while this latter woman was lewd and full of cunning.

	 


Fox Wife

	 

	A certain Xu from the district took a fox as his wife. Her behavior was just like that of an ordinary person, so no one knew she was a fox. She was able to foreknow events. Xu was by nature fond of gambling; whenever he went out, his wife would give him a pouch. At the end of the game, when paying his debts, he would reach in and find money amounting to exactly the figure required. She bore two sons, and the family became moderately well-off.

	 

	She bade Xu farewell, intending to leave. Although he tried to keep her, he could not. She gave him a stick of incense wrapped in layers of paper and instructed him, saying, “If there is an urgent crisis, burn this, and I will arrive immediately.”

	 

	She went out the door and departed abruptly.

	 

	Several years later, Xu met a man weeping and seeking to die. Upon inquiring, the man said, “I am a servant of a wealthy family. My master sent me to pawn a gold bracelet. I lost it while crossing the river. I fear I have no way to compensate him; my only option is death.”

	 

	Xu pitied him and said, “Come with me; we shall find out where the bracelet is.”

	 

	He led the man to his home, brought out the incense, and burned it in a censer. Xuddenly, something fell from the edge of the eaves like a flying bird. Upon inspection, it was his wife. She asked, “For what matter have I been Xummoned?”

	 

	Xu told her the reason.

	 

	His wife said, “I thought there was a dire crisis, but this is merely a trivial matter. Tell him to search inside the boat hold of the pontoon bridge. However, now that this incense has been burned once, I cannot return again in the future. This, too, is fate!” She sighed deeply and departed.

	 

	Xu told the man, and indeed, he found it within the hold.

	 

	Another few years passed. Xu became critically ill, and neither shamans nor physicians had any effective treatments. He took the remaining incense and burned it, but she did not come. He subsequently died.

	 


Man Named Su

	 

	Su So-and-so, a man from Jin, whose specific district the narrator has forgotten, was a servant to a certain official and followed his master to a post in Liaodong.

	 

	One night, a woman came to him as if eloping. She wore a red skirt and a blue mantle, and her appearance was exceptionally elegant and refined. She declared herself to be a fox, saying, “Please reside alone in the rear tower, and I shall come to you.”

	 

	Su did as she said, and indeed, she arrived that night. He slept with her; her cherry lips sprayed fragrance, her flower-like face held a smile, and she truly had no equal in this world. From then on, they lived in conjugal bliss.

	 

	An old servant on the night watch heard laughter and chatting coming from the tower and suspected Su was harboring a prostitute. He knocked on the door and questioned him, but found Su sitting alone. Shocked, he realized Su had encountered a demon and advised him to cut off the relationship immediately. Su would not listen.

	 

	Another half-year passed, and Su’s appearance became haggard and emaciated. His peers all advised him against it, but Su replied, “I have no illness, I am merely weary.”

	 

	Before long, he vomited blood and could not rise from bed. He finally became frightened. He said to the woman, “Formerly, my face was as rosy as red ochre, but now my bones are about to crumble into the earth. I have no brothers at home; what will become of my elderly parents? If you would be so kind as to spare my insignificant life so that I may return to my hometown, it would be a great act of grace on your part!” Upon finishing his words, his tears fell like rain.

	 

	The woman replied, “I have stored a spiritual elixir. Tomorrow I will bring it for you to take. What is there to worry about?”

	 

	Su had fellow servants, whom we shall call A and B. Su recounted the matter to them.

	 

	Servant A said, “Alas, you are in grave danger! She has already drained your essence, and now she is going to administer poison; this will only hasten your death!”

	 

	Su wept and begged for a plan.

	 

	Servant A said, “She can turn invisible, so what force can we use against her?”

	 

	Su replied, “If you encounter her suddenly, she cannot hide her form.”

	 

	Servant A had him tie a bell outside the tower and hold the end of the string inside. If the string moved, the bell would ring, and upon hearing the sound, they would arrive immediately.

	 

	The next day the woman came. She took half a cup of warm water, spat a red pill from her mouth into it, and dissolved it by the light of a candle, intending to give it to the invalid to drink. Su urgently pulled the string, ringing the bell. Servants A and B arrived abruptly.

	 

	The woman stood up and asked, “What are you doing?”

	 

	Servant B said, “What grudge do you have, that you would kill our friend?”

	 

	The woman said, “Illness is a common occurrence for people. If one treats it, they will be as healthy and strong as before. Why do you speak of killing?”

	 

	Servant B, seeing the woman’s beauty, lusted after her. He grabbed her sleeve and said, “You are hiding a lethal weapon! If not to kill, then what is it?”

	 

	The woman asked, “Where is this lethal weapon?”

	 

	Servant B said, “The double-edged sword hidden in your embroidered breeches. Let me try to grope for it.”

	 

	He immediately reached out to explore her private parts. While the woman was struggling to resist him, Servant A took the opportunity to take the medicinal fluid in the cup and drink it all in one gulp.

	 

	The woman saw this and turned pale, saying, “You have truly killed my husband!”

	 

	In her anger, she pushed Servant B to the ground and then vanished without a trace. Su watched this, and suddenly coming to his senses with regret, he cursed the two men for their lack of conscience. The two retreated in shame.

	 

	The woman returned, holding Su’s hand and weeping bitterly. “I relied on having a miraculous medicine and greedily pursued pleasure without end, causing you to end up in such a wretched state! If you had been able to take the elixir, your life would have been as enduring as metal and stone; you would have exchanged your mortal bones, and we could have been a couple for more than just a hundred years. Who would have thought you would harbor suspicion and jealousy, allowing them to execute their schemes? This is surely fate! In five days, you will certainly die. And because of you, I will not escape the punishment of lightning. What can be done! What can be done!”

	 

	Su also wept and urged the woman to take revenge on them.

	 

	The woman looked sorrowful and said, “This disaster was brought upon by oneself. I cannot even preserve my own bones and body; how can I take revenge?”

	 

	Su said, “That he took the elixir and will become an immortal makes me grind my teeth in rage!”

	 

	The woman said, “His heart is wicked; how could he attain the Dao? He will merely prolong his years, that is all.”

	 

	Having spoken, she choked with grief endlessly. When the time came, Su died. The woman brought out gold to pay for his coffin and enshrouding, and then she disappeared.

	 

	Later, Servant A’s hair and beard, which were gray, turned black. At over eighty years old, he could still handle several women a night, and his face looked like that of a young boy.

	 

	Those who are greedy for pleasure forget death. For those deep in love, dying is happier than living—so what of living without dying? How could that filthy wretch be so foolish! I only hate the callousness of Servant A—knowing clearly it was good medicine, he did not let Su take it but drank it himself, achieving a youthful face with white hair and enjoying a leisurely life. If the Heavenly Dragons have knowledge, why do they not strike him down with a single blow of thunder!

	 


Wang Jianping

	 

	Wang Jianping was a descendant of an illustrious family from Shanxi. He followed his grandfather to move to Tianjin, his parents having passed away early. At the age of eighteen, he became an associate for a local general store merchant. Behind the shop stood a building with five rooms; Wang lived alone in a double room at the very back.

	 

	Late one night, having bolted the door, he was warming wine to drink by himself. Suddenly, the cloth curtain parted, and a woman entered from the outside. She wore plain white mourning clothes and had no rouge or powder on her face. Her loose hair bun seemed shrouded in mist, and her creamy cheeks resembled congealed flowers; she possessed a simple elegance and a unique charm.

	 

	Wang realized she was a fox spirit, and the hair on his body practically stood on end. He said, “I have never been disrespectful to you; why have you come to disturb me?” (The merchant held the Immortals in high regard and kept a shrine in the hall; Wang worshipped there with great piety and diligence, which is why he spoke this way.)

	 

	The woman replied, “Who has seen you respecting me?”

	 

	Wang said, “I offer incense in the morning and bow in the evening; if that is not respect, what is?”

	 

	The woman said, “Silly young man! I have never seen anyone respect a wife in your house.”

	 

	Wang said, “I am certainly unmarried, so how can you falsely accuse me regarding a wife?”

	 

	The woman said, “Silly! Silly! Why not marry?”

	 

	Wang replied, “My family is destitute; who would act as a matchmaker?”

	 

	The woman said, “I will be the matchmaker and select a fine wife for you. Are you willing?”

	 

	He said, “I am.”

	 

	The woman said, “She has a pockmarked face, a harelip, and is blind in one eye. If you are willing, she will be your partner until your hair turns white.”

	 

	Wang cried, “No! No! She must be as beautiful as you, Big Sister, only then will I agree.”

	 

	The woman said, “As the saying goes, ‘The scabby-headed toad wants to eat swan meat.’ Is that not rather difficult?”

	 

	Wang said, “I truly dare not have wild delusions. But the proverb says, ‘The old peasant eats a locust; it is a blessing that flew right into his mouth.’ I need not trouble with ‘the gentleman seeking his fair lady’.”

	 

	The woman laughed heartily and said, “You are no pedant, so why this bookish air? Can it be that living in the marketplace, you still haven’t forgotten your archaic scholarship? I will tell you the truth: I have a predestined bond with you from a past life, which is why I came to share your bed. You should keep this secret, and I guarantee it will bring you no misfortune.”

	 

	Having spoken, she went out. She soon returned from beyond the curtain carrying a small bamboo basket containing four dishes. She further took out a crystal flagon, jade cups, and ivory chopsticks, all of which were exquisitely clean. She poured wine and urged Wang to drink, but Wang looked hesitant. The woman snatched the cup, saying, “Is this poison, then?” 

	 

	She sipped half of it first, then made Wang drink. Wang tasted it; it was fragrant and cool against his teeth, truly a fine vintage, so he drank heartily. When finished, the cups and plates vanished of their own accord, though no one was seen removing them. Then they extinguished the candle and slept together, enjoying the utmost pleasure. She left at dawn, and no one was the wiser.

	 

	This continued for two or three years, their love perfect. She once said to Wang, “Your fortune is too thin for great wealth, but you will have enough food and clothing. When you are working, if you think of food, take it from the pot; if you think of clothes, take them from the chest.” 

	 

	He tested this, and it was just as she said.

	 

	One evening, she brought rare delicacies and exotic flavors, the height of luxury—camel hump, bear paw, leopard fetus, carp belly—items he could not even name. 

	 

	Wang happily said, “You trouble yourself every day; why this grand feast?”

	 

	The woman did not speak but urged him to eat, while she sat with her back to the lamp and ate nothing. Wang looked at her; her brows were locked in sorrow, and tears fell down her red cheeks. She seemed frail, wishing to speak but stopping herself.

	 

	Wang asked the reason repeatedly. The woman said, “Our destiny has run its course! This is a farewell banquet.”

	 

	Hearing this, Wang was in great anguish.

	 

	The woman wiped her tears and said, “Though the yellow crane flies away, it is not without a time of return. In a future year, we shall meet in Suzhou, where I shall save you from a dire emergency. Remember this well and do not forget!”

	 

	Before long, the slanting moon was about to set, and wild pheasants were calling from all sides. The woman held Wang’s hand and led him outside the room, saying, “If I stay even a few days more, a future meeting will be impossible! You must take care of yourself. I am going.” She vanished like a flash of lightning.

	 

	From then on, Wang fell ill from longing; only after half a year did he recover. Later, he married a wife with a harelip and one blind eye, exactly as the woman had predicted. 

	 

	Truly, immortals can know the future!

	 

	Jianping was the brother-in-law of my friend Zhao Jiaren; I met him at the Zhao residence. He was a man of honesty and sincerity. Jiaren told me the gist of the story. Being naturally curious, I asked Wang about it.

	 

	Wang said, “Is your alias ‘Zui Cha Zi’?”

	 

	I replied, “It is.”

	 

	Wang said, “If so, I can speak of it.”

	 

	Shocked, I asked the reason.

	 

	Wang said, “Long ago, the immortal told me: ‘One day, a certain Mr. Li will be compiling books of strange records; you may trouble him to write a fine biography for us. You must not tell anyone else.’“

	 

	He then told me the full details, sighing as he spoke. It is a pity my pen is clumsy and rough, failing such a heavy trust. Yet, as the story is worth transmitting, I dared not refrain from attempting it.

	 

	In the first year of the Tongzhi reign, Jianping went to Suzhou to buy jasmine flowers. He encountered bandits but managed to return alive. Upon returning home, he soon fell ill and died. I do not know if he met the immortal again; it is a pity I could not investigate further. Thus we know that among the collected tales of ancient and modern times, there are many true events, and one cannot view them all as mere fabrications.

	
Female Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio

	 

	Publication date: 1913, but stories within are from Tang/Ming/Qing dynasties.

	
Cai Feng

	 

	Scholar Sun of Xinchang possessed talent that surpassed the crowd; with a face like jade and skill upon the zither, he excelled in recitation and song—a truly dashing and refined young gentleman. His family resided in the countryside. Once, after entering the city to visit relatives, he encountered rain on his return journey and was soaked through. Seeing a thatched cottage by the roadside, he knocked on the door. An old man came out to answer and invited him into the thatched hall.

	 

	He lit a fire to dry Sun’s clothes and detained him with wine and food. There were no pageboys or servants in the house; only a single maidservant bustled back and forth to provide service. The old man also trotted about, attending to the tasks. Sun could not rest easy seeing this, so he rose and pulled the old man to a seat.

	 

	The old man stated his surname was Yong, a native of the Central Plain who was living here in exile. He was seventy years old and had lost his spouse; he had but one daughter, Caifeng, who was sixteen years of age. Having spoken of himself, he then asked about Sun, and Sun answered him truthfully.

	 

	The old man said, “Observing your bearing, you are surely not one to remain beneath others for long. My daughter is fortunately not hideous or dull; I wish to entrust her to you in marriage.”

	 

	Sun declined, citing a prior betrothal.

	 

	The old man insisted it was no obstacle, saying, “I am like a water clock running dry; I have long desired to abandon my home to seek the Dao, but have been burdened by my weak daughter. Now that I have found a gentleman for her to serve, my wishes are fulfilled.”

	 

	Sun replied, “I am moved by your great kindness; how would I dare firmly refuse? However, I have a loving mother at home; please allow me to report this to her.”

	 

	The old man said, “That is certainly as it should be.”

	 

	Just as they were conversing, the sky grew dark. The old man kept him to stay the night and led him to a side room off the thatched hall. With a bamboo bed and a lacquered table, everything was arranged neatly; the shelves were rich with scrolls of books, and a plain zither hung upon the wall. The old man joined him for the evening meal, drinking tea and conversing animatedly. Soon, the little maid appeared holding a quilt and mattress; the old man ordered her to arrange the bedding, then departed.

	 

	Sun thought upon the proposal of marriage, tossing and turning, unable to sleep. Suddenly, he heard the sound of a zither from behind the room; the melody was clear and high, the fingers restraining melancholy thoughts. Listening closely, it was the second stanza of The Ospreys. Stirred by his own passion, Sun draped his clothes over his shoulders and rose. He took down the zither from the wall and played the tune The Phoenix Seeks his Mate. He also composed a verse to the tune of Pusa Man to record the moment:

	 

	“For no reason, a burst of fine, drizzling rain,

	Heaven bitterly insists on detaining the guest.

	After the rain, the moon’s glory is born,

	For the recluse, it shines exceptionally bright.

	Across the wall, the zither’s rhymes cross over,

	Softly recounting sorrowful thoughts.

	Tossing and turning, sleep is hard to find,

	Knowing that those jade fingers must be cold.”

	 

	When day broke, the old man emerged, and Sun bade him farewell. Upon returning home, he recounted the event in detail to his mother. His mother worried about public gossip and feared that a motherless fledgling would be unskilled in domestic training, so she did not consent. Sun yearned for the girl inwardly but was compelled outwardly by his mother’s instructions; with his heart and circumstances at odds and no plan to implement, he eventually fell ill.

	 

	At first, he could still barely prop himself up, but after a month, he was gasping for his remaining breath. Sun was an heir to two lineages. His aunt, seeing his emaciation, inquired and learned the cause. She rebuked the mother, saying, “Why do you stick so obstinately to rigid rules? If you kill our son, upon whom shall we two rely in the future?”

	 

	She then implored his father to go to the old man to settle the match and choose an auspicious day, so that he might marry both. His original betrothed, Yang, was a daughter of a prominent family and was also skilled in brush and ink. Sun, having found a “land of tenderness,” had the will to remain there forever.

	 

	Soon after, his mother urged Sun to go to the capital for the examinations. Caifeng said, “I fear there may be accidents on the road; I should accompany you.”

	 

	Sun worried his mother would not permit it, but Caifeng said, “There is no need to tell your mother; I have my own strategy.”

	 

	Early the next morning, she greeted her mother-in-law and requested, “As my husband is going to the capital, I wish to return home temporarily to visit my old father.” The mother agreed.

	 

	Caifeng instructed Sun to go ahead and wait for her at an inn. Around the third watch, she indeed arrived. He asked, “How were you able to come here alone in the dead of night?”

	 

	Caifeng said, “I will tell you the truth: I am a fox immortal. Because I have a predestined bond with you, I have followed you.”

	 

	By day they shared a carriage, and by night she attended his pillow; only Sun could see her, while to others she was invisible. When they traveled to Renping, the Wang Lun rebellion broke out, and the rebel faction intended to massacre the city. Sun was flustered and at a loss for what to do.

	 

	Caifeng waved her hand, ordering him to be silent. She reached into her bosom and took out paper, cutting out countless men and horses no bigger than a finger. She scattered them into the air, and immediately, divine soldiers were seen arriving with a great clamor. The rebels suspected the government army was prepared, so they fled in terror. Sun remained unharmed.

	 

	As they were about to reach the capital, she bade Sun farewell to return home first. He tried to detain her but could not. She produced three essays and a poem, ordering Sun to memorize them. She said, “Return immediately after leaving the examination hall. You will certainly succeed in this session. Your fate is limited to the rank of Provincial Graduate; next year you will not be able to enter the examinations.”

	 

	In that session, he indeed achieved success. Soon after, he received news of his mother’s death and could not go north.

	 

	Caifeng and Yang later each gave birth to a son. One day, Caifeng returned to her maiden home. She entrusted her son to Yang, saying, “I entrust Elder Sister to look after him well. When he is hungry, feed him only rice; you must absolutely not give him breast milk.”

	 

	After Caifeng left, Yang, loving the child more than her own, breastfed him.

	 

	When Caifeng returned, she sniffed the child and scolded, “What did I tell you, Elder Sister? Now you have violated my warning; the child will not survive.”

	 

	She then left in a rage. Within three days, the child indeed died of convulsions. Caifeng also vanished without a trace from that time on.

	 


Iron Hairpin

	 

	Zheng Hong, a farmer from Guoyang, had a wife née Guan. At the age of forty, they had twin sons whose appearance and mannerisms were identical; they could only be distinguished by their clothing, with green used to separate the elder from the younger. The elder was named Fan, and the younger was named Yu.

	 

	Fan was a legal clerk in Yingzhou. He married a woman née Yin, and a month after the wedding, he packed his bags and went to Yingzhou. Yu remained unmarried at home, attending to his parents and handling the chores of fetching wood and water, thus setting aside his studies. However, his demeanor was elegant and pure; people viewed him as a literary scholar, forgetting he came from a farming family.

	 

	Once, while carrying a hoe into the mountains, Yu found an ancient iron hairpin in a crevice of a rock. It bore an inscription: “Mozi made this iron hairpin, smelting the essence of gold, to cleanse evil filth, summon the hundred spirits, repel water and fire, withstand blades and weapons, bind my short hair, and shine like the sun and stars.” Loving its clean simplicity, he hid it in his headscarf. Upon returning, he asked a village schoolteacher about it, who said, “This is a relic of the immortal Mo Yueding.”

	 

	Just as Yu was examining it, he suddenly received a family letter from his brother Fan, saying: “Implicated in a revenge case and accused of corruption; thrown into prison. I beg my younger brother to come quickly to help a brother in distress; I would die without regret.”

	 

	Yu wept bitterly. He tactfully explained the situation to his elderly parents, sold property to raise a hundred gold pieces, and traveled there on foot. Upon arrival, he found his brother indeed bound in chains. He had to bribe the jailer just to enter, and they held each other and wept aloud. Yu went out and hired himself to a wealthy family, using his wages to provide prison food for his brother. He tearfully pleaded with the officials, but the lawsuit could not be resolved.

	 

	One day, bringing wine and food to his brother, Fan choked up and said, “While the thought of our mother leaning against the gate waiting for me is tragic enough, the separation from my new bride is truly unbearable.”

	 

	Yu thought for a long time, then said generously, “This verdict will not lead to death; it is merely detention for a time. Fortunately, our faces are identical. I am willing to take your place in prison.”

	 

	He used half the money to bribe the jailer and gave the rest to his brother. He then released his brother and had himself bound, telling him at parting, “Return and tell our old parents and sister-in-law to take care. Do not worry about me. If I should die of illness in here, we shall meet happily in dreams.”

	 

	Fan returned home and lied, claiming Yu had died and that he had already chosen a burial site. The whole family heard this and wept; neighbors, old and young alike, shed tears. From then on, Fan enjoyed his days with his beautiful wife and no longer worked as a legal clerk.

	 

	Yu’s nature was extremely diligent. While in prison, he would rise in the morning to sweep the shrine until not a speck of dust remained. The jailer took pity on him and, vaguely realizing he was substituting for his brother, admired his righteousness. He removed Yu’s heavy chains and appointed him as a head prisoner in charge of beating the night watchman’s clapper, so Yu suffered no great hardship. He performed his duties even more diligently, patrolling with bell and ring at night, singing out loud warnings for the crowd to sleep.

	 

	One night, feeling slightly weary, he leaned against a wall and closed his eyes. Suddenly startled, he looked sideways under a locust tree by the east wall. A furry creature hesitated, then emerged, shedding its skin like a cicada to transform into a beautiful woman in a white shirt. Her skin was snowy, her hair like clouds. She rolled up her skin and pressed it under the stone steps. Then, she gazed at the moon and bowed in worship. She spat out five glass-like beads, looked up, and blew gently on them. The beads rose and fell continuously, glittering with dazzling light, stirring the moonlight into five-colored clouds. After the time it takes to cook a meal, she swallowed the beads one by one, put her skin back on, and disappeared under the locust roots.

	 

	Yu mentally determined it was a fox but kept it secret. The next night, the moon was even brighter. Guessing she would come out, he waited silently and watched. Shortly after, she appeared as before. Once she had placed her skin securely and walked down the steps to play, Yu rushed out, grabbed the skin, and sat on it. He waited until she was engrossed in her play, then drew his clapper and struck it slowly, making a deng-deng sound.

	 

	The woman was greatly startled. She hurriedly collected her beads and looked for her skin but could not find it. She bowed to Yu, but he was unmoved. Furious, she looked ready to use force. Suddenly, she saw the iron hairpin on Yu’s head emitting a precious light like lightning.

	 

	She knelt and implored him, “I am a nine-tailed fox. My Great Elixir is complete, and my ascension is not far off. It is a pity I cannot yet discard this husk. I beg you to return it; I will repay you as you wish.”

	 

	Yu asked, “I have heard that for your kind to obtain an elixir, you must bewitch a young man to death. Is this true?”

	 

	She replied, “It is indeed true. But since childhood, I have followed the Five Animal Classic of Xiyi and do not need to bewitch people. Those who bewitch people have a cold, pale light like green phosphorus; those who cultivate qi have a light as brilliant as pearls. You can distinguish them by this.”

	 

	Yu said, “Since you do not harm people, I have no need for this.” He threw the skin to her.

	 

	The woman was delighted and bowed twice, saying, “You are a benevolent man. Ask what you desire.”

	 

	“I desire nothing,” Yu said. “But I am trapped daily in this jail, like a bird in a cage or a frog in a well. I rather envy Daoist practitioners who come and go freely.”

	 

	Hearing this, the woman immediately spat out a pill and gave it to him to swallow. Yu held it in his palm; it was red like a ball of fire. With one breath, the pill flew into his mouth. It felt like hot soup poured into his chest, indescribably warm. He wanted to bow and thank her, but she had already drifted away.

	 

	The next morning, he fell gravely ill. His skin felt as if it were tearing apart, his bones creaked, and he suffered from vomiting and diarrhea, becoming extremely exhausted. The prison doctor diagnosed that the disease was severe and feared he would not recover. The jailer reported this to the higher authorities, who removed him from the prison cell and moved him to a courier station, ordering that he be sent into service once healed.

	 

	Trapped in the courier station, tossing and turning on the earthen floor with a single flickering lamp, the woman suddenly slipped in quietly. She said, “Is Erlang exhausted? What I gave you yesterday was a hundred-year object, the essence of stars and moon. When worldly people take it, their limbs and joints are exchanged inch by inch. Do not mistake it for illness.”

	 

	She took a pill from her sleeve, small as a bean, and gave it to him. Upon taking it, he instantly cleared up. He bowed to the woman from his pillow and asked, “When can I return home alive?”

	 

	She replied, “Not only will you return alive, but there will also be unexpected joy. However, I still have a request for one item.”

	 

	“What item?”

	 

	“The time has not yet arrived; I will not tell you in advance.”

	 

	When asked her name, she said, “If you are in urgent difficulty, just call out ‘Flower Auspicious Cloud Lady’, and I will come.” After speaking, she hurried out. Yu was suddenly cured.

	 

	When he rose in the morning, although the labor of cutting grass and feeding horses was tiring, it was leisurely compared to prison. Moreover, his double pupils shone like the morning stars; any scroll he had never seen before became clear at a single glance.

	 

	Once, while attending the Prefect on an excursion to West Lake, he met a Daoist priest who gave him a secret book filled with red script and seal characters, all concerning the arts of wind, birds, and strange evasions. When asked his name, the priest said, “Return and ask Cloud Lady; you will know.”

	 

	Over a month later, the woman visited by chance. Yu asked about the Daoist. She said, “It is fate indeed. His name is Gu Zhangfu; he does not easily show his secret methods to people.”

	 

	The next morning, the commandery office suddenly suffered a fire. Strange birds cried out, and fierce flames surrounded the place. The Prefect fled in panic, escaping with only his life. The officials were in distress, all saying the seal was on the desk in the inner office, shining brightly, but who could grab it?

	 

	As the crowd drew water, Yu heard the woman whisper in his ear, “Erlang, you can retrieve the seal first; it is a good opportunity.”

	 

	“The fire is fierce, what can I do?”

	 

	“The iron hairpin in your hair does not fear fire.”

	 

	Hearing this, Yu leaped up and flew in. The flames actually parted for him. He came out holding the seal with both hands and presented it to the Prefect. Thousands of people clicked their tongues in amazement.

	 

	The Prefect lamented, “The seal is out, but my beloved daughter is still in the tower doing her morning toilet. Whoever can save her, I will give her to him as a wife, and I will not eat my words!”

	 

	Yu said, “Agreed.”

	 

	He flew in again. The fire was already pressing upon the tower. He saw two red-clad figures flanking the girl, holding ropes to bind her. Yu entered and shouted loudly. The red-clad figures said, “The Iron Hairpin Immortal has come to save her; let us leave.”

	 

	Yu carried the girl on his back and rushed out. Looking back, the dressing tower had already become ashes. When the fire was extinguished, he lay down, too exhausted to rise.

	 

	At midnight, the woman came to congratulate him: “Gongye is out of prison and is to be a bridegroom again; why so happy? However, the burning of the Prefect’s office is not the end of the matter. Under the limestone rock shaped like a dancing crane in the rear garden, there is a cellar hoard that can be taken out to help him, acting as a support.” Yu agreed casually.

	 

	The next day, the Prefect gathered to discuss compensation and repairs, very worried about his purse. Yu entered and told him what the woman had said. They tried digging and indeed found a pit full of thousands in gold and silver. Construction began in a few days, and the office was renewed.

	 

	The Prefect absolved Yu of his crimes and set up a farewell banquet. However, he said absolutely nothing about the marriage, looking ashamed and stammering.

	 

	Yu, perceiving the Prefect’s intent, sighed and said, “I, a convicted criminal, have been released to return to the fields and reunite with my flesh and blood. My wishes are fulfilled; how dare I hope for more than is my due!”

	 

	The Prefect said, “A gentleman is a man of understanding, so I might as well speak plainly. My weak daughter is spoiled and lazy; I fear she would not wish to marry a farmer. Furthermore, she was betrothed in childhood to the son of a family friend in the same village. A hasty word in a moment of panic is not sufficient to rely upon. Since we cannot be relatives, I wish to present a thousand gold pieces as a gift to your parents.”

	 

	Yu humbly declined and firmly refused to accept it. The next day, horses and a carriage were prepared to send him home.

	 

	When he got out of the carriage and entered his gate, his whole family ran wildly and shouted, terrified, thinking he was a ghost. Yu gently explained the reasons, and only then did the crowd realize the deception. He went in to see his two elderly parents, who were both in good health.

	 

	Suddenly, a servant brought a wooden box into the courtyard, saying, “The official leaves this as a gift for you.” Yu wanted to chase and question him, but the servant had already galloped far away. Seeing the seal was very tight, he opened it to find gold and pearls worth thousands. He presented it to his parents, and the whole house was moved and happy. Only Fan was ashamed and fled, vanishing without a trace.

	 

	The parents lamented, “You have returned alive, and our hearts are comforted; your brother has fled, and our hearts remain uncomforted. What can be done?”

	 

	Yu said, “Brother will return shortly.”

	 

	He asked for a bowl of water, drew the iron hairpin across the water, circled the rim of the bowl several times, and after a moment, splashed it into the courtyard. Indeed, his brother returned, walking blindly. They grasped hands, hearts aching, with mixed joy and sorrow.

	 

	It turned out that when Fan fled, he was looking for a ferry to midstream when suddenly he spun around with no sense of direction. He reached the shore, crossed a small bridge, and a boy led him, saying, “The sun is setting; Sir must be looking for lodging. There is a very clean guesthouse ahead.” He followed him through the gate—it looked like an inn, but upon focusing, it was his own home. He was greatly shocked and dared not speak, but felt even more ashamed.

	 

	Seeing the large amount of gold, Fan thought of swallowing it all for himself. He placed poison in a cake and gave it to Yu to eat. Soon, Yu’s belly hurt violently, his face turned blue-purple, and he gasped for air like a cow. His parents ran to look, helpless and distressed.

	 

	Yu suddenly remembered and shouted loudly, “Cloud Lady!”

	 

	The woman responded to his voice and arrived, lifting the curtain and entering with a smile. “Is Erlang sick? Quickly hold the iron hairpin in your mouth; it will cure you.”

	 

	Yu drew the hairpin and held it in his mouth for a short time. The woman suddenly struck his back from behind. He coughed violently and vomited up the poison cake, which still bounced on the ground.

	 

	The woman took her leave, but Yu tried to detain her. She laughed, “The matter of the Second Lady is also very tiresome for people; being a matchmaker is not easy.” She hurried out and vanished.

	 

	The “Second Lady” referred to was Zhengniang, the daughter of Prefect Li of Yingzhou. Prefect Li was from Luoyang. His wife had died, leaving two sons and one daughter. The Prefect left his two sons at home and took his concubine and daughter to his post. When the daughter saw her father break his oath and heard he intended to betroth her to a prominent family, she indignantly went to persuade her father.

	 

	“I have heard that for a woman, she serves a person with her body,” she said. “Now my body has already been owed to Zheng Lang; how can I go to another? Moreover, Zheng has been virtuous to our family; to betray him would be inauspicious. I beg father to pity your daughter and fulfill the promise of the other day.”

	 

	The Prefect shouted angrily, “He is a farmer! Will you follow him to deliver meals in the fields?”

	 

	She replied, “Does father consider farmers base? Even if Zheng Lang were poor as a beggar, I would still follow him. Besides, ‘delivering meals to the fields’ still carries the style of Ji Que.”

	 

	The Prefect would not listen. The daughter wept, “Father studied books to become a graduate; do you not know the story of the Chu girl Ji Qian marrying Zhong Jian?” She cried bitterly and refused to eat in protest.

	 

	Deep at night, she changed into men’s clothing, took a maid, stole horses, and fled into the countryside. Suddenly, a white-shirted woman riding a black donkey ahead of them looked back frequently and asked, “Where is the gentleman going?”

	 

	“To the Guo River.”

	 

	“Do you know the name of Zheng Erlang of Guo?”

	 

	“I am looking for him; we are literary acquaintances.”

	 

	“Excellent. Zheng is my cousin. It is inconvenient for a woman to travel alone; could the gentleman take me along?”

	 

	“Good.”

	 

	They traveled for four or five days and arrived directly at the village gate. The white-shirted woman pointed and said, “This is Erlang’s home. You go in first; I still wish to detour to my aunt’s house in the west neighborhood.”

	 

	Zhengniang dismounted, and her maid supported her as she entered. She suddenly met Yu, who asked in surprise, “Where does a noble person come from to visit this rustic place?”

	 

	She wept and said, “I am Zhengniang, daughter of Prefect Li of Yingzhou.” She went up to the hall and recounted the events in detail.

	 

	Yu sighed, “I have recently seen through the illusions of the world and intend to cut off worldly ties. Why worry about lacking a high-ranking husband? Why go to the trouble of entangling with me?”

	 

	She said, “You entangled yourself; how can you blame me? A woman should keep her distance from men. You carried me out of the fierce flames; Heaven wanted to kill me, but you gave me life. Having given me life, to then abandon me—can that be called benevolence? I have no other obligation but to you, and have come here through a thousand hardships. If you hate my ugliness, I would willingly be your concubine, but I do not wish to change my integrity.”

	 

	Yu led her to bow to his parents. Seeing her dazzling beauty, they were shocked, thinking her a celestial being. The girl prostrated herself and said, “Your worthy son once carried me on his back; I beg my parents-in-law to pity and accept me.”

	 

	The parents said, “To have you as a daughter-in-law, what more could we say? We only fear your honored father will track you here and bring trouble upon our useless son.”

	 

	She said, “The rocks of the Southern Mountain may rot, the waves of the Northern Sea may dry up; my head may be severed, but this body cannot be turned. Saw, blade, cauldron, or pot—I will bear them myself; it will not involve your worthy son.”

	 

	The father ordered the mother to help her change her makeup. At night, she slept with the mother, telling Yu to sleep alone, saying they would wait for the rumors to settle before choosing a lucky day.

	 

	Fan was delighted and rode to the commandery to inform on them, intending to ruin Yu. However, his enemies from the lawsuit heard the case was resolved but still gnashed their teeth, constantly wanting to get Fan to satisfy their vengeance. Meeting him abruptly on the road, they incited servants to beat him. Fan cursed angrily. They kidnapped him, took him back, and locked him in an earthen cellar, where his suffering was worse than in prison.

	 

	Hearing this, Yu took a sword and went to rescue him but could not succeed. He appealed to the Prefect. The Prefect, having just lost his daughter and found no news, heard Yu’s words and suspected the wedding had already taken place. With no other choice, he sent soldiers to demand Fan’s release and handed him over to Yu.

	 

	“My small daughter has already been sent to handle your dustpan and broom,” the Prefect said. “Your brother has been rescued from a trap; your virtue has been repaid! Hereafter, please do not visit, bringing shame upon a Prefect.”

	 

	Yu said, “I appealed to the Commandery Parent, not to a father-in-law!”

	 

	He indignantly took his brother home and held the wedding ceremony that very day, resolving to cut ties with the Prefect.

	 

	Zhengniang served her parents-in-law with utmost filial piety, showing no airs of nobility. She also served her sister-in-law appropriately. Daily, she supervised the maids and servants in plowing and weaving, keeping everything in perfect order.

	 

	Yu said, “In ancient times there were ‘Immortal Couples’; do you know of them? Zhi Chuan moved his residence, Lan Qiao sought the pestle, Bo Yang uprooted his house—these are recorded in the classics, and such people are not lacking. I wonder, is your intention to be an immortal couple or a worldly pair?”

	 

	She said, “I have heard the proverb: ‘Marry a chicken, follow the chicken; marry a dog, follow the dog.’ The husband leads, and the new wife follows. The solitary lovage herb is not enough to spread fresh fragrance; cocoons in the same palace can achieve order. Since my husband admires the white clouds, I am not one to admire the soft red dust.”

	 

	Yu said, “Good.” He immediately taught her the methods of immortality. Though openly husband and wife, in secret, they were Daoist companions.

	 

	Over a year later, Fan had a son and a daughter. Yu happily said to Zhengniang, “I have no worries now.”

	 

	Another year later, both parents passed away. They mourned with full propriety. Once the burial was settled, Fan noisily demanded to split the household. Yu said, “The bones of the two elders are not yet cold; is it acceptable to divide their property immediately?”

	 

	Fan cursed angrily and even beat him. His wife, Ms. Yin, also shouted abuse from her chambers. Yu endured it all.

	 

	Zhengniang said, “The reason I and my husband lingered in the mortal world was for the high hall. Now that they are gone, what is left to cling to?”

	 

	Yu said, “Agreed.”

	 

	In the morning, they sacrificed to the wooden spirit tablets, bid farewell to the elder brother and sister-in-law, took one servant and one maid, and drove an empty cart rumbling westward.

	 

	Several years later, Prefect Li was ruined by corruption, his property confiscated, stripped of office, and returned to his hometown. By then his concubine had died, and he pitied his own loneliness. While traveling through high mountains, he met bandits who blocked the path. Just as things were critical, he saw a feather-robed Daoist in ancient attire fly down from the highest peak holding a sword. The bandits all scattered and fled.

	 

	Looking closely, the Daoist was none other than Zheng Yu. Yu bowed earnestly by the carriage, performing the rites of a son-in-law very respectfully. He said his mountain dwelling was not far and firmly begged him to visit.

	 

	Arriving at a place of unique cliffs and gullies, there was a magnificent gate with spring-deep copper studs, each like a floating bubble. Inside the gate, painted beams and carved lattices were deep, secluded, and magnificent. Servants gathered like clouds, and concubines were as beautiful as flowers. Ascending the hall, ritual vessels, tripods, books, maps, chessboards, and tea sets were all prepared.

	 

	On the east wall was set a large white jade basin, as big as a jar, containing a red jade lotus flower and green jade lotus leaves, over seven feet long. On the west wall was a crystal vase containing a coral tree, over nine feet long, backing a bird’s tail that shone with gold and emerald brilliance—neither phoenix nor peacock, its name unknown, over seven feet long. The vase was crystal clear, visible inside and out. In the center was a jasper zither engraved with the words “Pure Tone of High Heaven.” The four walls were painted with maps of the seventy-two Blessed Grottos inside and outside the universe.

	 

	Yu and his father-in-law had not finished their greetings when the maids announced the arrival of the Madam. With jade pendants tinkling and moon-patterned skirts rustling, he looked and saw it was indeed Zhengniang.

	 

	The daughter bowed and asked after his health, weeping, “Your daughter is unfilial; I turned my back on my father and fled. I truly have no face to see you.”

	 

	The Prefect was silent and could not answer, tears soaking his lapel.

	 

	In a moment, lamps and candles shone, illuminating the whole room. A feast was opened, urging him to eat; delicacies from water and land were mixed, including many rare items whose tastes were unknown. The servants who had come along were also rewarded. They drank heavily and with great joy.

	 

	Soon, a beautiful maid entered to report that “Flower Auspicious Cloud Lady” had arrived. A beauty was ushered in, and the couple yielded the high seat to her. The beauty curtsied slightly to the Prefect and said, “Formerly under the Elder’s roof, who would have expected to meet face-to-face here?”

	 

	She then looked at Zhengniang and said, “Little sister, do you still remember when we rode together and I guided you? The Old Grandfather is coming to punish crimes!”

	 

	Zhengniang said, “Elder sister’s great virtue is something we, the foolish couple, never forget for a moment. What crime is there to ask about?”

	 

	“Since you do not forget, I beg to borrow the Brother-in-law’s iron hairpin for three or four days. I will return it to its owner immediately. Will you grant this?”

	 

	“What for?”

	 

	“My cultivation is complete, but I must wear a relic of an ancient sage, immortal, or Buddha to have an audience with the Wood Duke and visit the Metal Mother. I entered the Taihang Mountains three times to seek Yao’s Zither, went twice to the Xiang River to find Shun’s Bird, and climbed Mount Kuaiji four times to seek Yu’s Sword. All were guarded by poisonous dragons and could not be obtained. Helpless, I came to ask to borrow this.”

	 

	Hearing this, Yu immediately held it out and gave it to her, saying, “Please give a jade report; no need to return the pearl.”

	 

	The beauty rose to thank him, bid farewell, floated slowly to the central courtyard, and vanished with a sudden clap of thunder.

	 

	When the guest left, they saw the Prefect was already drunk and sleeping on the couch. Yu also went inside, leaving Zhengniang to sit and wait for him.

	 

	When morning light entered, the Prefect woke up. Zhengniang had already prepared toiletries and entered, telling her father, “My husband is still sleeping drunk and cannot send you off, Father. He sent me to wait here. We present one elixir pill, one hundred yi of gold, and one hundred rolls of ancient brocade for your longevity.”

	 

	The Prefect lingered, asking Zhengniang, “When can you return home for a visit?”

	 

	“The ends of the earth and the corners of the sea are like a table and mat. Wandering traces are uncertain; I cannot book in advance.”

	 

	“What instructions do you have?”

	 

	“Father, return home, cast off thoughts of officialdom, settle karmic debts, accumulate great virtue, and bring glory to future worthies.”

	 

	The servants urged departure, and they parted abruptly in a daze. After traveling four or five li, he climbed a ridge and looked back, still seeing Zhengniang standing foolishly with her maids pointing out the way.

	 

	Two years later, the Prefect’s eldest son became prominent and missed his sister dearly. Happening to receive an imperial order to sacrifice at Mount Song, he searched the ravines and valleys thoroughly. Whenever he met a woodcutter or traveler, he would ask about Zheng Yu, but all said they did not know him.

	 

	Suddenly, he met a Daoist priest and asked as before. The priest was startled and said, “Keep your voice down. Why so sudden and rude, recklessly calling out the Realized One’s personal name? We only dare call him Master Iron Hairpin. The Cloud Lady whom Madam Zheng is friendly with returned from an audience with Heaven; the Emperor appointed her the General Administrator of the Kunlun Fifth Cultivation Blessed Grotto. Not long ago, a letter came to summon them. The Realized One uprooted his entire household and went to the Immortal Mountain. Where is the Noble One looking for his relatives?”

	 

	He asked the Daoist’s name. He replied, “I am Gu Zhangfu.” Having spoken, he disappeared.

	 


Su E

	 

	Scholar Wu of Yixing was fair-skinned and elegant, standing tall and graceful; he had the air of a refined young dandy. During the annual examinations in Chengjiang, he lodged at the home of a certain clerk in front of Tianning Temple. One night, he dreamed a young woman came to him, and they shared intimacy. Upon waking, finding evidence of an emission, he dismissed it as a mere fantasy. The next evening, it happened again, which he found strange. The following night, he left a candle burning to spy on the anomaly.

	 

	Just as his eyelids met, he felt someone press upon his abdomen. Opening his eyes slightly, he saw a young girl of unmatched beauty and grace. He lifted the quilt to admit her, and immediately they engaged in the act.

	 

	The girl, seeming unable to bear it, said, “Such wild and foolish vigor you have, my lad; how can my delicate constitution endure it?”

	 

	Questioning her closely about her background, the girl admitted she was a fox named Jiang Su’e. She claimed a predestined bond with him and wished to stay with him until old age.

	 

	The scholar mentioned he already had a wife at home and feared they would not tolerate each other.

	 

	Su’e replied that it would not be an obstacle. From then on, not an evening passed without her visit. She discussed examination essays and poetry with great logic and method; she was also skilled in music and knowledgeable in astrology, divination, and other miscellaneous arts. When the scholar showed her his writings, her corrections and critiques never failed to hit the mark.

	 

	She advised Wu, saying, “You are not a man destined for great official rank; at most, you will pluck a stalk of celery. However, you will enjoy peace, happiness, and longevity, comparable to a carefree immortal—something beyond the reach of ordinary poor scholars.”

	 

	A fellow student lodging there heard Wu whispering with someone in his room and peeked in, seeing him sitting with someone, but when he pushed the door open, she was gone. Suspecting an evil spirit, he advised Wu to change rooms, to which Wu agreed.

	 

	That night the girl arrived and said, “How can an illicit union last? I shall go ahead to your home to pay respects to your grandfather and parents-in-law, so that we may not be ridiculed for eloping.” She then departed.

	 

	Wu’s grandfather, a reputable scholar over sixty years of age, was just returning from the city when he met an old woman accompanying a young lady, asking for Wu’s address. The old man said, “That is my grandson; why do you ask?”

	 

	The woman replied, “My humble daughter is betrothed to the young gentleman; I have brought her specifically to pay respects to your family. Are you the Grandfather?”

	 

	The old man was startled, suspecting his grandson had made some arrangement in the commandery. He took them home and explained, “My grandson has been married for two years. Our household is poor and cannot support more mouths; do not lead yourself into error.”

	 

	The woman replied, “We are well aware that the young mistress of your house is virtuous; my daughter is willing to serve as a sister to her. This is her own wish. As for simple fare and rough clothing, she can endure them; my family is not one that dines on delicacies morning and night either.”

	 

	She urged the girl to complete the obeisances, then they entered the inner quarters to meet the mother-in-law and pay respects to the scholar’s wife according to ritual. The old woman took her leave. The next day, she sent over a dowry that filled the room and was far from meager.

	 

	The old woman said to her daughter, “Serve your husband well; I will come to see you when I have time.” They wept facing each other, and she departed.

	 

	When the scholar finished his exams and returned, he entered his room to find the girl, resulting in a mixture of surprise and joy. The grandfather selected a day for their union. The women’s quarters were harmonious, with no ill will.

	 

	Before long, the fellow student leaked the story of meeting the girl to the grandfather. The grandfather, fearing for his grandson, secretly summoned a Taoist priest to perform an exorcism.

	 

	Su’e already knew of it and said, “I have been in your home for over two months and have not committed the slightest breach of etiquette. Grandfather has studied the philosophy of Lianxi all his life. In this world, there are countless seductive and maddening evils that shorten men’s lives in the bedchamber—Grandfather cannot govern those, yet he treats a law-abiding person as an enemy. Although I am not human, I learned domestic teachings in my youth and practiced the etiquette of the women’s quarters as I grew. If a fox acts as a human, what harm is there?”

	 

	The scholar reported this to his grandfather, who was then appeased.

	 

	Su’e said to the grandfather, “There is a plot of land available for a low price. If you perform a burial there, the family will be well-off within three years, and descendants will achieve success in examinations for generations.”

	 

	They bought it as she suggested and buried the grandmother there. The following spring, Su’e pawned all her hairpins and clothes, instructing the scholar to buy raw cotton. At the time, cotton was extremely cheap; within three months, the price soared, yielding a profit many times over. From then on, all matters of planting and forestry were decided by Su’e, and the family unexpectedly became quite wealthy.

	 

	Since marrying Wu, the girl had never spoken of visiting her parents, nor did her mother ever come. One day, she mentioned that her mother and sisters were coming from Shaanxi to their home. She said, “My elder sister cannot manage the kitchen alone, and I fear it will not be enough; let us hire a chef to help prepare the feast.”

	 

	On the appointed date, dozens of people indeed arrived bearing sheep and wine, followed by dozens of sedan chairs landing in the courtyard. Su’e received them one by one. The scholar peeked through a hole and saw over ten young women, all with heads full of pearls and emeralds, sitting in rows talking and laughing. The room was decorated magnificently, no longer resembling its former humble state.

	 

	He heard Su’e’s mother say, “Since we parted, we have eaten at various daughters’ homes, roaming through six or seven provinces. When I have time, I shall recount the landscapes and customs to you; it will make for a great laugh.”

	 

	Just amidst the noise and laughter, a grey-haired servant ran in and reported, “Sixth Aunt’s entire household has been struck by thunder!”

	 

	A beautiful woman immediately fell to the ground wailing. The crowd dispersed in unhappiness.

	 

	The next day, Su’e told the scholar she wished to return with him to visit and offer condolences to her Sixth Sister. When the scholar asked about the distance, Su’e opened a box and took out two paper phoenixes; upon twisting them, they became real. She and the scholar each mounted one and spread their wings into the clouds. Shortly, they saw rows of towers and pavilions.

	 

	A maid below called out, “Ninth Aunt and Official Wu have arrived!”

	 

	They entered and bowed. The girl asked where Sixth Sister was.

	 

	The reply came, “She has been in mourning since last night and has not risen from bed.” She ordered the maid to guide the scholar to the hall and lodge him in a side room, instructing him, “If you find it dull alone, there are books on the shelf to read, and you may stroll in the small garden behind the house.”

	 

	After eating, Wu randomly pulled books from the shelf to read; they were all copies of the Yellow Court Inner Canon, obscure and difficult to understand. He entered the garden, where flowers and trees flourished. Behind it was a small tower; he climbed the ladder to the top. The tower was filled with large red leather trunks. Not daring to open them, he went back downstairs and left.

	 

	The next morning, the mother said, “Our son-in-law has a mortal body; it is not suitable for him to stay here long. Why not return immediately?”

	 

	She called Su’e out and explained the reason. Su’e wanted Sixth Sister to accompany them.

	 

	The mother agreed, saying, “Riding is too exhausting; you may go by boat.”

	 

	Immediately two long-bearded servants pulled a boat over and urged them to board. He felt the sound of wind coming from the rudder. Su’e held the halyard with one hand; only the thunderous sound of waves was heard East and West. In an instant, they arrived home. A separate room was set up to house the sister.

	 

	The scholar’s wife wanted to arrange a second marriage for her brother, the third son. Just as the thought sprouted, Su’e already knew it and said to her, “Regarding my sister and your beloved brother, their talents and looks are well-matched. However, since grieving for her husband, Sixth Sister’s heart has turned to ash; she has long wished to enter the mountains to cultivate the Dao. She has delayed only because our old mother is not far from ascending as an immortal.”

	 

	The scholar asked, “How does one attain immortality?”

	 

	She replied, “When other species cultivate the truth, they must first acquire an immortal form. They must find a figure of upright beauty in the human world, imitate and visualize it for hundreds of years until the shape is similar, and then another hundred years until the spirit is similar. Only then can they shed their skin bags and roam as free immortals. Regarding foxes, the lineages are not singular; there is the Orthodox Method and the Heterodox Path. Those who obtain the Orthodox Method record their names among fellow practitioners, accumulate cultivation until full, and naturally join the ranks of immortals. If one bewitches humans for self-benefit, the gains are faster, but the ensuing disaster is also fierce.”

	 

	The scholar said, “Since you are an immortal, why not teach me the true formula?”

	 

	She replied, “This requires immortal bones. Otherwise, one must possess great merit and be respected by all before one can ascend to immortality. You have neither the roots of the Dao from past lives nor have you planted deep merit; how would I dare to teach you rashly? However, I can help you ward off disease and extend your years, which is sufficient.”

	 

	Several years later, Su’e suddenly fell ill with heart pain; she tossed and turned day and night, and finally died. She was buried in the ancestral graveyard. The scholar lived to be over eighty, strong and healthy as a young man.

	 

	A servant went to Shandong and met Su’e riding a black donkey followed by a servant in green. She asked the servant if his master was well, then took a bundle from her bosom and gave it to him, saying, “Take this back and give it to your master.”

	 

	When opened, it contained the hairpins and earrings she had been buried with.

	
JAPANESE TALES

	 

	This section is shorter than it deserves to be, as I lack access to a lot of old Japanese material. As such, I mostly relied upon 『日本人ときつね: 怪異・きつね百物語』. If you wish to read more fox stories (that are not only about romance), you should definitely check it out.

	
On Taking a Fox as a Wife and Bringing Forth a Child12

	 

	In the reign of Emperor Kinmei (that is, Amekuni-oshihiraki-hironiwa no mikoto, the emperor who resided at the Palace of Kanazashi in Shikishima), a man from Ōno district of Mino province set out on horseback in search of a good wife. In a field he came across a pretty and responsive girl. He winked at her and asked, “Where are you going, Miss?” “I am looking for a good husband,” she answered. So he asked, “Will you be my wife?” and, when she agreed, he took her to his house and married her.

	 

	Before long she became pregnant and gave birth to a boy. At the same time their dog also gave birth to a puppy, it being the fifteenth of the twelfth month. This puppy constantly barked at the mistress and seemed fierce and ready to bite. She became so frightened that she asked her husband to beat the dog to death. But he felt sorry for the dog and could not bear to kill it.

	 

	In the second or third month, when the annual quota of rice was hulled, she went to the place where the female servants were pounding rice in a mortar to give them some refreshments. The dog, seeing her, ran after her barking and almost bit her. Startled and terrified, she suddenly changed into a wild fox and jumped up on top of the hedge.

	 

	Having seen this, the man said, “Since a child was born between us, I cannot forget you. Please come always and sleep with me.” She acted in accordance with her husband’s words and came and slept with him. For this reason she was named “Kitsune” meaning “come and sleep.”

	 

	Slender and beautiful in her red skirt (it is called pink), she would rustle away from her husband, whereupon he sang of his love for his wife:

	 

	“Love fills me completely

	After a moment of reunion.

	Alas! She is gone.”

	 

	The man named his child Kitsune, which became the child’s surname—Kitsune no atae. The child, famous for his enormous strength, could run as fast as a bird flies. He is the ancestor of the Kitsune-no-atae family in Mino province.

	 


Edo Period Fox Woman Who Became a Man’s Bride

	 

	While Magoemon—the ancestor six generations prior to the current Magoemon—was passing through a field on his way back from business in Edo, he met a young woman traveling alone.

	 

	“I am on my way to Shimōsa, but the sun is setting and I am in distress. Please, let me travel with you,” she pleaded earnestly.

	 

	Feeling he had no choice, he agreed and brought her as far as his home. Thinking it would be pitiable to send a woman out alone onto the lonely field roads at night, he decided to let her stay. However, the next day, she showed no signs of departing.

	 

	Since they could not simply throw her out, they let her stay for two or three days. She worked quite diligently, which impressed Magoemon’s mother.

	 

	“My son is still a bachelor,” the mother said to her. “If you are amenable, would you consider becoming his wife?”

	 

	The woman replied, “I am a solitary orphan with no family. I was traveling to seek the help of a casual acquaintance, so your offer of marriage is more than I could have ever hoped for. I gladly accept.”

	 

	The mother was delighted and made her Magoemon’s bride. Before long, she gave birth to a baby boy, and they spent their days in peace.

	 

	When the child was five years old, the wife was nursing him by the hearth when she inadvertently dozed off. The child got up, looked at his mother’s face, and cried out in a loud voice, “Oh look! Mother’s face has become otōka!”

	 

	Startled, the mother woke up and instantly vanished from sight.

	 

	When Magoemon returned, he could not find his wife. He searched here and there to no avail, until finally he came to a hole where foxes lived on the small hill opposite the house. At the entrance of the hole, he found a child’s toy teakettle, a ceramic pipe, and a letter left behind. With this, everything became clear, and he realized that his wife had been a fox.

	 

	The boy grew up and took the name Magoemon, a name which has been passed down through the generations. As a descendant of that line, I—Mine, wife of Yorozuya Gihei—could be said to carry the blood of a fox, according to this legend. The old tale of Kuzunoha of Shinoda Forest with her resentful poem, and the lines about it “standing to reason, for he is a fox’s child”—these stories of taking a fox as a wife cannot be said to be entirely untrue.

	 


Fox That Died Following the Man with Whom It Consorted

	 

	A certain person came to Matsuura Seizan and related the following story:

	 

	There was a man, said to be the younger brother of Iwai Hanshirō, who was passing by the vicinity of the Mito Tokugawa clan’s villa in Mukōjima one day. A stylish woman, resembling a geisha, was standing there and persistently invited him to join her. As she was quite a beauty, he felt inclined to accept and followed her. Upon entering the woman’s house, she treated him with such intimate hospitality that, as he was made of neither wood nor stone, he yielded to her invitation and established relations with her.

	 

	(Since his older brother was a handsome, renowned female-role actor known as a ‘thousand-ryo actor,’ he likely flattered himself that he, too, was handsome enough to be the object of such affection.)

	 

	Once they became inseparable lovers, he could not put her out of his mind. He promised to meet her the next day, and when night fell, he would wander out unsteadily to visit her home, returning only in the morning. When his family, suspicious of this behavior, asked for the reason, he replied that he was visiting a woman living in Mukōjima.

	 

	As several days passed in this manner, the man’s face gradually became haggard. Wondering if a house with a woman of such tender passion could really exist there, the family questioned him further, and the situation seemed increasingly strange. Inferring from the circumstances, they warned him, “That is likely the work of a fox living in that area. It is said that foxes suck the vital essence from humans; if you continue visiting, you will die.”

	 

	The brother replied, “I, too, was aware that she was likely a fox. However, her affection is so tender, no different from that of a human, that it is impossible for me to leave her now.”

	 

	He continued to visit her after that, but eventually, he withered away to the very marrow of his bones and died. On the morning of his death, when they looked in the garden, a single fox was found dead. It was likely the vixen that had pledged herself to him; with his death, she must have followed him to the grave. It seems such things can happen when love runs deep, even between human and beast.

	 


Fox of Kohata from Otogi-zōshi

	 

	I believe this is a story from long ago. In the village of Kobata in Yamashiro Province, there lived a fox who had dwelled there for many years. As she held the rank of a messenger of the Inari Myojin, she was of high standing and possessed the power to make things happen according to her will. Her kin were numerous, including both males and females; not only were there those of wisdom, keen intellect, and artistic talent, but they were considered prominent figures in their world, living in an atmosphere of great happiness.

	 

	In particular, a younger princess fox was called “Kishu Gozen” by everyone. She stood out far above the other foxes; her appearance was beautiful, her heart gentle, and her lifestyle elegant and refined, earning her the respect of her fellow foxes. Humans who heard of this also yearned for her, wondering what a magnificent fox princess she must be.

	 

	Young foxes wishing to approach Kishu Gozen sought connections through the foxes serving as her attendants, handing over love letter after love letter. However, just as water flows downward and never up, their sentiments never reached her, nor did Kishu Gozen ever appear to respond to such letters.

	 

	She thought that if she were a human, she could become the wife of a high-ranking courtier or even the Regent, spending her life in happiness. But since that was not possible, she realized the fleeting nature of this world and planned to sequester herself deep in the mountains, wishing only to quietly seek enlightenment for the next life.

	 

	In time, she reached the dream-filled age of sixteen. Kishu Gozen’s parents had many other children, but since this daughter was the most excellent and beautiful, they instructed her to marry a distinguished fox of good standing to secure her future.

	 

	Now, to change the subject, at that time in Kyoto, there was a high-ranking noble named the Sanjo Dainagon. He had a son, a handsome man known as the Middle Captain of the Third Rank. He was so attractive that women of all stations admired him. A certain noble personage proposed a marriage match with a high-born daughter to his father, the Dainagon. However, the Middle Captain had no interest in such things, believing that he would welcome any woman as his wife, regardless of her humble origins, provided her appearance and character were superior.

	 

	It was late March, and the Middle Captain went out to a garden where flowers were blooming in profusion. Watching the scattering cherry blossoms, he gazed out, perhaps recalling Ariwara no Narihira’s poem: “Though I have always lamented the scattering of blossoms, nothing compares to the sorrow of this very evening.”

	 

	At that moment, Kishu Gozen was looking down at the Middle Captain from the mountain of the Kobata Inari Shrine.

	 

	“What a beautiful and refined gentleman,” she thought. “If I had been born a human, I would wish to meet such a man and become intimate with him. What past karma caused me to be born as a fox? It is miserable.”

	 

	But upon deeper reflection, she realized that foxes possess the ability to transform. She could take human form. She reasoned that she could take the shape of a human, approach the Middle Captain, confess her love, and form a marital bond. She called for her wet nurse, whom she had named Shōnagon, and said:

	 

	“Listen to what I say. I have something in mind and wish to go to the capital, but this form is unsuitable for public eyes. Please dress me in twelve-layered ceremonial robes and crimson trousers.”

	 

	Hearing this, Shōnagon the wet nurse pleaded, “In the capital these days, hawks and dogs are kept at every house, making it very difficult to go there. Furthermore, if your father and mother, the Lady Myōbu, were to hear of this, it would be my fault. Please, I beg you to abandon this trip to Kyoto.”

	 

	However, Kishu Gozen replied, “No matter how you try to stop me, my heart is decided. Nothing you say will change it. Do as I say.”

	 

	She transformed into a beautiful princess and set out, arriving in Kyoto. She then created an opportunity to meet the Middle Captain. Upon seeing this princess, the Middle Captain was dumbfounded and immediately captivated by her beauty. To use a Japanese comparison, it was thought that not even Ono no Komachi, the daughter of Ono no Yoshizane, could rival Kishu Gozen. He felt that regardless of whose daughter she was, meeting such a person was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

	 

	When the Middle Captain asked the attendant who appeared to be her wet nurse, “Where has this lady come from, and where is she going?”

	 

	The wet nurse, seizing the chance, replied with a plausible lie: “This princess is the daughter of a certain high-ranking personage. She was treated poorly by her stepmother and incurred her father’s misunderstanding and displeasure. Despairing of the world, she decided to enter the Buddhist path for liberation and set out to practice austerities at a temple deep in the mountains. However, we are unaccustomed to travel and lost our way, finally arriving here, utterly at a loss. It is a terribly presumptuous request, but as we are exhausted, we would be grateful if you could lend us lodging for just this one night.”

	 

	The Middle Captain was delighted that the opportunity to harbor such a beauty had arrived. Although he had been known for his refined tastes in recent years, he had never dreamed of meeting such a peerless beauty. Believing their meeting was destiny from a previous life, he took them back to his residence. He ordered his own wet nurse, Lady Kasuga, to provide the princess’s party with the utmost hospitality, leaving nothing to be desired.

	 

	He immediately went to the princess’s bedside. Burning with love for her, the Middle Captain pressed his suit:

	 

	“That I have been able to meet you like this must be a mysterious bond from a past life. No matter what you may think, now that it has come to this, I will show you my affection and never let you leave this residence,” he said, pouring out his heart.

	 

	Since the princess had orchestrated this from the start, she was happy, yet she displayed great shyness and did not readily show agreement. As the night deepened, they became intimate like a pair of mandarin ducks, their hearts melting together. As proof of their pledge to grow old together, they consummated their love.

	 

	Before long, the night seemed all too short as their love intensified. When the temple bell signaled dawn, the Middle Captain, reluctant to leave the princess, recited a poem:

	 

	“Though our whispers of love are not yet exhausted,

	How hateful is the sound of the bird announcing the dawn.”

	 

	To this, the princess replied:

	 

	“Did I ever expect, on this first night of travel,

	To be lamenting the sound of the bird’s cry?”

	 

	From then on, they enjoyed their love every night, and days passed. Around June, the Middle Captain noticed a change in the princess’s physical condition. He prayed and worried, but upon learning it was not illness but pregnancy, he was overjoyed.

	 

	That year ended, and after the New Year passed through January, February, and March, the princess gave birth to a beautiful boy. The Middle Captain saw this and rejoiced at this unparalleled auspicious event. As days went by, the child grew up radiantly beautiful, as if emitting light.

	 

	The Middle Captain’s mother, the wife of the Dainagon, heard of this and said to him in great detail:

	 

	“Why did my son not tell me such happy news? Regardless of the woman’s status, if the Middle Captain is pleased, I have no objections. Furthermore, to hear that a beautiful young lord has been born is the utmost joy. We have not the slightest intention of neglecting them. I wish to meet the princess and cherish them both.”

	 

	The Middle Captain was very happy and explained to the princess, “I should have reported this earlier, but since ours was not a formal marriage recognized by my parents, I kept it hidden until now. It was not that I treated you lightly that I did not introduce you.” He then chose an auspicious day for her to meet his parents.

	 

	When the wife of the Dainagon met the princess, she thought, “Does such a beautiful woman truly exist in this world? Not even a beautiful princess from an Imperial family could match this beauty. It is no wonder the Middle Captain fell in love.”

	 

	Thus, everything went well, and time passed until the young lord was three years old. The people of the household, wishing the young lord to live happily without hardship, took great care of him and presented him with various playthings.

	 

	One day, a servant of the Middle Captain named Nakatsukasa presented a superbly beautiful dog as a playmate for the young lord.

	 

	When the princess’s wet nurse, Shōnagon, learned of this, she trembled with fear. This was to be expected; although the princess and Shōnagon had human forms, their true nature was that of foxes. Dogs are the great enemy of foxes. No matter how much they transform into humans, a dog with keen senses can see right through to a fox’s true form. They will bark, threaten, and sometimes bite them to death.

	 

	The dog, presented with good intentions, actually became a source of great danger and ruin. Shōnagon rushed to the princess and reported, nearly crying, “A terrible thing has happened. A dog has been presented for the young lord. For us, a dog is a mortal enemy; there is no greater danger.”

	 

	The princess replied, “Ah, our end is approaching. There is no other way but to leave this place immediately. Yet, it is tragic to leave behind my deeply loving husband, the Middle Captain, and my beloved child.” She could not stop her tears. After a while, she said:

	 

	“Even if a thousand or ten thousand years passed, the sorrow of parting would never end. I must find a chance to leave this residence and use this as a catalyst to enter the Buddhist path and seek liberation. Leaving the secular world is easy, but how the Middle Captain, who loved me so, will grieve! When I think of parting from my child, no matter how I try to resign myself, it is sad.”

	 

	As it happened, there was a seven-day orchestral banquet at the Imperial Palace, and the Middle Captain was summoned by the Emperor. Just before leaving for the palace, he said, “I have been ordered to perform the flute and must go to the palace. While I am away, take care that the young lord does not fret,” and he departed.

	 

	The princess gazed intently at her young son, encouraging her heart by thinking, “This is the last time I will see my child, and the last time I will speak to him.” She called Shōnagon and said, “If we do not leave now, there will be no other chance. Come, let us go.”

	 

	Shōnagon gathered their personal effects. In tears, the princess recited:

	 

	“Even if we part, should there be a chance to meet again,

	I shall not sink my body into the depths of tears.”

	 

	Together with Shōnagon, she departed Kyoto. “Great Bodhisattva Inari, please let everything go smoothly until I return to my hometown,” she prayed, leaving the capital in tears.

	 

	Passing through Fukakusa, she looked back toward the capital and involuntarily stopped. Seeing the dew dwelling on the bush clover growing thickly nearby, she recited:

	 

	“As I recall the past, my sleeves are drenched

	Like the dew on the bush clover of Fukakusa.”

	 

	Gazing at such scenes, she finally arrived at the old burial mound in Kobata, her original home.

	 

	“Kishu Gozen has returned!” a lower-ranking fox announced.

	 

	Her fox parents rushed out, crying, “What on earth happened? You disappeared for three years; we thought you must have been shot by a hunter’s arrow and killed!” They were frantic with joy, shedding tears of happiness.

	 

	When the fox Shōnagon recounted the details of what had happened, the parents complained, “Is that so? Shōnagon’s conduct is resentful; you lived not so far away yet gave no news, causing us needless worry.” However, celebrating her safe return as a joyous occasion, the entire clan and kin gathered for a banquet of celebration.

	 

	Amidst this, only Kishu Gozen remained concerned for the young lord she left behind and the Middle Captain who had loved her. She missed them so much she could not feel at peace even in the safety of the fox world.

	 

	Kishu Gozen decided to distance herself from this world, cast aside her lingering attachments, enter the path of enlightenment, and quietly re-examine the nature of existence. She left the society of the old mound in Kobata and went to a secluded, grassy countryside spot in Saga. There, she built a hermitage for Buddhist devotion, shaved her emerald-black hair, and severed her ties with the floating world.

	 

	She realized with clarity that this world is temporary; all living things die and reincarnate. Life is as fleeting as a flash of lightning, vanishing like the morning dew, and one should not hold onto attachments. She made it her sole purpose to pray to the Buddha that she might spend eternity intimately with the Middle Captain on a single lotus leaf in the world to come.

	 

	Meanwhile, the Middle Captain returned to his residence after concluding the seven-day banquet at the palace. He found neither the princess nor the wet nurse Shōnagon. Only the young lord remained, lying on his wet nurse’s lap, grieving the absence of his mother. The Middle Captain lamented, wondering what had happened, presenting a pitiful sight beyond compare.

	 

	Although the memories in the places his wife had inhabited were painful, he lamented, “Even if our bond has ended, if the young lord she bore grows up to be a fine adult, my connection to the princess is not severed. I do not resent her now, but why did she leave?”

	 

	Lady Kasuga, who had been left in charge, asked the young lord’s wet nurse for details, but the only answer was, “I have no idea why the Princess and Shōnagon disappeared.”

	 

	Hearing this, something came to the Middle Captain’s mind, but he thought, “No matter what the Princess truly was, my love for her remains unchanged. I only wish she had stayed with us at least until the young lord was seven.”

	 

	Worried about the Middle Captain living in solitude, people from all around suggested he welcome a new wife, but he had no such inclination, only regretting his separation from the princess.

	 

	However, the months and years passed quickly; the young lord grew up healthy and straight, and the house prospered greatly.

	 

	Meanwhile, the princess, now a nun, though she had purified her conduct, still felt uncontrollably fond when she thought of the Middle Captain and the young lord in the capital. Yet, she was happy to hear that the young lord’s house was flourishing.

	 

	The princess would climb the peaks to gather flowers for the Buddha and draw water from the valley streams. Together with Shōnagon, who had also shaved her head, she spent her quiet days chanting the name of Amida Buddha.

	 

	If even beasts undergo austerities to fulfill the path of the Bodhisattva in the afterlife, how much more so should humans? Because this is such a beautiful story, it has been written down and handed down for generations to this day.

	



	

Fox-Wife of Shinoda Wood13

	 

	Kuzunoha, or The Fox-Wife of Shinoda Wood, is a 5-act play about a fox marrying a young samurai of a good family out of gratitude and love.

	 

	In the reign of the Emperor Murakami, there lives a samurai called Abé-Yasuaki in Séttsu Province, and his son is named Yasuna.

	 

	To save the life of a young fox, Yasuna, on his way to the Shinoda shrine in the wood, fights with Tsunéhira, a military commissioner. Tsunéhira is hunting foxes to obtain their livers for his wife, who is suffering from an incurable disease, acting on the advice of his brother Doman, an astrologer.

	 

	Yasuna sustains several wounds, but a charming girl comes along and takes him home. (She is, in reality, the fox he saved.)

	 

	Yasuaki, Yasuna’s father, coming to the rescue of his son, is killed by Tsunéhira, the military commissioner. A retainer of Yasuaki, in pursuit of the killer, finds the wicked man in front of the house of the charming girl. Yasuna comes out and avenges his father by killing Tsunéhira.

	 

	After the incident, Yasuna lives with the girl, whose name is Kuzunoha (Arrowroot-Leaf). Later they are blessed with a child, a very intelligent boy.

	 

	When the boy is 7 years old, his mother, the charming woman, while feasting her eyes on the chrysanthemums in rapture, reveals her natural shape—an old fox—by showing the end of her tail. The child sees it. She feels such deep regret for this that she disappears, after leaving the following parting ode on a paper sliding-door:

	 

	“If you love me, darling, come and see me.

	You will find me yonder in the great wood

	Of Shinoda of Izumi Province where the leaves

	Of arrowroots always rustle in pensive mood.”

	 

	Yasuna goes to see the woman in the wood, taking the child along with him.

	 

	Presently, the fox makes its appearance. Yasuna now learns that the fox is the deity of the Shinoda shrine. The fox gives the child a casket called Ryugu-no-Hako, or the Casket of the Sea God’s Palace, with which one can tell the meaning of the language of birds and beasts.

	 

	It is now 3 years later. You will see the child of 10, with the dignified name of Séiméi, who has become famous by beating his opponent, Doman, in a contest of astrology held in the Imperial palace. The Emperor confers the degree of Doctor of Astrology on Séiméi, who becomes the greatest astrologer in the latter part of the 10th century, winning the favor of the Emperor Kazan and the Emperor Ichijo.

	 


Man Seeks a Wife and Marries a Fox

	 

	In a place called Kuriyama in Hitachi Province, there was an old family known as Kuriyama Kakuzaemon. The Kakuzaemon of four generations prior was a splendid man skilled in myriad arts. Around the age of forty, he was predeceased by his wife, and thereafter lived without taking another.

	 

	One evening the following spring, a young woman stood at his eaves and pleaded, “I have come to this region from a distant land to visit a relative, but despite searching every likely place, I could not find them. Night has fallen, and I am in a bind. It is a truly presumptuous request, but would you be so kind as to let me stay for just tonight?”

	 

	Kakuzaemon replied, “A woman traveling alone must face great hardships. Now that the sun has set, you are surely out of options. Very well. Please stay without hesitation.”

	 

	When he welcomed her in, the woman was overjoyed and entered the house. Kakuzaemon ordered his manservant to serve dinner. As he offered the meal to the woman and observed her closely, he saw that she was quite beautiful, and upon discussing various topics, she appeared to be intelligent as well.

	 

	She then explained, “I was born in Shimousa Province, but I was parted from my parents in my childhood. Having no other relatives, I learned that I had an aunt in this province and came to visit her. However, it seems she has moved elsewhere; her whereabouts are unknown, and I am at a complete loss.”

	 

	As she told this tale through tears, Kakuzaemon felt pity for her and said, “Is that so? In that case, you should stay here for a while, perhaps doing some needlework, and look for your kin in your spare time. Do not feel reserved about staying here.”

	 

	The woman was extremely pleased, and in order to repay his kindness, she worked diligently at household chores. She was very clever and attentive, which pleased Kakuzaemon. Eventually, as they grew intimate, she came to share his bedchamber, and they began to feel as though they were man and wife. Before long she became pregnant, and the following year, she gave birth to a baby boy. Kakuzaemon’s affection for this woman was extraordinary.

	 

	Time passed quickly, and when the child turned five, he saw his mother taking an afternoon nap and cried out in surprise, “Mother has grown a tail!”

	 

	Awakened by the child’s voice and perhaps ashamed that her true nature had been exposed, she instantly transformed into a white fox, ran into her room, and vanished.

	 

	Astonished by this turn of events, Kakuzaemon searched everywhere but could not find her. In his wife’s room, all that remained was the pure white kosode of his previous wife, which he had given to his current one; upon it, a Chinese poem and a waka poem had been written in blood. The Chinese poem has not been passed down to the present day, but the waka is said to have meant:

	 

	“If my child misses me and comes seeking my tracks, tell him I am lying low in the fields of Unabaka, weeping as I recall the love of my husband and child.”

	 


Man Seeks a Wife and Marries a Fox 2

	 

	Around the Tenbun era, an ancestor of the Tarui family of Settsu Province chanced upon a beautiful woman in Okuradani. He made her his wife, and in due course, a child was born.

	 

	When the wife looked into a mirror to apply her makeup, the child saw her and shouted that there was a fox in the mirror. Realizing her true identity had been exposed, the wife instantly transformed into a fox, let out a sorrowful cry, and fled.

	 

	The child left behind grew up to become skilled at Noh chanting, eventually becoming renowned in that field. The man now known as Tarui Genzaemon is that very person.

	 


Pure-Hearted Female Fox Who Died After Mating with a Man

	 

	A certain man was walking along Suzaku Avenue at night. “He encountered a lone beauty beyond description.” This phrase renders any further verbose descriptions unnecessary.

	 

	The man’s heart leapt, and he peered through the darkness. A lone woman in a place like this? However, she seemed surprisingly unwary of him; gaining confidence, he struck up a conversation, to which she responded readily. The man grew gradually bolder, wishing to become intimate with her if possible.

	 

	“If we go that far, one of us is doomed to die, so let us stop,” she said.

	 

	The man, now infatuated, forcefully pleaded with her, insisting that to fully understand one another and demonstrate the path of affection—even if death lay ahead—he wished to prove that love is stronger than death, and thus begged her to unite their bodies.

	 

	Yielding to the man’s forceful demands, the woman finally resigned herself to him. “In that case, I intend to die in place of you. If I should die, please transcribe the Lotus Sutra for the repose of my soul. I am prepared, so let us share our love to the fullest,” she said.

	 

	The man, believing she was merely expressing the depth of her feelings and never dreaming she would actually die, embraced her deeply and experienced a state of ecstasy.

	 

	Thus the man swiftly achieved his desire. They exchanged their love throughout the night until the cock crowed the dawn; as the darkness faintly receded and they could just make out each other’s faces, they finally felt the weight of their fatigue.

	 

	As the moment came to part, with the promise of meeting again, the woman said, “Please give me the fan you are holding as a keepsake. What I told you last night was no lie. Once a physical union is consummated, it is fated that one of us must die. To have been loved by you is my heart’s desire, so I shall die in your stead. If you wish to verify this, please come to the side of the Butokuden when morning comes,” she said, and departed.

	 

	Thinking it might be true, the man went to the side of the Butokuden, where he found a slender female fox with beautiful fur dead, its face covered by a fan. The fan was unmistakably the one the man had given her the night before.

	 

	So, the beauty from last night had been this fox. Recalling the depth of their affection, he felt that even though his partner was a fox, she was no different from a human; he was overcome with intense longing and sorrow.

	 

	The man buried the corpse and returned home, where he fervently performed memorial services by transcribing the Lotus Sutra every seven days.

	 

	On the night of the forty-ninth day, the female fox appeared in his dream, once again in the form of a beautiful woman surrounded by celestial maidens. “Thanks to your memorial services, I have been able to reincarnate in the Trayastrimsa Heaven and am living happily,” she said.

	 

	As he watched her depart, he awoke from his dream.

	 


Story of the Fox Wife: The Origin of Onabake Inari

	 

	Over three hundred years later, in the seventh year of Eishō, precisely during the time of the eleventh Ashikaga Shogun, Lord Yoshizumi, there was a man named Daitoku Chūgorō in Nemoto Village, Hitachi Province, who lived serving his single mother. He was very filial; in the intervals of farming, he wove straw mats and took them to the town of Tsuchiura to sell, using the earnings for their living expenses.

	 

	One time, on his way back, as he passed through Takamigahara, a hunter had an arrow nocked on his bow. The hunter signaled with his eyes for him to be quiet, so when he looked in that direction, he saw a white fox sleeping at the base of an ancient mound. Thinking it would be pitiful for it to be shot and killed, he cleared his throat, and the fox was startled and ran away.

	 

	The hunter got angry and snapped at him, saying, “My wife and children’s livelihood depends on this too, and you went and interfered.”

	 

	Chūgorō apologized, paid two hundred mon, and begged for forgiveness. He then hurried back, but it was already evening. A young woman and an old man were standing at his gate. They said they were travelers overtaken by darkness and in trouble, and had asked for a night’s lodging, but the old mother said she could not decide freely and that they were waiting for the master of the house to return. Hearing the circumstances, Chūgorō felt sorry for them and decided to let them stay.

	 

	When the rooster crowed to announce the dawn and it was time to wake, Chūgorō went to wake the travelers, but only the young girl was there. She said the old servant had abandoned her and gone somewhere.

	 

	The girl wept as she explained that she was from Shinobu District in Ōshū; she had lost her parents at a young age and was raised by the old servant. Hearing she had an acquaintance in Kamakura, she had come this far to visit them, only to be abandoned. Both Chūgorō and his mother sympathized with tears in their eyes. They comforted her, saying that the old servant would likely return soon and that they would look for him, telling her to stay with them in the meantime.

	 

	For such a young woman to stay in Chūgorō’s house immediately drew attention in the remote farming village, and the girl became friendly with the neighbors. Since she was exceptionally beautiful and modest, the villagers also recommended to the mother that she would make a good wife for the still-single Chūgorō, and the two became husband and wife.

	 

	Then, three children were born: the eldest daughter Tsuru, the second son Kamejirō, and the third son Takematsu. The family lived peaceful days. One day, Chūgorō went out to farm, the mother went to the neighboring village, the siblings went to gather nuts, and the wife was reeling thread.

	 

	While lying down to breastfeed Takematsu, she gazed at the wild chrysanthemums blooming in the garden. Suddenly feeling at ease, she inadvertently revealed her true form as a fox. Tsuru and Kamejirō, who had returned, saw this and were surprised, and Takematsu, who woke up, was also startled. The wife was ashamed of having carelessly revealed her true form, and though she still had lingering attachments, she decided to leave the house.

	 

	The wife bit off her little finger and wrote a leaving note with the blood on paper, tied it to the sash of Takematsu’s kimono, and disappeared. When Chūgorō returned for lunch, the children were crying and screaming, and his wife was nowhere to be seen. Chūgorō heard the gist of the situation from Tsuru.

	 

	The note said in Classical Chinese: “I am the white fox you once saved at Takamigahara. To repay that debt, I borrowed a human form and became your wife, but eight years have passed like a dream. We have shared joys and sorrows, but I am now forced to leave, enduring great sadness. ... If the babe asks where his mother is, answer that she lies weeping in the fields of Takami.”

	 

	Reading this, Chūgorō also shed tears of sorrow. The mother also returned and was surprised, saying, “She has served us so well until now, so even if she is a fox, you must ask her to return.”

	 

	Chūgorō held Takematsu and led Kamejirō by the hand, hurrying to Takamigahara. Saying that there are examples of humans consorting with beasts and dragons in both Japan and China, and that having a white fox as a wife was nothing to be ashamed of, he had Takematsu call out for his mother.

	 

	Then, foxfire flared up and his wife’s form appeared. She picked up Takematsu and let him nurse, a touching sight. Chūgorō also spoke earnestly of his feelings to his wife, who had hidden her form, appealing to her emotions.

	 

	The white fox spoke: “As a law of the fox way, once seen through, not only are we ostracized, but we lose the supernatural power to transform. I cannot give milk to Takematsu, so gather the herb called honeysuckle, boil it down, add sugar, and feed it to him as a substitute for milk. I entrust the care of your mother and the raising of the children to you.”

	 

	Just as she let out a cry of grief, she instantly turned into a white fox and disappeared into the thicket. Helpless, Chūgorō took the children back home, told his mother the story, and the whole family grieved.

	 

	From then on, regarding the autumn harvest and spring sowing—no one knew when or by whom—it was done earlier than other households. During rice planting, dozens of saotome appeared from nowhere, planting rice with lively songs. Since the autumn brought a bumper crop, Chūgorō believed this was the wholehearted devotion of the white fox thinking of her husband and children. In gratitude, he built a shrine at Takamigahara, offered food, and worshipped her as an Inari god.

	 

	Thus, as Onabake Inari, it gained the deep faith of the people, and Raigō-in Temple came to manage all rituals as the bettō.

	 

	The house of Daitoku Chūgorō prospered greatly. When Chūgorō reached old age, they welcomed a groom for his daughter Tsuru to succeed the house. Kamejirō went to be the adopted son of the rural samurai Gaku Sekiemon in Kuriyama Village in the same province. Takematsu strove in the literary and martial arts, lived around Sanjō in Kyoto, and became a master of martial arts. Afterward, during the Tenshō era, Takematsu was summoned by Hōjō Ujitomo, the lord of Odawara Castle in Sagami Province, who had seen a prophetic dream of a white fox. Taking the name Kuribayashi Jirō Yoshinaga, he served him, achieved repeated military exploits, and rose to receive the honorary title of Governor of Shimōsa.

	 

	Thus, Onabake Inari was revered by people for its miraculous efficacy. The fact that both families in Nemoto Village and Kuriyama Village perform the annual lucky custom clearly tells the story of their being of the white fox’s lineage.

	



	

Tale of Monogusa Taro Who Was Left by His Fox Wife

	 

	There was a famous farmer named Monogusa Tarō who, having lost his wife, continued to live as a widower. During the rice planting season, he was short-handed, so he hired female rice planters; among them was a woman who worked four or five times harder than the others. He entrusted her with the management of the household, and seeing she was skilled at that as well, he asked her to become his wife.

	 

	Above all, she had a kind disposition, and before long, a child was born. When the child was three years old, Monogusa Tarō returned from the fields to find his wife asleep while nursing the child. As he casually glanced over, he was startled to see a fox’s tail protruding from the hem of her kimono.

	 

	Monogusa Tarō quietly left the spot, then returned again acting in high spirits, pretending he had only just arrived. His wife woke up with a start, but believing she had not been discovered, the day passed without incident.

	 

	The following day, when Monogusa Tarō returned from the fields, the child was crying because his mother was gone. Although he had pretended not to notice the day before, the spiritually intuitive fox knew the truth; ashamed that her true form had been seen, she had departed.

	 

	Left behind with the child, he spent his days lamenting and wondering what to do, but eventually the child grew up, and the household became prosperous. The child born of the fox lived to be over eighty years old, becoming one of the village’s prominent wealthy landholders, and it is said that the family continues to prosper to this day with many descendants.

	
KOREAN TALES

	 

	While Korean folklore have had a rather negative view of fox spirits (gumiho), I have still managed to find two stories that belong in this collection. They both seem to be oral tales recorded in the 1980s.

	
Legend of Seonang Pass

	 

	Long ago, there lived a simple-minded but extremely filial man named Deok-chil and his old mother in a secluded house a little ways off from the village. Although Deok-chil was somewhat foolish, his filial piety was profound; every day he worked hard gathering firewood to sell at the market to devotedly support his widowed mother.

	 

	However, the village people loved to tease the kind-hearted Deok-chil. One cold winter day, the village youths told Deok-chil they would send him on a “roadside marriage.”

	 

	“Hey Deok-chil, shall we get you married?”

	 

	“Hehe, that sounds good.”

	 

	Thus, Deok-chil followed the village youths to the Seonangdang Pass outside the village entrance. The youths explained that “roadside marriage” meant marrying a woman passing by the Seonangdang Pass. They each claimed a turn: “I’ll take the first woman passing by,” “I’m second,” “I’m third”... “I’m the nth”... leaving Deok-chil to take the last woman as his bride. He hid near the pass, waiting for the women to come.

	 

	The first woman was an old crone, the next a child, and the next a middle-aged woman; all were laughable matches. But at the very end, a young and beautiful maiden crossed the Seonangdang Pass riding a donkey.

	 

	That night, under the dim moonlight, Deok-chil was pacing alone in his yard, recalling the maiden he had seen at the pass. Suddenly, a maiden softly approached him, bowed gracefully, and spoke.

	 

	“Young master, I am currently without a place to go. Please take me in and let me stay at your home. Though I am but a frail woman, I will help your household to the best of my ability.”

	 

	Thus, the maiden came to live at Deok-chil’s house. Overnight, she transformed Deok-chil’s home into a palatial tile-roofed house and filled every warehouse with grain, making Deok-chil a rich man. Furthermore, after Deok-chil married the maiden, the two of them served his mother with even greater devotion.

	 

	The villagers, finding Deok-chil’s sudden change strange, claimed it was the wicked trickery of a hundred-year-old fox. They constantly urged Deok-chil: “Wake up, man. You will surely be killed by that wicked fox. Foxes love rotten meat, so if you want to know if she is a fox or not, place some rotten meat by her head and watch what she does.”

	 

	On a bright full moon night, Deok-chil placed a bundle of rotten meat by his wife’s head and went outside to observe her movements. Suddenly, his wife tore open the bundle and began to greedily devour the rotten meat. Shocked by her behavior, Deok-chil threw the door wide open.

	 

	Just as people had said, his wife transformed into a terrifying fox and spoke: “Yes, I am a fox who has practiced asceticism in the deep, uninhabited mountains for one hundred years to become a human. I must eat your liver before the full moon sets at dawn today to become human. If I do not eat your liver by then, I will die forever. Now, come closer quickly. Give me your liver!”

	 

	The fox tore open Deok-chil’s shirt, desperate to eat his liver.

	 

	Deok-chil closed his eyes and said, “I can gladly give you my liver to repay your kindness. My only regret is that I cannot care for my old mother, who knows nothing of this.”

	 

	Upon hearing these words, the fox left Deok-chil’s side and ran outside. On a large rock bathed in moonlight stood an Elder Sister Fox. Upon seeing the Younger Sister Fox, she said, “Go quickly and eat that fellow’s liver! If you do not eat his liver before dawn today, you will surely fail to become human and die. Hurry!”

	 

	The Elder Fox pressed her sister, but the younger one replied, “Sister, even if I die, I cannot harm him. He is a man of kind heart and supreme filial piety. And though it was for a short time, is he not my husband? How could I...”

	 

	While they argued back and forth, dawn began to approach. The Elder Fox disappeared to parts unknown, and the Younger Sister Fox died on the snow-covered hill where a bitter cold wind blew.

	 

	Deok-chil wandered all night searching for his wife. When he found his wife, the fox, who had died a noble death on the snowy hill, he embraced her and wailed, but the fox wife gave no answer forevermore.

	 

	Afterward, Deok-chil buried the fox on a sunny hill and left for parts unknown with his mother. Since then, this heartbreaking love story of the fox has lingered around the Seonangdang Pass, spoken of by the villagers who prayed for safety and offered their devotion there.

	 

	Today, only the name of the pass remains; there is almost no foot traffic, leaving only traces of a path, and the Seonangdang shrine disappeared long ago.

	 


Story of Palbaek and the Fox

	 

	Once upon a time, there lived a wealthy man who had a son named Palbaek.

	 

	The wealthy man cherished his son like gold and jade, always telling him, “As long as I am alive, do not worry about anything. If you spend money, spend 800 yang at a time!”

	 

	True to his father’s words, whenever Palbaek went out to play, he would splash around exactly 800 yang.

	 

	Time passed, and his parents eventually passed away. Palbaek, who had only learned the skill of spending money, saw his household fortune gradually shrink until he became a penniless pauper.

	 

	“I have lived my life in vain! I only have the talent for squandering my parents’ fortune; what way is there for me to continue living in this world? Rather than living a wretched life, I shall kill myself and disappear!”

	 

	With a hardened heart, Palbaek took a rope to hang himself where no one could see and entered a deep mountain valley in Gangwon Province. He found a scenic spot with a large, sturdy tree and hung his rope.

	 

	Just then, a human voice drifted up from the foot of the hill.

	 

	“Palbaek, Palbaek...”

	 

	Bewildered to hear someone calling his name in the deep mountains where not even an acquaintance, let alone a stranger, lived, Palbaek looked toward the sound.

	 

	A slender woman was walking up from the bottom of the hill, waving a pale white hand. The woman, who ascended the rough mountain path in the blink of an eye, was a young lady with a face as beautiful as the moon.

	 

	“Palbaek, you shouldn’t try to die so easily just because of money. Don’t do that; come with me. I will get you money.”

	 

	Feeling as though he were bewitched, Palbaek didn’t even feel like arguing. He followed the woman’s lead, walking further up the mountain path until, before he knew it, they arrived at a tiled house as grand as a whale’s back.

	 

	Pushing open the tall, lofty gate, the young lady shouted.

	 

	“Everyone, a guest has arrived! Prepare a table so lavish the legs might break.”

	 

	Palbaek was flustered by the hospitality of a nine-dish meal, but since it had been so long since he had eaten greasy food, he threw shame to the wind and scraped the rice and side dish bowls so clean he nearly poked holes in them.

	 

	Then, he lay down on silk bedding thick with cotton. Before he could even wonder if this was a dream or reality, he fell into a deep sleep until morning.

	 

	The next day, as Palbaek ate the generous breakfast served in his room, all sorts of thoughts crossed his mind. He wondered if he had already died and come to the afterlife, or if he was possessed by a ghost.

	 

	After he finished eating and the table was cleared, he heard servants greeting the young lady outside the door, so he straightened his posture.

	 

	The lady entered the room and immediately brought up what Palbaek needed.

	 

	“Palbaek, how much money do you need?”

	 

	“I suppose... well, I would need about 800 yang, wouldn’t I?”

	 

	It was a number Palbaek blurted out in haste, but without a word of complaint, the lady handed him exactly 800 yang.

	 

	Palbaek came outside with the sudden large sum of money and thought deeply.

	 

	“The 800 yang I used to spend so recklessly was actually this heavy. I shouldn’t spend this money like I did before... What should I do with it?”

	 

	Thinking this, he descended the mountain and soon saw civilian houses. Palbaek made up his mind.

	 

	He went around the village, finding houses that looked destitute at a glance, and handed out money. Having lived both a wealthy life and a life of poverty, he could roughly estimate how much each house needed immediately.

	 

	From early morning until late afternoon, he went around the village distributing money to the poor, yet 20 yang remained.

	 

	Palbaek took that money intact back to the tiled house in the mountains.

	 

	The lady welcomed Palbaek warmly, served him a nine-dish dinner, and asked him after he had emptied his bowls:

	 

	“Did you come back after spending all 800 yang?”

	 

	“No, about 20 yang was left, so I brought it back.”

	 

	“For tomorrow, do you need 800 yang including that 20, or do you need a fresh 800 yang?”

	 

	“Give me enough to make 800 yang including this 20.”

	 

	Receiving the money, Palbaek went to a different village the next day and distributed money to the poor just the same.

	 

	In this manner, Palbaek always took 800 yang from the lady, traveling to increasingly distant villages and returning after several days. Before long, autumn arrived.

	 

	One evening, as Palbaek was resting after returning from a long trip, the lady made a request instead of giving him money.

	 

	“They will be harvesting rice in my hometown soon. Usually, I would send someone else to do it, but this time I would like you to go and help.”

	 

	Finishing her request, the lady personally packed him a bundle of grain seeds and various other items.

	 

	“It will take a month to go and come back, so work well. It’s a good place to live, so if you like it, you may live there.”

	 

	Palbaek nodded without complaint and set off the next day with a porter sent from the lady’s hometown.

	 

	Arriving at the lady’s hometown, Palbaek was prepared to be worked hard. However, upon arrival, the villagers treated him—an outsider—so well that he lost track of time mingling with them and helping with the work sincerely.

	 

	After nearly a month passed and the work was finished, Palbaek said goodbye to the villagers who urged him to settle down there, and hurriedly headed for the lady’s house.

	 

	After walking diligently for several days, just as he was about to cross one last hill to reach the lady’s tiled house, he saw an old man gesturing from under a large pine tree on the pass.

	 

	“Hey there, Palbaek. Are you the Palbaek who lives in that tiled house deep in the mountains?”

	 

	“Yes, that is me.”

	 

	“I’ve heard rumors about you. So, the young lady of that big house gives you money, and you go around villages helping people?”

	 

	“The rumors have spread far. I haven’t done much.”

	 

	“No need for modesty. As one ages, eyes and ears brighten in other ways... By the way, doesn’t it seem strange to you? That such a grand palace of a tiled house exists in the deep mountains, and a young woman lives there like a celestial being with money springing up like water?”

	 

	“What are you trying to say?”

	 

	“Whether you believe my words or not is your freedom... but I wish you would listen... It involves a human life.”

	 

	At first thinking him a bothersome old man, Palbaek’s eyes widened automatically at the mention of a human life.

	 

	“A human life? What is it? Please, speak quickly.”

	 

	At Palbaek’s urging, the old man stroked his beard and seemed to ponder for a moment. Then, from a bundle leaning against the tree trunk, he took out a box that looked like it contained medicine wrapped in paper, along with a high-quality tobacco pipe made of jade and silver.

	 

	“Inside this wrapper is tobacco specially manufactured by exposing it to the steam of all sorts of medicinal herbs. The smoke from this tobacco makes any ghost or monster lose its strength and collapse like a sick chicken. Whether that monster is a thousand-year-old centipede or a fox. If a human spits three times on a monster weakened like that, it will die on the spot. Surprisingly, they are weak to human saliva—specifically, spit spat three times. There! Having said this much, even someone as dull as a bear would understand.”

	 

	Hearing the old man’s words, Palbaek shouted as if he couldn’t believe it.

	 

	“W-Wait... are you saying that young lady is a fox or something? That a fox would give money to help people like that? If you’re going senile, old man, do it gracefully!”

	 

	To Palbaek, who glared fiercely as if ready to grab him by the collar, the old man scoffed and replied.

	 

	“If you don’t want to believe it, then don’t. I will leave the tobacco and pipe here.”

	 

	Leaving the items at the base of the pine tree, the old man gathered his bamboo hat and bundle, then strode off in the direction Palbaek had come from.

	 

	Leaving the fuming Palbaek behind, the old man shouted without looking back.

	 

	“If you’re going to make smoke, it will be most effective if you seal off the room tightly!”

	 

	Feeling his luck had soured, Palbaek tried to walk past the items the old man left, pretending not to see them. Or rather, he tried to pass them.

	 

	In truth, Palbaek had also been thinking inwardly that things were strange.

	 

	With such thoughts in mind, Palbaek paced back and forth under the pine tree a few times before eventually shoving the tobacco and pipe into his bundle.

	 

	“Well, the pipe is of very high quality, so giving it to someone would be helpful... and the tobacco too...”

	 

	When he arrived at the tiled house, the lady welcomed Palbaek with a moon-like smile, just as before. She kept asking if the people in her hometown treated him well and if he was hurt anywhere, but Palbaek couldn’t meet her eyes and answered perfunctorily.

	 

	“Ah, sorry. You must be tired and hungry; I’ve bothered you too much. Go wash your hands and face and rest. I’ll bring the table soon.”

	 

	Palbaek returned to his room in a daze, not even knowing how he washed up, and unpacked his bundle to take out the tobacco.

	 

	He deliberated for a moment, then steeled his heart.

	 

	“Right, if she’s a person and not a monster, smoking a little tobacco won’t do anything. ...But if she truly is a thousand-year-old fox...”

	 

	Before long, he heard a sound, and a table filled with delicacies from land and sea—putting all his previous meals to shame—was brought into the room. Furthermore, the lady, who always ordered servants, came personally. When the servants following her tried to move the side dishes from the small tray to the main table, she waved them away and set it herself.

	 

	Watching the lady diligently arranging the dishes after the servants had closed the door and left, Palbaek struck a flint to the pipe he had already filled with tobacco leaves.

	 

	At that moment, the lady paused, then resumed pouring soup and setting out spoons, moving busily.

	 

	In the short moment he took a breath, smoke billowed up like clouds, filling the room. The lady, having finished setting the table, could not control her body; she dropped her head like a sick chicken and began to nod off.

	 

	“Is she really losing her strength because of the smoke? Is she truly a fox?”

	 

	The suspicion and anxiety Palbaek had struggled to push away flared up in an instant, and he puffed on the tobacco even more vigorously.

	 

	Not even a few minutes after the smoke began to rise, the lady’s head dropped completely to the floor, and she gasped for breath.

	 

	Now, as the old man said, if he spat on her face three times, this monster would die.

	 

	Hardening his resolve, Palbaek approached, reached out to lift the lady’s head, and gazed at her exhausted face for a moment.

	 

	Then, he suddenly leaped up, threw open the windows and the door, extinguished the tobacco smoke, and spat the saliva filled with toxic nicotine that had gathered in his mouth out the window with a sharp, “Kaak-tui!”

	 

	The tobacco was so potent that once he spat, phlegm kept rising, and he spat twice more in succession.

	 

	Once the doors were opened, the cool late-evening breeze rushed into the room, clearing away the smoke.

	 

	As the smoke cleared, the lady regained consciousness and looked at Palbaek, who was sitting slumped with his back turned some distance away.

	 

	“Palbaek, Palbaek. Why did you not finish me?”

	 

	“Come to think of it, I am a man who hanged himself and died long ago; I am no different from a ghost here. My life is already yours. Even if you are a fox, if I were to spit in the face of my benefactor, I would truly have no face to show my father.”

	 

	The lady stared at Palbaek for a long time before leaving the room.

	 

	Palbaek remained sitting until he fell asleep right there.

	 

	When day broke, Palbaek jumped up, realizing he had been lying down at some point. He looked around the room and checked his body.

	 

	Fortunately, there was no hole in his chest, nor had the house turned into a ruin. Only the table served yesterday had been cleared away.

	 

	As Palbaek worried about what to do now, the lady’s voice came from outside the door.

	 

	“Palbaek, are you up? Can I come in?”

	 

	“Yes, I’m up. Come in.”

	 

	To Palbaek, who had his head bowed low like a sinner, the lady spoke.

	 

	“I will give you money today as well, Palbaek. Instead, just for today, please do not spend it on others, but buy something for me.”

	 

	“What object?”

	 

	“A wardrobe chest suitable for storing a set of clothes will do. And I have one more request... you can just listen to this one and ignore it if you wish.”

	 

	Hearing the lady’s story, Palbaek went to the market, carefully selected the best-looking wardrobe chest, and paid extra to buy it.

	 

	Then, to fulfill the lady’s other request, he headed toward the path behind the tiled house.

	 

	In the middle of that back path, not far from the lady’s house, lay something bizarre.

	 

	It was a pitch-black centipede, several times larger than any ordinary rat snake.

	 

	That centipede was the very old man who had given the tobacco to Palbaek; its true form was a thousand-year-old centipede. The fox and the centipede were rivals fighting for ownership of this mountain.

	 

	The fox lady had initially helped Palbaek because she needed accumulated virtue to become a Mountain Spirit.

	 

	And the thousand-year-old centipede happened to be behind the house last night spying on the situation when he was hit by the spit Palbaek spat out the window three times—spit that was lethally toxic with nicotine. Having lost his power, he was writhing there.

	 

	“Old man, this is your karma, so do not resent me.”

	 

	Palbaek took a jade ring the lady had given him from his pocket and threw it onto the centipede’s back.

	 

	As soon as the ring touched its back, the centipede trembled, flipped over to reveal its belly, and shriveled up small. It had breathed its last.

	 

	Palbaek buried the body of the old man, now just an ordinary centipede, in a sunny spot and piled stones to pray for his passage to paradise.

	 

	Upon entering the house, Palbaek handed over the wardrobe chest and asked the lady.

	 

	“Naturally, you asked for it to store clothes, but what kind of clothes are they that you asked me to buy a separate chest?”

	 

	“You will know when you see.”

	 

	The lady guided Palbaek to her room.

	 

	Then, she pulled out a fur pelt she had hidden under the quilt.

	 

	“You know I am a thousand-year-old fox, right? This is the fox fur I have shed. Now, I will put this in the chest and seal it very deeply; I will never become a fox again. I have no lingering regrets about being a Mountain Spirit or the like; I will become fully human and grow old together with you. You will live with me, won’t you?”

	 

	And so, it is said that Palbaek lived happily ever after with the fox lady who became human.
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	Notes

		[←1]
	 As far as I’m aware, this is the oldest known fox romance story; English Wikipedia page claims it was published circa 781. Translation taken from “Traditional Chinese Stories: Themes and Variations” by Y. W. Ma and Joseph S. M. Lau.




	[←2]
	 Translation taken from “Record of the Listener” by Cong Ellen Zhang.




	[←3]
	 A pun on the guest’s surname, Sun (Grandson). Hu sunzi means “fox grandsons.”




	[←4]
	 A pun on the drinking game involving melons. The Chinese character for “Fox” (狐) is composed of the radical for “dog”         (犭) and the character for “melon” (瓜).




	[←5]
	 A pun on the names of the Chen brothers. Suojian means “what is seen” and Suowen means “what is heard.” Mules are sterile, so a mule giving birth is hearsay (impossible).




	[←6]
	 A pun on the protagonist’s name, Wan Fu. Wanfu is also a traditional term for a woman’s salutation or curtsy.




	[←7]
	 A pun on the guest’s name, Sun Deyan. Deyan means “gets to speak.” Turtles are often associated with illegitimacy in Chinese insults.




	[←8]
	 The title literally translates to “Sacrificial Wine,” referring to the elder who pours the wine offering during rituals.




	[←9]
	 “Enjoying the moon” alludes to the idiom “The ox of Wu pants at the moon” (mistaking the moon for the hot sun, implying excessive fear or stupidity). “Strumming the zither” alludes to the idiom “Playing the zither to a cow” (casting pearls before swine).




	[←10]
	 The title says five; I decided to include only the one whose content relates to what this collection is about.




	[←11]
	 The original text contains no story titles. They were added by me for easier organization.




	[←12]
	 As far as I’m aware, this is the oldest known Japanese fox romance story; it appeared in Nihon Ryōiki which was compiled circa 822. Translation taken from “Miraculous Stories from the Japanese Buddhist Tradition” by Kyoko Motomochi Nakamura.




	[←13]
	 Translation taken from “Kitsune: Japan’s Fox of Mystery, Romance & Humor” by Kiyoshi Nozaki.
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