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OLD TALES RETOLD is
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by Lu Hsun, prominent
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ary, and forerunner of China’s
cultural revolution. It con-
tains eight stoties on histori-
cal subjects, a period of
thirteen years elapsing be-
tween his writing of the first
tale in 1922 and the publica-
tion of the collection in 1935.

These eight tales are based
on fables and legends of
ancient China. Lu Hsun’s
attitude in writing historical
stories was “to take a subject
and write it up freely, adding
some colouring of your own,”
which mcans “using ancient
things to satirize the present.”
“Forging the Swords,” for
example, fully expresses the
will of oppressed people to
resist and take revenge; “Curb-
ing the Flood,” ‘“Opposing
Aggression” and “Leaving the
Pass” etc. ridicule the absurd-
ities of the traitorous Kuo-
mintang regimec and the reac-
tionary “scholars” it fostered.

Lu Hsun’s vigorous, militant
spirit is revealed throughout
the collection, and his com-
bining romanticism with real-
ism adds much to the beauty
of the tales.
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The Author’s Freface

This is a small volume of stories, yet the interval be-
tween the time when I started it and its completion was
quite long: a whole thirteen years.

The first tale, ‘“Mending Heaven,” originally entitled
“The Broken Mount,” was written in the winter of 1922.
My idea at that time was to take material for somec
stories both from antiquity and the present age. “The
Broken Mount” was a first attempt, based on the legend
of Nu-wa who melted stones to mend the vault of heaven.
T started off in sober earnest, though simply using Freudian
theories! to explain the origin of creation — the creation
of men as well as of literature. I forget what made me
put down my pen half way to read the newspaper, where
as ill luck would have it I found an article by a critic
whose name I have forgotten on Breege over the Orchids*
by Wang Ching-chih. With tears in his eyes, the critic
besought young writers to produce no more such effusions.
This miserable plot struck me as so ludicrous that when

1Lu Hsun was at one point interested in the Freudian thcory of
psycho-analysis, but he was never influenced by it; in fact he adopted
a sceptical attitude. In an article he wrote in 1933 called “Listening
to a Talk on Dreams,” he pointed out the fallacies of this theory.

2 Breeze over the Orchids was an anthology of verse. 'The critic
was Hu Meng-hua, a student of the Southeast University.



I returned to my story, try as I might, I could not prevent
a little man in antique dress from appearing between the
legs of the goddess. That was how I lapsed from scrious-
ness to facetiousness. Facetiousness is the worst enemy
of writing; I was most displeased with myself.

So I decided to write no more tales of this sort and,
when publishing Call to Arms, 1 appended it as the first
and last attempt of its kind.

That was when our noted critic Cheng Fang-wu! was
brandishing his axe at the gate of the Creation Society
under the flag of ‘“Adventures of the Soul.” On the
charge of ‘‘vulgarity,” with some swings of his axe,- he
annihilated Call to Arms, and only described ‘“The Broken
Mount” as a finec piece of writing — though not without
faults. Frankly speaking, far from convincing me, this
made me despise this warrior. I have no contempt for
vulgarity: I delight in being wvulgar. As for historical

1 Cheng Fang-wu, from Hsinhua, Hunan, was one of the chief
members of the Creation Society at the time of the “May the Fourth”
Modern Literary Movement. He was a well-known literary critic in
that period, advocated romanticism and considered literature as the
self-expression of the writer. After the May the Thirtieth Movement
of 1925 he began to sympathize with the revolution, and his literary
views also began to change. Between 1927 and 1928 he and Kuo Mo-jo
started a revolutionary literary movement, but soon he gave up literary
activities and turned to do revolutionary cducational work. After Lu
Hsun published his first collection of short stories Call to Arms,
Cheng wrote a review of it for the Creation Quarterly, Vol. I, No. 2
(January 1924). Starting from his viewpoint that literaturec was the
self-expression of the writer, he crroncously concluded that such stories
by Lu Hsun as Madman's Diary, Kung I-chi, Medicine, Tomorrow and
The True Story of Ab Q, were “naturalistic,” superficial and vulgar.
However, he maintained that “Mending Heaven,” “though containing
passages not good enough,” was nevertheless a “masterpicce” showing
that the author would “enter the palace of pure literature.” The
“adventures of the soul” mentioned here is a quotation from Anatole
France: “La critique litteraire est une aventure de 'ame parmi les
chefs-d’ceuvre.” ‘This was quoted by Cheng Fang-wu in his review.
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stories, to my mind those based on extensive research with
sound evidence for every word are extremely hard to
write, even though they are sneered at as “novels smacking-
of the school-room”; whereas not much skill is needed to
take a subject and write it up freely, adding some colour-
ing of your own.

Besides, “The fish can tell whether the water is hot
or cold”* In vulgar parlance, “A man knows his own
illness.” The second half of “The Broken Mount” is far
too sloppily put together to be called a fine piece of
writing. If I allowed readers to believe the judgement of
that adventurer, they would be deceived and I would be
deceiving them. So I cut this story out of the second
edition of Call to Arms to strike back at this “soul” —
that volume was wholly occupied by rampant ‘‘vulgarities.”

In the autumn of 1926, I was living alone in a stone
house in Amoy, looking out over the ocean. I leafed
through old books, no breath of life around me, a void
in my heart. But letters kept coming from the Weiming
Press in Peking asking for articles for our magazine. Since
1 was in no mood to think of the present, old memories
stirred in my heart, and I wrote the ten essays in Dawn
Blossoms Plucked at Dusk. And, as before, I picked up
ancient legends and the like in preparation for writing
the eight stories in Old Tales Retold. But no sooner
had I finished “The Flight to the Moon” and “Forging
the Swords,” published under the title “Mei Chien Chih,”
than I had to hurry to Canton, once more setting the
project aside. Later on, though I found fresh scraps of
material and wrote some hasty sketches, I never managed
to put the whole in order.

Now at last I have made up some sort of volume. Most
of it is still in the form of hasty sketches, not worthy

1 A ‘Buddhist phrase dating from the Sung Dynasty.



of the name of “story” according to the manuals of litera-
ture. In some places the narrative is based on passages
in old books, elsewhere I gave free rein to my imagina-
tion. And having less respect for the ancients than for
my contemporaries, I have not always been able to avoid
facetiousness. Thirteen ycars have passed, still I have
made no progress: this does seem to be “trashy stuff like
‘The Broken Mount.”” At least I have not made the
ancients out as even more dead than they are, and this
may justify the book’s existence for a while.

December 26, 1935

Mending Feaven

Nu-wa'! woke with a start.

She was frightened out of a dream, yet unable to
remember what she had dreamed; conscious only, rather
crossly, of something missing as well as of a surfeit of some
kind. Ardently, the quickening brceze wafted her cnergy
over the universe.

She rubbed her eyes.

This way and that through the pink sky floated wisps
of rock-green clouds, behind which winked stars. In the
blood-red clouds at the horizon was the glorious sun, like
some fluid orb of gold lapped in a waste of ancient lava;
opposite, the frigid white moon seemed as if made of
iron. But she did not notice which was setting or which
rising.

The whole earth was a tender green. Even the pines
and cedars, whose leaves fall so seldom, were strikingly
fresh. Great blossoms, peach-pink or bluish-white, clearly
visible near by, faded in the distance into a motley mist.

“I've never been so bored!”

_' A mythical empress or goddess of ancient times. According to
Chinese mythology the first men were made out of mud by Nu-wa.



With this reflection she sprang to her feet, stretched
her perfectly rounded arms so compact of strength and
yawned at the sky. At once the sky changed colour,
turning a miraculous flesh-pink so that for a moment
Nu-wa was lost to sight.

She walked through this flesh-pink univetse to the sea,
and the lines of her body merged with the luminous,
rose-tinted ocean, only a zone of pure white remaining
visible at her waist. The astounded waves rose and fell
in perfect order spattering Nu-wa with foam. The reflec-
tion of this pure white flesh flickered in the water as
if it meant to scatter in all directions. But without
observing it, not knowing what she did, she went down
on one knee and scooped up a handful of soft mud. She
kneaded this several times till she had in her hands a
small creature much like herself.

“Ah! Ah!”

Though she had made it herself, she couldn’t help
wondering if it hadn’t been in the mud all the time like
a scgment of potato. She started with surprise.

This was happy surprise, however. She went on with
a verve and zest hitherto unknown, breathing into the
figures, mingling her sweat with them.

“Nga! Nga!” The little creatures were calling out.

“Ahl Ah!” She felt with a pang that something was
streaming out from every pore of her body. The ground
was misted over with white, milky vapour. She mastered
her panic and the little creatures stopped crying.

Some of them said to her: “Akon! Agon!”

“Ah, you darlings!” Without taking her eyes off them,
Nu-wa tapped their plump white cheeks with her muddy
fingers. .

“Uvu! Ahaha!” They were laughing. For the first time
in the universe she heard laughter. For the first time she
laughed herself, unable to stop.
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Caressing them, she went on with her task. The
finished figures circled round her, going further off by
degrees, talking more volubly. By degrees, too, she ceased
to understand them. Her ears were simply filled with a
medley of cries till her head began to swim.

Into her long drawn out joy had crept weariness. Her
breath was nearly exhausted, her sweat nearly spent.
Moreover her head was swimming, her eyes were dim,
her cheeks burning. Gone was all her excitement; she was
losing patience. Yet she toiled on, hardly knowing what
she did.

At last the pain in her back and legs forced her to stand.
Leaning against a smooth, high mountain, she raised her
head to look round. The sky was full of white clouds like
the scales of a fish, while below was a deep, dark green.
For no apparent reason the sight displeased her. Moodily
she put out one hand to pluck a wistaria which reached
from the mountain to the sky. On it were clusters of huge
purple flowers. She threw it down on the ground and
the earth was covered with petals, half purple, half white.

She flicked it and the wistaria rolled over in the muddy
water, sending up a spray of mud which falling on the
ground turned into little creatures like those she had made.
But most of these looked stupid and repulsive, with heads
like deer, eyes like rats. Too preoccupied to pay any
attention, eagerly and impatiently, as if in sport, she flicked
the muddy wistaria faster and faster, till it twitched on
the ground like a coral snake scalded by boiling water.
Drops of mud splashed off the vine and while still in mid-
air changed into small howling creatures, which crawled
off in every direction.

Barely conscious, she swung the wistaria yet more
wildly. Not only were her back and legs aching, but even
her arms were tired. She had to crouch down to rest
her ‘head on a mountain.  Her jet black hair streamed
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over the mountain top. After regaining her breath, she
closed her eycs with a sigh. The wistaria fell from her
fingers to lie limp and exhausted on the ground.

II

Crash!!!

As heaven split asundet and the earth burst open, Nu-
wa awoke with a start to find herself sliding towards the
southeast. She put out a foot to stop herself, only to dis-
cover nothing there. Throwing one arm around a moun-
tain peak, she managed to break her fall.

Water, sand and tocks were raining down on her
head from behind. When she looked over her shoulder,
water poured into her mouth and both her ears. She
hastily lowered her head — the earth was heaving and
shaking. Luckily this socon subsided, and stepping back
she sat down on solid ground to wipe the water from
her forehead and eyes and see what exactly had happened.

The scene was one of utter confusion. All over the
earth great torrents were cascading. Here and there, in
what she took to be the ocean, leaped and towered sharp-
crested billows. She waited, dumbfounded.

At last great calm was restored. The largest waves
were no higher than the old peaks, and where the land
must be projected jagged ridges of rock. Tutrning to the
sca, she saw several mountains sweeping towards her,
whirling round in the tumbling waves. Afraid they might
bump her foot, she put out a hand to stop them. That was
when she noticed, in the gullies, some creatures she had
never set eyes on before.

She drew one of the mountains to her for a closer
look. Vomited on the ground beside these creatures was
something resembling gold dust and powdered jade mixed
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with chewed pine needles and meat. Slowly, one by one,
they raised their heads, and Nu-wa’s cyes widened when
she recognized the little creatures she had made. They
had covered their bodies in the most curious fashion, and
some of them had snow-white beards growing from the
lower part of their faces — beards mattcd by the brine like
pointed poplar leaves.

“Ah, ah!” She gave a cty of fright and astonishment.
Her flesh crept as if a caterpillar had crawled over it.

“Save us, Goddess. . . .” Onc with a white beard on
his chin had raised his head. Between retchings he said
in a broken voice: “Save us. . Your humble subjects

. arte in quest of immortality. None of us foresaw
this disaster, the collapse of heaven and earth. . . . Mer-
cifully we have met you, Goddess. . . . Save our worth-
less lives. . . . And give us an elixir . . . to make us
immortal.” He raised and lowered his head in the
strangest manner.

“What’s that?” asked Nu-wa, quite baffled.

Several of them started speaking at once, retching as
they invoked the Goddess, all going through the same
strange motions. This was so exasperating that she bitterly
repented the action which had brought such bewildering
trouble upon her. She looked helplessly around. A school
of giant tortoises' was sporting in the ocean. Surprised
and pleased, she lost no time in putting the mountains on
their backs and giving the order: “Take them to some
quieter place!”

The giant tortoises nodded and trooped off into the
distance. She had pulled the mountains too hard, how-
cver, so that one of the creatures with a white beard on
his chin had fallen off. . . . He could not cven swim,

! These giant tortoises of the ocean were considered divine in
ancient mythology.



let alone overtake the others, but prostrated himself on
the beach, slapping his face. Nu-wa pitied him but paid
no attention to him — she simply had no time to attend
to such matters.

She sighed, het heart grew lighter. She turned around
and saw the water lapping round her subside considerably,
revealing broad stretches of earth and rock with a multi-
tude of small creatures in the clefts of the rock, some stiff
and stark, others still moving. One of these, in fact,
was staring stupidly at her. He was covered with strips
of metal, while despair and fear contended on his face.

“What happened?” she asked casually.

“Alas! Heaven visited calamity upon us!” he answered
piteously. “Chuan Hsu, in defiance of right, attacked our
king. Our king decided to fight him in accord with
Heaven’s will and we battled in the country. But Heaven
did not protect the just — our army was thrown
back. . . !

“What’s that?” Nu-wa, never having heard talk of
this kind before, was utterly amazed.

“Our army was thrown back. Our king knocked his
head against the Broken Mount, smashed the pillar of
heaven and the support of the earth and perished himself.
Alas! This is truly. . . .”

“That’s quite enough! I can’t understand a word.”
Turning her head away she discovered a proud and joyful
face — its owner was also covered with strips of metal.

“What happened?” Now that it dawned on her that
these little creatures could vary so much in expression, she
hoped to elicit a different, comprehensible answer.

1 This refers to the mythical fight between Chuan Hsu, a descend-
ant of the Yellow Emperor, and the giant Kung Kung, also known
as Kang Hui. The giant in his rage at being defeated knocked his
head against the mountain which propped up the vault of heaven.
Then heaven cracked open and the earth sagged southeastwards.
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“The human heart harbours evil. Kang Hui with the
heart of a swine actually aspired to the imperial throne.
Our king fought him in accord with the will of Heaven.
We battled in the open country, and Heaven did indeed
protect the just. Our army was victorious and Kang Hui
was slain on the Broken Mount.”

“What'’s that?” She was still at a loss.

“The human heart harbours evil. . . .”

“That’s quite enough — the same nonsense!” Nu-wa
flushed with anger from her cheeks to her ears. Wheeling
round, she searched till she found a small creature devoid
of metal strips, naked and covered with wounds which
were still bleeding. He hastily fastened round his loins
a ragged cloth just stripped from one of his fellows, now
stiff and statk. He retained his self-possession, however,
throughout.

Imagining that he belonged to a different species from
the others and would be able to tell her something, Nu-wa
asked:

“What happened?”

“What happened?” He raised his head slightly.

“That accident just now. . . .”

“That accident just now? .. .”

“Was it a war?” She was reduced to guessing.

“A war?” He repeated her question.

Nu-wa inhaled a mouthful of cold air and looked up
at the sky. There was a great crack across it, deep and
wide. Nu-wa stood up and tapped the sky with her fingers.
Instead of a clear ring, it gave a sound like a cracked bowl.
With wrinkled brows she looked round and reflected be-
fore wringing the water out of her hair, throwing it back
over both shoulders and starting with fresh energy to
gather reeds. She had made up her mind to mend the
sky before doing anything else.

11



Day after day, night after night, she piled up reeds.
But as the pile grew in height, Nu-wa lost weight, for
things were very different now. Above was the sky with
jagged crack, below the earth slimy and gutted — there
was nothing to rcjoice her eyes or her heart.

When the pile of reeds reached the crack, she looked
for blue stones. Her original plan was to use stones the
same pure blue as the sky, but there wete not enough of
these and she shrank from using the mountains. When
she searched for fragments in the places humming with
life, she met with jeers or curses. Some little creatures
dragged away what she had found or even bit her fingers.
She was reduced then to mixing in some white stones.
When she ran out of these, she made do with red, yellow
or grey. At last the crack was filled up. She had only
to light the fire to melt the stones and her task would be
donc. But her eyes were secing stars, her cars buzzing
from exhaustion. She was at the end of her strength.

“Dear me, I've never felt so low in my life.” She sat
on a hill-top to rest her head on her hands. Her breath
was coming in gasps.

The great fire in the primeval forests on Mount Kunlun
was still ablaze, incarnadining the whole western horizon.
A glance in that direction decided her to take a big burn-
ing tree from there to light her heap of reeds. Before she
could reach out, something pricked her foot.

She looked down at one of the small creatures she had
made, even stranger than the others. From head to foot
he was hung with thick folds of drapery, with a dozen
or more supernumerary ribbons at his waist. He had a
covering of some sort on his head, crowned by a small
black oblong board. In his hands was a tablet which had
pricked her foot.

This creature crowned with the oblong board stood
between Nu-wa’s legs and looked up at her. When her
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glance fell on him, he made haste to present the tablet,
which she took. It was a highly polished green bamboo
tablet on which were two columns of minute black specks,
far smaller than those on oak leaves. Nu-wa admired
the skilful craftsmanship.

“What’s this?” she could not help asking curiously.

The creature crowned with the oblong board indicated
the bamboo tablet and recited glibly:

“Your lewd nakedness is immoral, an offence against
etiquette, a breach of the rules and conduct fit for beasts!
This is forbidden by the laws of the land!”

Nu-wa stared at the oblong board, secretly amused by
her own folly in asking such a question. She should have
known by now that she could have no real communication
with these creatures. Without another word, she put the
bamboo tablet on the oblong board. Then from the forest
she plucked a great burning tree to set light to her pile of
reeds.

Suddenly she heard sobs, a strange new sound to her.
She glanced down. In the little eyes beneath the board
were two tiny tears even smaller than mustard seeds. Since
this was totally unlike the cries “nga nga” she had heard
before, she did not realize that this was another form of
weeping.

She set about lighting the fire in several places.

It burned slowly at first because the reeds were still
damp. It made a great roar none the less, and after some
time countless tongues of flame shot out, flickering up to
lick all above. Some time later they formed a double
flower of flame, a pillar of fire of a scarlet much more
intense than the red glow on Mount Kunlun. A high
wind sprang up, the fiery pillar whirled and roared, the
blue stones and the stones of many colours became a
uniform crimson. They rushed into the crack like a torrent
of melted sugar or unflickering sheet lightning.
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The wind and the heat of the fire tossed her hair in all
ditections. Sweat was coursing off her like a waterfall.
The dazzling flames lit up her body. For the last time
the universe was a flesh pink.

By degrees the pillar of fire rose, leaving nothing but
a heap of ashes beneath. When the sky was blue again
she reached out to finger it, and felt a number of
irregularities.

“When I'm strong again, I'll have another try . . .”
she thought.

She bent down to pick up the ashes of the reeds and
dropped them into the flooded parts of the earth. Still
hot, the ashes made the water boil and water and ashes
splashed over her. The wind would not stop either, but
buffeted her with ashes till she was grey.

With a faint sigh she breathed her last.

In the blood-red clouds at the horizon was the glorious
sun like some fluid orb of gold lapped in a waste of an-
cient lava. Opposite, the frigid white moon seemed as if
made of iron. It was hard to say which was setting ot
which rising. Utterly spent, Nu-wa fell back between
them, no longer breathing.

On every side, high and low, reigned a silence deeper
than death.
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One bitterly cold day a vague tumult could be heard.
The royal troops had fought their way to this spot. They
came late, having waited for the flames and dust to sub-
side. ‘To the left, a yellow axe. To the right, a black
axe. Behind, a huge, ancient standard. Warily, ready
to turn and flee, they advanced to where the corpse of
Nu-wa lay, but observed no sign of life. The soldiers
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encamped on her stomach, since that was a fertile spot —
they were shrewd in such choices. Then abruptly changing
their tune, they announced that they were the true descend-
ants of the goddess and altered the tadpole-shaped
characters on their standard to: “The Entrails of Nu-wa.”

The old priest left stranded on the beach taught
countless generations of disciples. Not till the hour of his
death did he reveal to one of them the important news
that the Fairy Mountains had been carricd out to sca by
the giant tortoises. This disciple in turn told his own dis-
ciples, till finally an alchemist, hoping to win favour, in-
formed the First Emperor of Chin, who sent him off on
a search.!

The alchemist failed to find the Fairy Islands, and
eventually the First Emperor of Chin died. Emperor Wu?
of Han sent out search parties too, but they were no more
successful.

Very likely the giant tortoises had not grasped Nu-wa’s
meaning and the fact that they nodded was sheer coin-
cidence. After carelessly carrying the mountains for a
while they submerged to sleep, and the mountains sank
after them. That is why, to this day, no onc has seen so
much as a sign of the Fairy Isles. All they have discover-
ed are a few islands inhabited by barbarians.

November 1922

1The First Emperot of Chin (246-210 B.C.) sent the alchemist Hsu
Fu with several thousand pcople out to sca to look for the fairy
islangds.

2140-87 B.C.
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The Flight to the Mocn

It is a fact that intelligent beasts can divine the wishes
of men. As soon as their gate came in sight the horse
slowed down and, hanging its head at the same moment
as its rider, let it jog with each step like a pestle pounding
rice.

The great house was overhung with evening mist, while
thick black smoke rose from the ncighbours’ chimneys. It
was time for supper. At the sound of hoofs, retainers
had come out and were standing erect with their arms
at their sides before the entrance. As Yi' dismounted
listlessly beside the rubbish heap, they stepped forward
to relieve him of his reins and whip. At the moment of
crossing the threshold, he looked down at the quiverful of
brand-new arrows at his waist and the three crows and
one shattered sparrow in his bag, and his heart sank within
him. But he strode in, putting a bold facc on things, the
arrows rattling in his quiver.

Reaching the inner courtyard, he saw Chang-ngo® look-
ing out from the round window. Hc knew her sharp eyes

1Yi or Hou Yi was a heroic archer in ancient Chinese legends.

2A goddess in ancient Chinese mythology, supposed to be Yi’s
wife. She took some drug of immortality and flew to the moon to
become a goddess there.
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must have seen the crows, and in dismay he came to a
sudden stop — but he had to go on in. Serving-maids
came out to greet him, unfastened his bow and quiver and
took his game bag. He noticed that their smiles were
rather forced.

After wiping his face and hands he entered the inner
apartment, calling: “Madam. . . .”

Chang-ngo had been watching the sunset from the round
window. She turned slowly and threw him an indifferent
glance without returning his greeting.

He had been used to this treatment for some time, for
over a year at least. But as usual he went on in and sat
down on the old, worn leopard skin over the wooden
couch opposite. Scratching his head, he muttered:

“I was out of luck again today. Nothing but crows. ...’

“Pah!”

Raising her willowy eyebrows, Chang-ngo sprang up
and swept from the room, grumbling as she went: “Noo-
dles with crow sauce again! Noodles with crow sauce
again! I’d like to know who else eats nothing but noodles
with crow sauce from one year to the next? How ill-fated
I was to marry you and eat noodles with ctow sauce the
whole year round!”

“Madam!” Yi leaped to his feet and followed her. “It
wasn’t so bad today,” he continued softly. “I shot a spar-
row too, which can be dressed for you. . . . Nu-hsin!”
he called to the maid. “Bring that sparrow to show your
mistress.”

The game had been taken to the kitchen, but Nu-hsin
ran to fetch the sparrow and held it out in both hands to
Chang-ngo.

“That!” With a disdainful glance she reached slowly
out to touch it. “How disgusting!” she said crossly.
“You've smashed it to pieces! Where’s the meat?”

s
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“I know,” admitted Yi, discomfited. “My bow is too
powerful, my arrow-heads are too large.”

“Can’t you use smaller arrows?”

“I haven’t any. When I shot the giant boar and the
huge python. . . .”

“Is this a giant boar ot a huge python?” She turned
to Nu-hsin and ordeted: ‘“Use it for soup!” Then she
went back to her room.

Left alone at a loss, Yi sat down with his back to the
wall to listen to the crackling of firewood in the kitchen.
He remembered the bulk of the giant boar which had
loomed like a small hillock in the distance. If he hadn’t
shot it then but left it till now, it would have kept them
in meat for half a year and spared them this daily worry
about food. And the huge python! What soups it could
have made!

Nu-yi lit the lamp. The vermilion bow and arrows,
the black bow and arrows, the crossbow, the sword and
the dagger glimmered on the opposite wall in its faint
rays. After one look, Yi loweted his head and sighed.
Nu-hsin brought supper in and set it on the table in the
middle: five large bowls of noodles on the left, two large
bowls of noodles and one of soup on the right, in the
centre one large bow! of crow sauce.

While eating, Yi had to admit that this was not an
appetizing meal. He stole a glance at Chang-ngo. Without
so much as looking at the crow sauce, she had steeped her
noodles in soup, and she set down her bowl half finished.
Her face struck him as paler and thinner than before —
suppose she were to fall ill?

By the sccond watch, in a slightly better mood, she sat
without a word on the edge of the bed to drink some
water. Yi sat on the wooden couch next to her, stroking
the old leopard skin which was losing its fur.

18

“Ah,” he said in a conciliatory tone. ‘I bagged this
spotted leopard on the Western Hill before we married.
It was a beauty — one glossy mass of gold.”

That reminded him of how they had lived in the old
days. Of bears they ate nothing but the paws, of camels
nothing but the hump, giving all the rest to the serving-
maids and rctainers. When the big game was finished
they ate wild boars, rabbits and pheasants. He was such
a fine archer, he could shoot as much as he pleased.

A sigh escaped him.

“The fact is I'm too good a shot,” he said. “That’s why
the whole place is cleaned out. Who could have guessed
we’d be left with nothing but crows?”

Chang-ngo gave the ghost of a smile.

“Today 1 was luckier than usual.” Yi’s spirits were
rising.  “At least I caught a sparrow. I had to go an
extra thirty 2 to find it.”

“Can’t you go a little further still?”

“Yes, madam. That’s what I mean to do. Tl get up
carlier tomorrow morning. If you wake first, call me. I
mean to go fifty /i further to sce if I can’t find some roc-
bucks or rabbits. . . . It won’t be easy, though. Remem-
ber all the game there was when I shot the giant boar and
the huge python? Black bears used to pass in front of
your mother’s door, and she asked me several times to
shoot them. . . .”

“Really?” It seemed to have slipped Chang-ngo’s
memory.

“Who could have foreseen they would all disappear like
this? Come to think of it, I don’t know how we’re going
to manage. I'zz all right. T've only to eat that elixir the
priest gave me, and I can fly up to heaven. But I must
think of you first . . . that’s why I've decided to go a
little further tomorrow. . . .”

“Um.”

9



Chang-ngo had finished the water. She lay down slowly
and closed her eyes.

The lamp, burning low, lit up her fading make-up. Much
of her powder had rubbed off, there were dark circles be-
neath her eyes and one of her eyebrows was blacker than
the other; still her mouth was as red as fire, and though
she wasn’t smiling you could see faint dimples on her
checks.

“Ah, no! How can I feed a woman like this on nothing
but noodles and ctow saucel”

Overcome by shame, Yi flushed up to his ears.

II

Night passed, a new day dawned.

In a flash Yi opened his eyes. A sunbeam aslant the
western wall told him it could not be early. He looked
at Chang-ngo, who was lying stretched out fast asleep.
Without a sound he threw on his clothes, slipped down
from his leopard skin couch and tiptoed into the hall. As
he washed his face he told Nu-keng to order Wang Sheng
to saddle his horse.

Having so much to do, he had long since given up
breakfast. Nu-yi put five baked cakes, five stalks of leek
and a package of paprika in his game bag, fastening this
firmly to his waist with his bow and arrows. He tightened
his belt and strode lightly out of the hall, telling Nu-keng
whom he met:

“I mean to go further today to look for game. I may
be a little late back. When your mistress has had her
breakfast and is in good spirits, give her my apologies and
ask her to wait for me for supper. Don’t forget — my
apologies!”
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He walked swiftly out, swung into the saddle and flash-
cd past the retainers ranged on either side. Very soon he
was out of the village. In front were the kaoliang fields
through which he passed evety day. These he ignored,
having learned long ago that there was nothing here. With
two cracks of his whip he galloped forward, covering sixty
li without a pause. In front was a dense forest, and since
his horse was winded and in a lather it naturally slowed
down. Another ten /i and they were in the forest, yet Yi
could see nothing but wasps, butterflies, ants and locusts
— not a trace of birds or beasts. The first sight of this
unexplored territory had raised hopes of catching at least
a couple of foxcs or rabbits but now he knew that had
been an idle dream. He made his way out and saw another
stretch of green kaoliang fields ahead, with one or two
mud cottages in the distance. The breeze was balmy, the
sun warm; neither crow nor sparrow could be heard.

“Confound it!” he bellowed to relicve his feelings.

A dozen paces further on, however, and his heart leaped
with joy. On the flat ground outside a mud hut in the
distance there was actually a fowl. Stopping to peck at
every step, it looked like a large pigeon. He seized his
bow and fitted an arrow to it, drew it to its full extent
and then let go. His shaft sped through the air like a
shooting star.

With no hesitation, for he never missed his quarry, he
sputred after the arrow to retrieve the game. But as he
approached it an old woman hurried towards the horse.
She had picked up the large pigeon transfixed by his arrow
and was shouting:

“Who are you? Why have you shot my best black
laying hen? Have you nothing better to do? . . .”

Yi’s heart missed a beat. He pulled up short.

“What! A hen?” he echoed nervously. “I thought it
was a wood pigeon.”
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