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  Introduction
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  After many weeks at sea, Little Munchi's merchant ship finally docked at a small southern island in China. The voyage had been long and weary, but the sight of land brought fresh energy to the crew as ropes were secured and crates were unloaded.


  Little Munchi perched on his merchant owner’s shoulder as they stepped onto the wooden pier. Together, they walked through the nearby town, taking in the narrow streets, warm lantern light, and the smell of steamed buns drifting from food stalls. As evening approached, they began searching for a small inn in which to rest for the night.


  They soon found a modest inn near the harbor, its wooden sign creaking gently in the sea breeze. After settling in and sharing a simple meal, the merchant noticed something unusual outside.


  A puppet show had begun in the courtyard nearby.


  Colorful lanterns lit up a small stage where wooden puppets danced and spun, their movements lively and precise. Curious, the merchant lifted Little Munchi onto his shoulder and carried him outside to watch.


  Both of them became instantly captivated.


  The puppets seemed almost alive, their gestures telling a story of kings, warriors, and hidden treasures. Little Munchi’s eyes widened with wonder, following every movement as if he might leap into the story himself.


  When the performance ended, applause filled the air. The merchant lingered, reluctant to leave. Near the edge of the crowd, he struck up a conversation with an old man seated quietly on a bench.


  The old man’s eyes never left the stage, even after the puppets were packed away. He seemed deeply fond of puppeteering, as though it were part of his very soul.


  As they spoke, he revealed something surprising—he had once been a puppeteer himself.


  A few minutes into the conversation, the old man decided to share a legendary tale known among wandering performers. He thought the merchant and the little cat might enjoy it.


  He spoke of a poor puppeteer who struggled to find success. One day, deep in the forest, he discovered a strange piece of magical wood glowing faintly within the bushes. With hope and curiosity, he took it home and carved it into puppets. From that moment on, something miraculous happened and his fate began to change.


  Little Munchi listened closely, completely absorbed in the story.


  That night, after returning to the inn, the town grew quiet as everyone drifted into sleep. But Little Munchi remained awake.


  Carefully, he climbed onto a quiet wooden ledge near the window, pulled out his small diary, and dipped his paw-held quill into ink.


  In soft, careful writing, he began:


  "Once upon a time, a puppeteer found a magical log..."




  The Puppeteer


  

    [image: A woodcarver carefully carving a new puppet at his workbench..]

  


  Long ago, in a quiet village hidden among the mountains of ancient China, there lived a skilled woodcarver named Master Lin.


  He was a well-known woodcarver and puppeteer, admired by many in his village for the beauty and life he brought to wood. His workshop always smelled of sweet cedar and fresh pine, and people often gathered just to watch him work. With his steady hands and a silver carving knife, he could turn a simple block of wood into a bird that looked ready to sing, or a mighty dragon with scales that rippled like those of a living serpent.


  But more than dragons or birds, Master Lin loved his puppets.


  He spent weeks carving their delicate faces, painting tiny, hopeful smiles, and dressing them in robes of shimmering silk. His puppet shows were a familiar delight in the village square, drawing smiles from children and quiet admiration from elders.


  One evening, after a performance, a traveler stayed behind to talk. 


   "Master Lin," the man whispered, "your talent is too big for this small place. Go to the town of Jade Willow! It is a bustling place with crowded streets and golden lanterns. There, thousands of people will see your art, you might make a fortune there"


  The idea stayed with Master Lin. After much thought, and with a hopeful heart, he decided to try his luck in Jade Willow town.


  After days of preparation, he packed his tools, his carving knife, and a small bundle of his favorite puppets, then set off toward Jade Willow.


  When he finally arrived, the town was grander than he had imagined. The air carried the scent of sweet roasted nuts and steaming tea, while the busy streets echoed with the rumble of wagons and the calls of merchants advertising their wares. Master Lin searched for a place to stay, but every inn and small room he found was far too expensive for him.


  As evening approached, he wandered farther and farther from the crowded center until he reached the very edge of the town. There, tucked beside the trees, he discovered an abandoned house. It was old and worn, but it had a sturdy roof, a small room, and a tiny kitchen. To Master Lin, it was more than enough.


  With patient hands, he repaired what he could: tightening loose windows, clearing dust from the rooms, and mending broken shutters. Soon, the little house became his home.


  Each day, Master Lin would carry his folded stage and puppets into the town. At the corner of a lively street, he would set up his small theater beneath the wide, shady branches of an old tree. 


   At first, people were curious. Children gathered first, laughing and pointing, followed by adults who paused out of interest. His performances brought smiles and wonder, and soon his little corner stage became a small but beloved attraction, earning him enough coins to make a modest living.


  But as weeks turned into months, the excitement slowly faded. The townspeople grew used to his shows, and what once felt magical began to feel familiar. One by one, the audience grew smaller. The children stopped coming as often, and the adults lingered only briefly before moving on.


  Soon, Master Lin had very little money left for food. Some nights, his stomach growled louder than his clattering puppets.


  One quiet morning, as Master Lin stared into his nearly empty rice bowl, he made a difficult decision.


  
"I will give it one last try," he whispered softly. "If my next show cannot fill this town with cheers and applause, I will return to my village and never come back."


  
Determined to create something truly unforgettable, Master Lin decided to craft an entirely new set of puppets. But ordinary wood would not do. He believed he needed the finest and most magical wood in the world to bring them to life. And so, with hope still burning in his heart, he prepared to journey deep into the Great Willow Forest in search of it.



  The next morning, he packed a small bag of tools, tucked a little axe into his belt, and set off.


  As he stepped into the forest, the deeper he went, the quieter everything became. The noisy sounds of the town slowly faded away, replaced by the gentle rustling of swaying trees and the soft crunch of his footsteps along the forest path.


  Then—suddenly—a sharp sound broke the silence.


  "Skree! Skree!"


  Master Lin stopped in his tracks. Just as he was about to take another step, the cry came again—weak but urgent. He followed the sound carefully, stepping over tangled roots and pushing past hanging vines, until he reached a burrow.


  There, tucked inside the burrow, was a small creature with soft reddish fur and a long, ringed tail—a red panda. It was trembling with fear, trapped and unable to move. One of its tiny paws was caught in a cruel metal trap.


  "Oh, you poor little thing," Master Lin said softly. He knelt in the dirt and used his hands to carefully pry the metal jaws apart.


  Click.


  The trap opened.


  The red panda pulled its paw free and stumbled back. For a moment, it didn’t run. It sat very still, licking its injured paw. Then it lifted its head and looked at Master Lin.


  Its eyes were bright and calm.


  The red panda gave a small, polite bow.


  Then, with a soft rustle of leaves, it slipped away into the forest shadows and was gone.


  Master Lin smiled, feeling a warmth in his heart he hadn't felt in years. But as he searched the forest for the rest of the day, he found no wood. His luck was still bad. He returned home with empty hands and a heavy heart.




  The Mystical Friend
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  For seven long days, Master Lin wandered through the Great Willow Forest, searching for a special kind of wood worthy of his new puppets. Yet no matter where he looked, his bag remained empty.


  "If I don’t find it today," Master Lin sighed, "I’ll have to pack my tools and return to the village."


  He searched beneath twisted roots and among the ancient willow trees. Just as he was about to give up, he stumbled upon the old clearing where he had once rescued a little red panda from a hunter’s trap.


  Suddenly, the air filled with the sweet scent of jasmine and honey. Deep within a hollow bush, something shimmered.


  Master Lin gasped.


  It was a piece of wood—but unlike any he had ever seen. It glowed with a soft golden light that pulsed gently, almost like a tiny heartbeat.


  "Finally," he whispered, his eyes wide with wonder. "The legendary Heart-Wood."


  Carefully, he tucked the glowing log into his bag and hurried home.


  That night, beneath the flicker of a single candle, Master Lin began his work.


  Chit-chit-chip! went his chisel.


  Swish-swish-smooth! went his sandpaper.


  Through the long night, he carved four famous heroes from the legendary tale Journey to the West: the Monkey King with his mischievous grin, Pigsy with his round and cheerful belly, the River Spirit with his stern expression, and the Wise Monk, calm and brave.


  By dawn, Master Lin was utterly exhausted. Wood shavings covered the floor, and his tools lay scattered across the workbench. Barely able to keep his eyes open, he tumbled into bed and fell fast asleep.


  The next morning, a delicious smell drifted into his room. It was not the scent of sawdust or paint. It smelled like fresh ginger congee and warm steamed buns.


  Master Lin sat up and rubbed his eyes. When he stepped outside his room, he froze in astonishment.


  His house was spotless.


  The sawdust had been swept away. His clothes were neatly folded. A hot breakfast waited on the table.


  "Am I dreaming?" he murmured.


  He hurried to his workbench. The puppets were sitting exactly where he had left them.


  But somehow… they looked shinier than before.


  Master Lin’s stomach gave a loud RUMBLE. He was still very confused, but the steaming bowl of congee and the soft, fluffy buns looked too good to pass up.


  He sat down, picked up a bun and took a big bite while scooping a spoonful of congee with the other hand.


  "Oh my," he whispered, his eyes widening. "This is the best breakfast I’ve ever tasted!" The ginger was zingy, and the buns were as light as clouds. Even though he was shocked, he couldn't resist. He began to eat hungrily, enjoying every savory spoonful.


  As he ate, a strange feeling crept over him. It felt as though someone—or something—was watching him.


    
    He looked up. Directly in front of him, resting on the workbench, the Monkey King’s painted eyes
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