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"Water Margin" is a long novel written by Shi Nai'an from the late Yuan Dynasty to the early Ming Dynasty (most of the existing published editions are signed by Shi Nai'an, or Luo Guanzhong, or both). It is the first long chapter - novel written in vernacular Chinese in Chinese history. 

The whole book depicts the grand story of 108 heroes on Liangshan led by Song Jiang, including their elimination of treacherous officials and villains, the growth of Liangshan Marsh, their acceptance of amnesty from the Song Dynasty, and their battles for the Song Dynasty after being amnestied. 

"Water Margin" is one of the four great classical novels in China. After its publication, it had a huge impact on society and became a model for later Chinese novel writing. "Water Margin" is one of the earliest chapter - novels written in vernacular Chinese in Chinese history. It is widely circulated and well - loved; at the same time, it is also one of the works with epic features in Chinese literature, having a profound influence on narrative literature in China and even East Asia.  
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Shi Nai'an (c. 1296 – c. 1370), originally named Shi Er, with the courtesy name Zhaorui, the literary name Zian, and the alias Nai'an, was from Xinghua, Jiangsu (now Baoju Town, Dafeng, Yancheng). His original hometown was Suzhou, and he later moved to Huai'an. Some say his original hometown was Huai'an, he lived in Hangzhou, and then returned to his hometown in Huai'an. He was a writer from the late Yuan Dynasty to the early Ming Dynasty, and his main work is "Water Margin". Shi Nai'an was intelligent and fond of learning since childhood. He passed the imperial examination at the county - level in 1314, the provincial - level in 1324, and the national - level in 1331. Soon he was appointed as the magistrate of Qiantang County. Because he pleaded for the poor and redressed wrongs and was scolded by the county magistrate, he resigned and went home. In 1353, he rebelled against the Yuan Dynasty with Zhang Shicheng, a salt - worker in Baoju Field. Due to Zhang Shicheng's arrogance, he angrily left Pingjiang and wandered around the world, helping people with medical problems. Later, he became a private tutor in the home of Xu Qi, a wealthy man in Zhutang, Jiangyin. Besides teaching, he also devoted himself to research and creation. In 1367, Shi Nai'an crossed the Yangtze River and went north to live in seclusion in Baoju by the sea and concentrated on his writing. In 1370, Shi Nai'an passed away in Huai'an.  

"Water Margin" written by Shi Nai'an is one of the four great classical novels in China. It brings together the stories of the Liangshan rebel army circulated among the people, reflects the people's understanding of history and their feelings of love and hate, and expresses the author's praise for the rebel peasants. Once it was published, it was well - received by the masses. Shi Nai'an not only had rich life experience but also high artistic skills. His creation is of great significance to the creation and development of Chinese long novels and adds a precious treasure to Chinese literature and even world literature.  
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Chapter 1: The Celestial Master Zhang Prays to Avert the Plague; Grand Preceptor Hong Accidentally Releases the Demons 
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It is said in a poem: 

The rooster - crier in red kerchiefs announces the dawn, And the chamberlain presents the emperor's robe of cloud - like green. 

The nine - tiered palace gates swing open wide, And envoys from all nations bow to the crowned king. 

As the sunbeams touch the golden fans, they sway; Incense smoke seems to hover around the dragon - embroidered robe. 

After the court session, the emperor must draft edicts in colorful papers; With the tinkling of jade pendants, he returns to the imperial court. 

It is said that during the reign of Emperor Renzong of the Song Dynasty, at the fifth watch and the third moment on the third day of the third month in the third year of the Jiayou era, the emperor was seated in the Zichen Hall, receiving the congratulations of all the officials. Behold: 

Lucky clouds enshroud the phoenix - towers; Auspicious air veils the dragon - mansions. The imperial willows with misty smoke brush against the flags; The palace flowers with dewdrops greet the swords and halberds. In the shadow of the heavenly fragrance, officials with jade hairpins and pearl - embroidered shoes gather on the red steps; Amid the sound of celestial music, those in embroidered jackets and brocaded robes support the imperial carriage. The pearl curtain is rolled up, and the golden carriage appears in the hall; The phoenix - tailed fans are opened, and the precious palanquin stops before the white jade steps. Faintly, the imperial whip cracks three times, and the civil and military officials in ranks stand in perfect order.  

Just then, the court usher shouted, "Those with business step forward and present it; those without, let the curtain be rolled and the court be adjourned." From among the ranks of officials, Prime Minister Zhao Zhe and Counsellor - in - Politics Wen Yanbo stepped forward and reported, "Currently, a plague is raging in the capital, leaving the people in dire straits and causing heavy casualties among the military and civilians. We hope Your Majesty will pardon the guilty, show mercy, reduce punishments and taxes to avert the natural disaster and relieve the people." After hearing the report, the emperor immediately ordered the Imperial Academy to draft an edict at once. On the one hand, he pardoned all the criminals in the country and remitted all the taxes and levies on the people; on the other hand, he ordered the palaces, Taoist temples and Buddhist monasteries in the capital to hold religious ceremonies to ward off the disaster. Unexpectedly, the plague became even more severe that year. When Emperor Renzong heard about it, he was very worried. He summoned the officials again to discuss the matter. Among the officials, a minister stepped out of the ranks to present a report. The emperor saw that it was the Counsellor - in - Politics Fan Zhongyan. After paying his respects, he reported, "Currently, natural disasters are widespread, and the military and civilians are suffering greatly. They can hardly make a living day and night, and many are in trouble. In my humble opinion, to avert this disaster, we can summon the Celestial Master of the Later Han Dynasty to come to the court day and night and hold a grand religious ceremony of 3,600 offerings in the imperial forbidden courtyard and report the situation to God. In this way, we can avert the plague among the people." Emperor Renzong approved the proposal. He immediately ordered a courtier to draft an edict, and he wrote it with his own hand. He also presented a stick of imperial incense. He specially appointed Grand Preceptor Hong Xin, the supervisor of the imperial guards, as an envoy to go to Longhu Mountain in Xinzhou, Jiangxi Province, to invite the Celestial Master Zhang of the Later Han Dynasty to come to the court day and night to pray to avert the plague. Incense was burned in the Golden Hall, and the emperor personally handed the imperial edict to Grand Preceptor Hong as the envoy, who then set off on his journey.  

Hong Xin received the imperial edict, bid farewell to the emperor, and didn't dare to linger. His attendant carried the imperial edict on his back, and the imperial incense was placed in a golden box. Leading dozens of people, he mounted the post - horses. With his entourage, he left Tokyo and headed straight for Guixi County in Xinzhou. On the way, he saw: 

Distant mountains are layered in green, and far - reaching waters are clear. Exquisite flowers bloom, carpeting the forest like brocade; tender willows sway, their golden branches sweeping the ground. The wind is gentle and the sun is warm as they pass by rural inns and mountain villages. The road is straight and the sand is flat, and they stay overnight at postal stations and relay inns. Their silk robes flutter in the dust, and their fine horses gallop on the purple paths.  

Now, let's say that Grand Preceptor Hong Xin carried the imperial edict written in vermilion. His group set out on the journey. They stayed overnight at postal stations and traveled during the day through relay inns. Covering long and short distances, they quenched their thirst and satisfied their hunger. After several days, they arrived in Xinzhou, Jiangxi. Officials of all ranks came out of the city to greet them. Immediately, they sent someone to inform the Taoist priests at the Shangqing Palace on Longhu Mountain to prepare to receive the edict. The next day, the officials accompanied the grand preceptor to the foot of Longhu Mountain. There, many Taoist priests from the Shangqing Palace were ringing bells and beating drums, with incense, lamps, and candles, banners and canopies, and a celestial music playing. They all came down the mountain to greet the imperial edict and accompanied them until they dismounted in front of the Shangqing Palace. When the grand preceptor looked at the palace, he found it was truly a magnificent Shangqing Palace. Behold: 

Gnarled green pines and gloomy cypress trees stand. Above the door hangs a plaque with imperial golden inscriptions, and on the doorposts are inscribed talismans in jade - like seal script. Beside the altar of the Supreme Void, there are faintly visible willows and famous flowers; near the medicine - refining furnace, ancient cypresses and pines are dimly seen. On the left wall, heavenly guards accompany the Grand Unity True Lord; on the right side, celestial maidens and golden boys cluster around the Purple Tenuity Great Emperor. With disheveled hair and holding a sword, the Northern True Warrior steps on a turtle and a snake; wearing sandals and a cap, the Southern Old Man subdues a dragon and a tiger. In the front row are the Twenty - eight Constellation Stars, and in the back are the Thirty - two Heavenly Emperors. Clear water gurgles under the steps, and beautiful mountains surround the walled yard. Cranes have red crowns, and turtles have green hair. On the treetops, red - haired apes offer fruits; in the grass, white deer hold lingzhi mushrooms in their mouths. Golden bells ring in the Hall of the Three Pure Ones as Taoist priests chant; jade chimes sound in front of the Four Saints' Hall as true men worship the Big Dipper. On the incense - offering platform, colorful rays shine on the blue glass; in the jade altar for summoning generals, the red sun's shadow sways on the red agate. In the early morning, auspicious clouds appear outside the door, as if the Celestial Master is seeing off the Lord Lao.  

Immediately, from the abbot - true man down to the Taoist boys and attendants, they led the way in front and followed behind, and escorted the group to the Hall of the Three Pure Ones. The imperial edict was placed in the center for worship. Grand Preceptor Hong then asked the supervising - palace true man, "Where is the Celestial Master now?" The abbot - true man stepped forward and reported, "Let the grand preceptor know. This generation's master is called the 'Void - Quiet Celestial Master'. He loves seclusion and is tired of receiving and seeing off guests. He has built a thatched cottage on the top of Longhu Mountain to cultivate his mind and nature. So he doesn't stay in this palace." The grand preceptor said, "Now the emperor has sent an edict. How can I meet him?" The true man replied, "Let me report. Please temporarily place the imperial edict in the hall. We dare not open and read it. Please go to the abbot's quarters for tea, and then we can discuss it further." Then the imperial edict was placed for worship in the Hall of the Three Pure Ones, and the grand preceptor and the officials all went to the abbot's quarters. The grand preceptor sat in the center. The attendants served tea and then presented vegetarian meals, including both aquatic and terrestrial delicacies. After the meal, the grand preceptor asked the true man again, "Since the Celestial Master is in the cottage on the mountain top, why not send someone to invite him down to meet me and receive the imperial edict?" The true man reported, "Grand preceptor, although this generation's master is on the mountain top, he actually has extraordinary Taoist practices. He is detached and free, and hates to be involved in the mortal world. He can ride on clouds and mists, and his whereabouts are uncertain. He has never come down the mountain. It's very difficult for us to see him usually. How can we send someone to invite him down?" The grand preceptor said, "Then how can I meet him? Now a plague is raging in the capital. His Majesty the emperor has specially sent me as an envoy, carrying the imperial edict written in vermilion and the imperial incense, to invite the Celestial Master to hold a grand religious ceremony of 3,600 offerings to avert the natural disaster and relieve the people. What can I do in this situation?" The true man reported, "If the emperor wants to save the people, the grand preceptor has to show sincere determination. You should fast, take a bath, change into common clothes, go alone without attendants, carry the edict on your back, burn the imperial incense, and walk up the mountain to pay respects and plead to see the Celestial Master. Only then might you be allowed to meet him. If your heart is not sincere, you'll just make a useless trip and it'll be hard to meet him." Hearing this, the grand preceptor said, "I've been on a vegetarian diet since I left the capital. How can my heart not be sincere! Since it's like this, I'll follow your advice and go up the mountain very early tomorrow." That night, they all rested where they were.  

At the fifth watch the next morning, the Taoist priests got up and prepared scented water and vegetarian offerings. They invited the grand preceptor to get up, take a bath with the scented water, and change into a set of brand - new plain clothes. He put on hemp and straw shoes, ate the vegetarian meal, picked up the imperial edict, and carried it on his back in a yellow silk bag. He held a silver censer in his hand, in which the imperial incense was burning gently. Many Taoist priests escorted him to the back mountain and showed him the path. The true man reported again, "Grand preceptor, if you want to save the people, don't have the thought of giving up. Just go up with sincere determination." The grand preceptor bid farewell to the others, recited the name of the Heavenly Worthy, and strode up the mountain. When he was approaching the middle of the mountain, he saw the peak reaching straight into the clouds. It was truly a magnificent mountain. Just as it is said: 

Its roots spread across the corners of the earth, and its peak touches the heart of the sky. From afar, it seems to sever the trails of the chaotic clouds; up close, it appears to swallow the moon's glow. Mountains come in different heights; a hillside with a path through the rocks is called a xiu; a solitary and rugged ridge is called a path; a mountain with a flat top is called a summit; a mountain with a round top and a stout base is called a luan; a place hiding tigers and leopards is called a cave; a place sheltering wind and clouds is called a cliff; a place where hermits dwell is called a grotto; an area with defined boundaries is called a mansion; a path frequented by woodcutters is called a track; a way wide enough for carriages and horses is called a road; a gully with the sound of flowing water is called a ravine; the source of an old ferry is called a stream; a cliff with dripping water is called a spring. The left cliff serves as a screen, and the right one as a backdrop. It emits clouds and absorbs mists. It is as sharp as a cone tip, as rugged as a precipice, as perilous as if hanging in mid - air, and as flat as if chiseled. Thousands of peaks vie in splendor, and myriad valleys compete in flowing. Waterfalls slant down, and vines hang upside down. When tigers roar, the wind rises at the valley mouth; when monkeys cry, the moon drops on the mountainside. It is just like a thousand pieces of jade dyed in blue and green, and ten thousand piles of smoke shrouded in green gauze.  

Hong Xin walked alone for a while, winding around slopes and turning along paths, grabbing vines and climbing. After passing about several mountain peaks and walking more than two or three li, he felt his legs and feet sore and weak and couldn't walk any further. He didn't say anything, but was hesitating in his heart. He thought, "I'm a noble official's son in the court. In the capital, I slept on thick cushions and ate sumptuous meals, yet I still often felt tired. When have I ever worn straw shoes and walked such mountain paths! Who knows where the Celestial Master is, yet he makes me suffer like this!" After walking another thirty or fifty steps, he gasped, his shoulders heaving. Just then, a gust of wind rose from the mountain depression. After the wind passed, there was a roar like thunder from behind the pine tree, and a big striped tiger with bulging eyes and a white forehead sprang out. Hong Xin was startled and cried out, "Ah!" Then he fell backward to the ground. Peeping at the tiger, he saw: 

Its fur is bathed in a belt of golden hue, and its eighteen claws are like exposed silver hooks. 

Its eyes are like lightning, its tail is like a whip, its mouth is like a blood - filled basin, and its teeth are like halberds. 

It stretches its body and arms with a ferocious appearance, wags its tail and shakes its head with a thundering roar. 

All the foxes and rabbits in the mountains hide themselves, and all the roe deer and muntjacs by the streams disappear. 

The tiger circled around Hong Xin, growling and roaring for a while, then suddenly leaped towards the back of the hillside. Hong Xin fell at the root of a tree. His thirty - six teeth chattered against each other. His heart was like fifteen buckets being hoisted up and down, making a clattering sound. His whole body felt as numb as if he had suffered from a stroke, and his legs were like those of a defeated rooster. He kept groaning in pain. It was about the time it takes to drink a cup of tea after the tiger left that he managed to get up. He picked up the censer on the ground, lit the imperial incense again, and continued up the mountain, determined to find the Celestial Master. After walking another thirty or fifty steps, he sighed several times and complained, "The emperor set a deadline and sent me here, making me suffer this kind of scare." Before he finished speaking, he felt another gust of wind blowing, carrying a noxious smell straight towards him. The grand preceptor stared intently and saw the bamboo and vines beside the mountain rustling. A snake as thick as a well - bucket and as white as snow darted out. Seeing this, the grand preceptor was startled again. He dropped the censer in his hand, shouted, "I'm done for this time!" and fell backwards beside a boulder. He slightly opened his eyes to look at the snake, and saw: 

When it raises its head, a startling gale rises; when it stares, streaks of lightning seem to flash. When it moves, it can make valleys collapse and hills tumble; when it breathes, it can blow clouds and expel mists. Its scales are like a thousand broken pieces of jade, and its tail tip curls like a heap of silver. 

The big snake darted straight to the boulder, coiled up in a heap in front of Hong Xin. Its two eyes shot out golden light. It opened its huge mouth, stuck out its tongue, and sprayed the poisonous gas onto Hong Xin's face. Hong Xin was so frightened that his three souls seemed to drift away and his seven spirits to scatter. The snake stared at Hong Xin for a while, then slithered down the mountain and quickly disappeared. Hong Xin finally managed to get up and said, "Thank goodness! I was almost scared to death!" Looking at his body, he found that the goosebumps were as big as dumplings. He cursed the Taoist priests under his breath, "How rude they are! They're playing tricks on me and making me suffer such a scare! If I can't find the Celestial Master on the mountain, I'll have something to say to them when I go down." He picked up the silver censer again, straightened the imperial edict on his back and tidied his clothes and headdress, and was about to go up the mountain again. Just as he was about to take a step, he heard a faint sound of a flute coming from behind the pine trees. The sound was getting closer. Hong Xin stared intently and saw a Taoist boy riding a yellow ox backwards, playing an iron flute horizontally as he emerged from the mountain depression. When Hong Xin looked at the Taoist boy, he saw: 

He had two topknots on his head and was dressed in a blue robe. His waist was tied with a grass - woven belt, and he wore straw sandals on his feet with hemp interlaced. He had bright eyes and white teeth, and his figure was so ethereal that he seemed untouched by the mundane world. His green hair and rosy face showed a pure and refined air, completely free of vulgarity. 

In the past, Lü Dongbin had a good poem about a shepherd boy, which goes like this: 

The grass spreads across the wild for six or seven li, and the flute plays a few notes in the evening breeze. 

After coming back and having a full meal at dusk, he lies under the moonlight without taking off his straw raincoat. 

The Taoist boy, smiling, rode the yellow ox and played the iron flute horizontally as he crossed the mountain. When Hong Xin saw him, he called out to the boy, "Where are you coming from? Do you recognize me?" The boy ignored him and just kept playing the flute. Hong Xin asked several times in a row. The boy burst into laughter, pointed at Hong Xin with the iron flute, and said, "You've come here. Are you here to see the Celestial Master?" Hong Xin was greatly surprised and said, "You're just a shepherd boy. How do you know this?" The boy replied with a smile, "This morning, I was serving the Celestial Master in the thatched hut. I heard the Celestial Master say, 'The Emperor Renzong in the court has sent Grand Preceptor Hong with an imperial edict and incense to the mountain to invite me to go to the Eastern Capital to hold a grand ritual of 3,600 parts to pray for the end of the plague across the land. Now I'll ride on a crane and soar on the clouds.' By now, he's probably gone and isn't in the hut. Don't go up. There are many venomous insects and wild beasts in the mountain. They might harm your life." Hong Xin asked again, "Are you telling the truth?" The boy just gave a laugh, didn't answer, and then played the iron flute as he walked around the hillside. Hong Xin thought to himself, "How does this little boy know all this? The Celestial Master must have told him. That must be it." He wanted to go up the mountain again, but he had been so scared just now that he almost lost his life. It would be better to go down the mountain. 

Hong Xin carried the censer and retraced his steps down the mountain. The Taoist priests greeted him and invited him to sit in the abbot's chamber. The abbot asked Hong Xin, "Did you see the Celestial Master?" Hong Xin said, "I'm a high - ranking official in the court. Why should I be made to walk on the mountain roads? I've suffered so much and almost lost my life! When I reached halfway up the mountain, a big white - striped tiger with bulging eyes jumped out. I was so scared that I almost lost my wits. And not far past a mountain bend, a snow - white snake darted out from the bamboo and vines, coiled up in a heap and blocked my way. If it weren't for my good fortune, how could I have gotten back to the capital alive? It's all you Taoists playing tricks on me!" The abbot replied, "How dare we show disrespect to a minister? It was the ancestor testing the grand preceptor's heart. There are snakes and tigers on this mountain, but they don't harm people." Hong Xin continued, "When I was too tired to go on and was about to climb up the hillside again, I saw a Taoist boy come out from beside the pine trees. He was riding a yellow ox and playing an iron flute as he crossed the mountain. I asked him, 'Where are you from? Do you recognize me?' He said, 'I know everything.' He said the Celestial Master had told him that he'd ridden on a crane and soared on the clouds to the Eastern Capital early in the morning. So I came back." The abbot said, "It's a pity the grand preceptor missed him. That shepherd boy was actually the Celestial Master." Hong Xin said, "If he's the Celestial Master, why does he look so shabby?" The abbot replied, "This generation's Celestial Master is extraordinary. Although he's young, his Taoist practice is really profound. He's an extraordinary being, manifesting himself everywhere and is extremely efficacious. People in the world call him the Patriarch of Dao - Communication." Hong Xin said, "I really have eyes but failed to recognize the true master and missed him right in front of me!" The abbot said, "Grand preceptor, please rest assured. Since the ancestor's order said he's gone, by the time the grand preceptor returns to the capital, the grand ritual will have been completed by the ancestor." Hearing this, Hong Xin finally felt relieved. The abbot immediately ordered a feast to be prepared to entertain Hong Xin. The imperial edict was put into the imperial document case and stored in the Upper Clear Palace, and the imperial incense was burned in the Hall of the Three Pure Ones. That day, a sumptuous vegetarian feast was held in the abbot's chamber, and they feasted and drank. In the evening, after the feast, Hong Xin stayed overnight until dawn. 

After breakfast the next day, the abbot, the other Taoist priests, and the stewards invited Hong Xin to tour the mountain. Hong Xin was overjoyed. Followed by many attendants, he walked out of the abbot's chamber. Two Taoist boys led the way in front. They walked around the front and back of the palace, admiring many scenic spots. The Hall of the Three Pure Ones was indescribably magnificent. On the left corridor were the Hall of the Nine Heavens, the Hall of the Purple Tenuity, and the Hall of the North Pole; on the right corridor were the Hall of the Great One, the Hall of the Three Officials, and the Hall of Exorcism. After visiting all the halls, they came to a place at the back of the right corridor. Hong Xin saw another hall. It was surrounded by a wall painted red like crushed peppers. There were two vermilion lattice doors in the front. The doors were locked with a lock as thick as an arm, and there were more than a dozen seals pasted crosswise on it. The seals were stamped with numerous red seals. There was a vermilion lacquered gold - lettered plaque in front of the eaves, on which were written four gold characters: "Hall of Suppressing Demons". Hong Xin pointed to the door and asked, "What place is this hall?" The abbot replied, "This is the hall where the former Celestial Masters locked and suppressed the demons." Hong Xin asked again, "Why are there so many seals pasted on it one on top of another?" The abbot replied, "It was the great - great - grandfather, the national master of the Tang Dynasty, the Master of Mysterious Cave, who sealed the demons here. Every time there is a new generation of Celestial Master, he will personally add a seal to make sure that his descendants will not rashly open it. If the demons escape, it will be extremely dangerous. After eight or nine generations of ancestors, no one dares to open it. The lock was cast with molten copper. Who knows what's inside. I've been the abbot of this palace for more than thirty years, and I've only heard about it." Hong Xin was very surprised. He thought, "I'll take a look at the demons." Then he said to the abbot, "Open the door. I want to see what the demons look like." The abbot pleaded, "Your Excellency, this hall must never be opened. The previous Celestial Master earnestly warned that no one should open it without permission in the future." Hong Xin laughed and said, "Nonsense! You want to create strange things and mislead the common people. You deliberately set up such a place and claim to have locked the demons to show off your Taoism. I've read a lot of books. I've never seen a method of locking demons. The ways of gods and ghosts are separated by the netherworld. I don't believe there are demons inside. Open it quickly for me to see what the demons are like." The abbot pleaded with him several times, "This hall can't be opened. It may cause trouble and harm people." Hong Xin was furious. He pointed at the Taoist priests and said, "If you don't open it for me to see, when I return to the court, I'll first report your crime of obstructing the imperial edict and disobeying the imperial order by not letting me see the Celestial Master; then I'll report that you privately set up this hall and falsely claim to have locked the demons to mislead the army and the common people. I'll have your Taoist certificates revoked and send you to a remote and desolate military prefecture to suffer." Fearing Hong Xin's power, the abbot had to call a few temple workers. They first peeled off the seals and then used a hammer to break the big lock. Everyone pushed the door open. When they looked inside, it was pitch - black. All they could see was: 

It was dim and silent, dark and obscure. For hundreds of years, no sunlight had entered, and for countless ages, no moonlight had shone. One couldn't tell north from south, nor east from west. The black smoke billowed, making people shiver with cold. The cold air seeped in, making one's body tremble. It was a place where no human had ever set foot, a haunt for goblins. One could open one's eyes but still be as blind as a bat, and stretch out one's hands without even seeing one's palms. It was always as dark as on the last night of the lunar month, and just like the dead of night at the fifth watch. 

Everyone went into the hall together, but it was so dark that they couldn't see a thing. Hong Xin told his attendants to light a dozen or so torches. When they shone the torches around, there was nothing else on the four sides, only a stele in the middle, about five or six feet tall. It was sitting on a stone tortoise, and most of it was buried in the mud. When they shone the torches on the stele, the front was full of dragon - shaped and phoenix - like inscriptions, heavenly scripts and talismans that no one could recognize. When they shone the torches on the back of the stele, there were four big characters carved clearly, which read, "To be opened upon the arrival of Hong." Wasn't it that, first, the Heavenly Gangs were destined to be born; second, the Song Dynasty was bound to produce loyal and good men; and third, it just so happened that Hong Xin came across this. Wasn't it all the will of Heaven! Hong Xin was overjoyed when he saw these four characters. He said to the abbot, "You tried to stop me, but how could my surname be inscribed here hundreds of years ago? 'To be opened upon the arrival of Hong' clearly means that I'm supposed to open it. Why not! I think this demon is surely under the stele. You and my attendants go and call more temple workers. Bring hoes and shovels to dig it open." The abbot hurriedly advised, "Your Excellency, don't dig it. It might cause trouble and harm people. It's not safe." Hong Xin was furious and shouted, "You Taoist priests, what do you know! It's clearly carved on the stele that it's to be opened when I come. How dare you stop me! Call people quickly to open it." The abbot pleaded with him several more times, "There might be something bad." But Hong Xin wouldn't listen at all. They had to gather everyone. First, they laid the stele down and then all worked together to dig the stone tortoise. It took them half a day to dig it out. They dug deeper, about three or four feet, and saw a large blue stone slab, about ten feet in circumference. Hong Xin told them to dig it up. The abbot pleaded desperately again, "Don't dig it!" But Hong Xin wouldn't listen. Everyone had to lift the slab together. When they looked, there was a bottomless pit under the slab. They heard a loud rumbling sound from the pit. The sound was extremely extraordinary, just like: 

It was like the sky was collapsing and the earth was caving in, like the mountains were shaking and the peaks were crumbling. It was as if on the Qiantang River, the tidal waves were surging out of the Haimen Pass; on Mount Huashan, the giant spirit god had split the mountain peak with one strike. It was like Gonggong in a fit of rage, knocking down Mount Buzhou after taking off his helmet; like a powerful warrior exerting his might and smashing Emperor Shi Huang's carriage with a flying hammer. It was like a gust of wind breaking a thousand bamboo poles, and like thunder in the middle of the night in an army of one hundred thousand. 

After the loud noise, a column of black gas rolled out of the pit, knocking down half of the corner of the hall. The black gas shot straight up into the sky and scattered into a hundred or so golden lights, which flew in all directions. Everyone was startled, let out a shout and ran away, leaving behind hoes and shovels, and rushing out of the hall in a hurry, pushing and knocking each other down. Hong Xin was so shocked that he stared blankly, not knowing what to do, and his face turned as pale as earth. When he rushed to the corridor, he saw the abbot in front wailing bitterly. Hong Xin asked, "What kind of demons have escaped?" The abbot said just a few sentences, explaining the reason. This would lead to: The emperor would sleep restlessly at night and forget to eat during the day. It would be like having fierce tigers hidden in Wanzi City and dragons gathering in Liang'er Marsh. What exactly did the abbot on Mount Longhu say? Let's listen to the next chapter.  
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Chapter 2: Instructor Wang Secretly Flees to Yan'an Prefecture; The Nine - Tattooed Dragon Causes Havoc in Shi Family Village 
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The poem goes: 

The ancient sealed place was opened one day, and the Heavenly Gangs and Earthly Fiends emerged from the netherworld. 

One who usually has no trouble creates trouble; one who meant to ward off disasters actually invites them. 

From now on, the country will be in turmoil, and there will be fighting everywhere. 

Although the treacherous Gao Qiu is hateful, it was Hong Xin who sowed the seeds of disaster from then on. 

It is said that at that time, the abbot said to Hong Xin, "Your Excellency, you don't know. In the beginning, the late Celestial Master Dongxuan left a talisman here and instructed that 'In this hall are locked up thirty - six Heavenly Gangs and seventy - two Earthly Fiends, a total of one hundred and eight demons. There is a stele standing here with inscriptions like dragon - shaped and phoenix - like heavenly talismans to keep them under control. If they are released, they will surely trouble the living beings below.' Now that you've let them go, what shall we do! They will surely cause trouble in the future." After hearing this, Hong Xin broke out in a cold sweat all over his body and trembled uncontrollably. He quickly packed his luggage, led his attendants, and went down the mountain to return to the capital. After the abbot and the Taoist priests saw the official off, they went back to the temple to repair the hall and re - erect the stele. We won't go into details about this. 

Let's talk about Hong Xin again. On the way, he told his attendants not to let outsiders know about the escape of the demons, for fear that the emperor would blame him if he found out. There is nothing more to say about his journey. He rushed back to the capital day and night. After entering Bianliang City, he heard people say that the Celestial Master had held a seven - day and seven - night religious ceremony in the imperial palace in the capital, distributing talismans everywhere to ward off disasters and diseases. The plague had completely disappeared, and the military and the people were at peace. The Celestial Master had bid farewell to the court, riding on a crane and floating on the clouds, and returned to Mount Longhu. The next morning, at the court session, Hong Xin saw the emperor and reported, "The Celestial Master, riding on a crane and floating on the clouds, arrived in the capital first. We came via the post - stations and just got here." Emperor Renzong approved the report, rewarded Hong Xin, and restored him to his former position. We won't go into details about this either. 

Later, Emperor Renzong of the Song Dynasty passed away after a reign of forty - two years. Since he had no crown prince, the throne was passed to the son of Prince Anyi of Pu, Yunrang, who was the grandson of Emperor Taizu. He was given the imperial title Emperor Yingzong. After a reign of four years, he passed the throne to his crown prince, Emperor Shenzong. After an eighteen - year reign, Emperor Shenzong passed the throne to his crown prince, who ascended the throne as Emperor Zhezong. At that time, the whole country was at peace, and there were no troubles in all directions.  

Now, in the Xuanwu Army in Bianliang, Kaifeng Prefecture in the Eastern Capital, there was a good - for - nothing vagrant from a poor family. His surname was Gao, and he was the second son in the family. Since childhood, he had no proper occupation. He liked fencing and martial arts, and was especially good at playing cuju (an ancient Chinese ball game). People in the capital got used to not calling him Gao the Second, but Gao Qiu (Qiu here means cuju). Later, when he became prosperous, he removed the radical "mao" from "qiu" and added a "ren" radical, changing his name to Gao Qiu. This man could play musical instruments, sing and dance, was good at fencing and martial arts, could do wrestling and other amusements, and was also quite good at poetry and literature. But when it came to benevolence, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, faith, good conduct, loyalty and kindness, he knew nothing. He just hung around in and outside the Eastern Capital, helping others with their pastimes. Once, he helped the son of a rich man, Mr. Wang, to squander money. They would go to entertainment places every day, indulging in pleasure. His father filed a lawsuit against him in the Kaifeng government office. The magistrate sentenced Gao Qiu to forty blows on the back with a cane and exiled him out of the area. The people in the Eastern Capital were not allowed to let him stay at their homes or give him food. Having no other choice, Gao Qiu went to Linhuai Prefecture in Huaixi to seek refuge with a gambler named Liu the Elder, whose real name was Liu Shiquan. This man was always fond of entertaining guests and taking in vagrants, and he would welcome people from all over. Gao Qiu took refuge in Liu Shiquan's house and stayed there for three years.  

Later, Emperor Zhezong went to offer sacrifices at the southern suburbs. As a result, there were good weather and timely rains, so he issued a general amnesty across the country out of kindness. Gao Qiu, who was in Linhuai Prefecture, was pardoned along with other criminals. He missed his hometown and wanted to return to the Eastern Capital. Liu Shiquan was related to a military officer named Dong who ran a pharmacy under the Jinliang Bridge in the Eastern Capital. He wrote a letter, prepared some gifts and travel expenses, and sent Gao Qiu back to the Eastern Capital to stay with Officer Dong.  

At that time, Gao Qiu bid farewell to Liu the Elder, slung his parcel on his back, left Linhuai Prefecture, and slowly made his way back to the Eastern Capital. He went straight to the pharmacy of Pharmacist Dong under the Jinliang Bridge and delivered the letter. When Pharmacist Dong saw Gao Qiu and read the letter from Liu Shiquan, he thought to himself, "How can I keep this Gao Qiu in my house! If he were an honest and sincere man, I could let him come and go here and let my children learn something good from him. But he is a good - for - nothing vagrant who helps others with their pastimes, an untrustworthy man, and he once had a criminal record and was exiled out of the area by the Kaifeng government. If I keep him at home, it might lead my children astray. But if I don't take him in, I can't ignore Liu the Elder's face." So at that time, he had to pretend to be overjoyed and let Gao Qiu stay at his home, treating him to food and wine every day. After Gao Qiu had stayed there for more than ten days, Pharmacist Dong came up with an idea. He took out a set of clothes and wrote a letter. Then he said to Gao Qiu, "My family is like a faint firefly light that can't shine brightly on others. I'm afraid I'll hold you back in the future. I'll recommend you to Scholar Su. Maybe you'll have a future there. What do you think?" Gao Qiu was overjoyed and thanked Pharmacist Dong. Pharmacist Dong sent someone with the letter to lead Gao Qiu straight to the scholar's mansion. The gatekeeper reported Gao Qiu's arrival to Scholar Su. Scholar Su came out to see Gao Qiu. After reading the letter, he knew that Gao Qiu was a good - for - nothing vagrant. He thought to himself, "I can't keep him here. I'd better do someone a favor and recommend him to the mansion of Prince Consort Wang Jinqing to be his personal attendant. People all call him 'Prince Consort Wang the Younger', and he likes people like this." At that time, he replied to Pharmacist Dong's letter and let Gao Qiu stay in the mansion for one night. The next day, he wrote a letter and sent a servant to send Gao Qiu to Prince Consort Wang the Younger.  

This prince consort was the husband of Emperor Zhezong's sister and the emperor's son - in - law. He loved stylish and free - spirited people and just needed someone like this. As soon as he saw the servant sent by Scholar Su deliver Gao Qiu to him and Gao Qiu paid his respects, he was pleased. Immediately, he wrote a reply letter and took Gao Qiu in as a personal attendant in his mansion. From then on, Gao Qiu was taken in by Prince Consort Wang and could come and go in the mansion as freely as a family member. As the old saying goes, the farther apart, the more estranged; the closer together, the more intimate. One day, Prince Consort Wang the Younger was celebrating his birthday. He ordered the servants in the mansion to prepare a feast and specially invited his younger brother - in - law, the Prince of Duan. This prince was the eleventh son of Emperor Shenzong and the younger brother of Emperor Zhezong. He was in charge of the eastern palace and was known as the Ninth Prince. He was a smart and handsome man. He knew and was good at every kind of pastime of vagrant youths and helping others with their amusements. Moreover, he was well - versed in the Four Arts (qin, chess, calligraphy, and painting), Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism. Needless to say, he was also good at playing cuju, shooting bullets, playing musical instruments, and singing and dancing. On that day, a feast was prepared in Prince Consort Wang's mansion, with all kinds of delicacies from land and sea. Look!  

Incense was burning in the precious censer, and flowers were placed in the golden vases. Musicians in the Royal Music Academy were competing to play new melodies, and performers from the Music Bureau were constantly showing off their wonderful skills. The crystal flasks were all filled with celestial nectar; the amber cups were brimming with the divine liquor from the Queen Mother's Pool. On the tortoise - shell plates were piled rare peaches and exotic fruits; in the glass bowls were served bear paws and camel hooves. The fish slices were cut as thin as silver threads, and the tea was brewed from the finest tea leaves. The dancing girls in red skirts all followed the rhythm of the ivory clappers and the phoenix - shaped flutes; the singing girls in green sleeves clustered around the dragon - shaped flutes and the phoenix - shaped pipes. Two rows of beautifully - adorned girls stood in front of the steps, and a melodious chorus filled the air around the seats.  

Now, the Prince of Duan came to Prince Consort Wang's mansion for the banquet. The prince consort set up the feast and invited the prince to sit in the center. The prince consort sat opposite to accompany him. After several rounds of wine and two courses of food, the prince got up to wash his hands. He happened to stop by the study for a rest. Suddenly, he saw a pair of paper - weights in the shape of lions carved from mutton - fat jade on the desk. They were extremely well - made, delicate and exquisite. The prince picked up the lions and looked at them for a while without putting them down, saying, "How wonderful!" Seeing that the prince loved them, the prince consort said, "There is also a jade dragon penholder made by the same craftsman, but it's not with me now. I'll fetch it tomorrow and send them both to you." The prince was overjoyed and said, "Thank you so much. I'm sure the penholder must be even more wonderful." The prince consort said, "You'll see it when I send it to the palace tomorrow." The prince thanked him again. Then the two of them returned to their seats and continued the banquet. They didn't break up until they were very drunk at night. The prince bid farewell and returned to the palace.  

The next day, Prince Consort Wang the Younger took out the jade dragon penholder and the two paper - weight jade lions, put them in a small golden box, wrapped it with a yellow silk cloth, wrote a letter, and sent Gao Qiu to deliver them. Gao Qiu received the prince consort's order, carried the two jade ornaments, put the letter in his bosom, and went straight to the palace of the Prince of Duan. The guards at the gate reported his arrival to the steward. Soon, the steward came out and asked, "Which mansion are you from?" After Gao Qiu bowed, he replied, "I'm from Prince Consort Wang's mansion. I'm specially sent to present some jade ornaments to His Highness." The steward said, "His Highness is playing cuju in the courtyard with the young eunuchs. You can go over there by yourself." Gao Qiu said, "Please lead me in." The steward led him to the front of the courtyard. Gao Qiu saw that the prince was wearing a soft - gauze Tang - style cap, a purple dragon - embroidered robe, and a double - tasseled belt for both civil and military officials. He had tucked the front of the dragon - embroidered robe into his belt. He was wearing a pair of boots with gold - embroidered flying phoenixes. Three or five young eunuchs were playing cuju with him. Gao Qiu didn't dare to go over and interrupt them. He stood behind the attendants and waited. It was also Gao Qiu's fate to become prosperous. When his good luck came, the cuju ball suddenly flew up. The prince failed to catch it, and the ball rolled straight to Gao Qiu through the crowd. When Gao Qiu saw the ball coming, he summoned up his courage for a moment and used a "mandarin - duck kick" to kick the ball back to the prince. The prince was overjoyed and asked, "Who are you?" Gao Qiu stepped forward, knelt down, and said, "I'm the personal attendant of Prince Consort Wang. I'm sent by my master to present two jade ornaments to Your Highness. Here is the letter." After hearing this, the prince smiled and said, "My brother - in - law is really so caring." Gao Qiu took out the letter and presented it. The prince opened the box, looked at the ornaments, and then handed them to the waiting official to put away.  

The prince didn't care about the jade ornaments for the moment. Instead, he first asked Gao Qiu, "So you can play cuju. What's your name?" Gao Qiu clasped his hands and knelt down to reply, "My name is Gao Qiu. I can just kick it around a bit." The prince said, "Good! Come down and play a round with us." Gao Qiu bowed and said, "What kind of person am I to play with Your Highness?" The prince said, "This is the 'Qiyun Club', and the cuju is called 'the round thing of the world'. What harm can there be in playing?" Gao Qiu bowed again and said, "How dare I." He declined several times. But the prince insisted that he play. Finally, Gao Qiu had to kowtow to apologize, untied his kneepads, and entered the playing area. After just a few kicks, the prince cheered. Gao Qiu then showed all his skills to please the prince. His movements were so good that the cuju seemed to be glued to his body. The prince was extremely happy and didn't want to let Gao Qiu go back to the mansion. He kept Gao Qiu in the palace for the night. The next day, he held a banquet and specially invited Prince Consort Wang to the palace. 

That evening, when Prince Consort Wang didn't see Gao Qiu return, he was just wondering about it. The next day, the doorman reported, "The Ninth Prince has sent someone to convey an order, inviting Your Excellency to a banquet in the palace." Prince Consort Wang came out to meet the servant, read the order, then immediately mounted his horse and went to the mansion of the Ninth Prince. He dismounted and entered the palace, where he saw the Prince of Duan. The prince was overjoyed and thanked him for the two jade ornaments. During the banquet, the prince said, "This Gao Qiu can play cuju very well. I want to keep him as my personal attendant. What do you think?" Prince Consort Wang replied, "Since Your Highness wants to use him, just let him stay in the palace to serve Your Highness." The prince was pleased and raised his cup to express his gratitude. The two of them chatted for a while more. When the banquet ended in the evening, Prince Consort Wang returned to the prince - consort's mansion. We won't go into details about this. 

After the Prince of Duan got Gao Qiu to accompany him, he let Gao Qiu stay and eat in the palace. From then on, Gao Qiu was with the prince and followed him every day, never leaving his side. It had only been less than two months in the palace when Emperor Zhezong passed away without a crown prince. The civil and military officials discussed and decided to enthrone the Prince of Duan as the emperor, with the imperial title of Huizong, who was also known as the Subtle Lord, the Taoist Master of the Jade - Clear Realm. After he ascended the throne, there was peace for a while. One day, he said to Gao Qiu, "I want to promote you, but you need military achievements on the border to be promoted. First, I'll have the Privy Council put your name on the list. You'll be among those who accompany me and get transferred accordingly." Later, within less than half a year, he directly promoted Gao Qiu to the position of Grand Marshal of the Palace Guards.  

After Gao Qiu became the Grand Marshal of the Palace Guards, he chose an auspicious day to take up his post at the palace guards' headquarters. All the relevant government officials, military officers, regular troops, and cavalry and infantry under his command came to pay their respects. They each presented their personal documents and reported their names. Marshal Gao checked them one by one. Among them, only Wang Jin, the instructor of the eight hundred thousand imperial guards, was absent. Half a month ago, he had submitted a sick - leave notice to the office. He was still ill and hadn't come to handle official business. Marshal Gao flew into a rage and shouted, "Nonsense! Since the sick-leave notice has been submitted, isn't he just defying the government and mocking me? This fellow is obviously pretending to be sick at home. Quickly arrest him for me!" Immediately, he sent people to Wang Jin's house to arrest him.

Wang Jin had no wife, only an old mother in her sixties. The constable said to Instructor Wang Jin, "Now Marshal Gao has just taken up his new post. He couldn't find you on the roll call. The military justice department reported that you were sick at home and there's a sick - leave notice on file. Marshal Gao
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