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Prologue

The storyteller knew that he was doomed.

His body shivered in the cold grip of terror as he sat hunched in a corner of a cramped cell with a tightly packed crowd of people who were as frightened, filthy, and starving as he was. The enclosure was one of countless rows of them in a massive underground complex with stiflingly poor air circulation and the precarious light of a few flickering oil lamps. Six days ago, when the storyteller and many others had been taken down there, he had been horrified by the place and equally astounded to learn of its very existence. For the last three years, he had been walking over the site, completely ignorant of the dark immensity below his feet. It had dawned on him then that this hellish dungeon must have been built before the construction of the glorious new city on the land had begun. At the break of dawn, soldiers came and forced out the people from a cell, herding them away to some unknown place from which they never returned. The prisoners were given no food and just enough water not to expire, so it was obvious that none of them were meant to be kept there for long. He wondered if the multitudes who had labored to dig out these secret prisons had met the same fate, which made him shudder anew.

The storyteller wondered at the dire situation he had fallen into, as his journey to the place had begun with what had seemed like an amazingly fortunate turn in his life. He was born into a humble family, the son of a blacksmith who was expected to follow his father in the trade. At a young age, however, he displayed a remarkable talent for telling stories. He began by amusing members of his family and their acquaintances at household gatherings. Then an uncle, a street merchant who was particularly taken by his nephew’s natural skill, had an inspiration and asked the boy’s father for permission to take him to the marketplace to perform. The boy delighted his audience with such animated storytelling of one tale after another that the appreciative coins they tossed before him fell like rain, enough money to feed his family for ten days. After that, his father stopped teaching him the blacksmith’s craft so that his uncle could continue taking him to the marketplace.

As he grew up, his reputation as a storyteller spread throughout the province, and he became especially famous for his astounding talent in making up a new story on the spot after someone suggested a subject, a theme, or the first line. “A fair maiden walking through a forest hears the roar of a tiger,” someone would suggest. The storyteller would take only a moment to think before starting a tale of the maiden who helps a tiger caught in a trap, which would go on for hours. His listeners would be astounded by his creativity as well as his ability to arouse their deepest emotions with a moving narrative of the beautiful friendship between the girl and the beast.

He also became known for taking well-known tales from venerable sources to elaborate on them. Although he lacked formal education and could not read such works as Clouded Mirror’s Miscellany of Past Events, Empty Vessel’s Ancient Whispers, and Turbulent River’s Sixty Luminous Dreams of Sixty Dark Nights, he took stories from them that he had heard through oral recounting and came up with much more detailed versions that were sometimes bawdy in nature. That garnered him the attention of even learned people who rather enjoyed, as a form of guilty pleasure, his riffs on classical tales in which gods, kings, and heroes spoke and behaved like everyday people, using profanity and acting silly. He was invited to perform at the homes of wealthy landowners, scholarly gentlemen, and even government officials who paid him generously for his efforts. But he continued to appear in markets, taverns, and other humble venues, as he genuinely enjoyed the company of the common folk who were his people. By the time he became old enough to marry, to a lovely seamstress who he wooed with tales of love, he was prosperous enough to buy a nice home and a modest tract of land for his family.

Then, just after his wife gave birth to twin boys, he was visited by what appeared at the time to be an incredible fortune. Word of his talents had somehow reached the ear of the emperor himself! And the Lord of All Under Heaven had dispatched a government official to offer him a job with the promise of a great reward. As the storyteller and his entire family prostrated themselves in the courtyard of their home, humbling themselves before the grand personage from the capital city who bore the golden dragon insignia of the emperor, the official explained that the exact nature of the job was a state secret and that it required the storyteller to be away from home for a number of years. Despite the mysterious nature of the proposal, he dared not refuse such an honor, one which also promised to make him wealthy beyond his wildest imagination.

After he bade tearful farewells to his parents, his wife, and his infant sons, the storyteller went to the local government office, where a massive enclosed wagon pulled by six horses and a military escort awaited him. There were already five people inside the vehicle, and they picked up many more in the course of the long journey to the far north that followed. As the storyteller got to know the others, he discovered that they were all people of special skills, including a house builder, a potter, a poet, a calligrapher, and so on. They traveled for almost a month, during which time they were forbidden by the soldiers from interacting with people in the places where they rested, ushered into rooms at inns in the middle of the night, and then put back in the wagon before dawn.

When they finally arrived at their destination, they were astounded to find themselves in what appeared to be a brand-new city that was under construction, with great buildings of marvelous design, magnificent gardens, and wide, well-paved streets. Many thousands of laborers, artisans, and artists were busy working at different sites under the supervision of architects and officials. A functionary in charge of newcomers showed the storyteller to his lodgings, a comfortable room in a clean new dormitory on the edge of the city. It was only then that he was finally informed of what his job there entailed. He was to report in the morning to an office in the city where he would be met by scribes. He would then recite stories for them to record. He was permitted to tell any kind of narrative he could come up with, but under the strict condition that they all had to be original tales that no one had heard before. He was warned that there would be severe punishments, including flogging, mutilation, and ouster from the place with no payment and no transportation back home, if it was found out that he had given them a story that was not of his creation or one that he had told before. But if he performed the task well, he would return home a fabulously wealthy man.

For the next three years, the storyteller worked hard at the task, with ten work days followed by two rest days. Despite the uniformity of the daily schedule of going to the office, sitting before the scribes, and telling stories, he found himself enjoying the routine. All mundane tasks of everyday living were taken care of, with maids who cleaned up his room and washed his clothes and a communal eating hall where good food was served in abundance. So he could spend all his time engaged in what he liked to do best—making up stories and reciting them. Even during his free time when he socialized with friends he made there over food and wine, took walks through the city under construction, or lay down on the mattress to rest, he found himself thinking of the next story to tell and the one after that. He dearly missed his lovely wife, his adorable children, and his proud parents, but it seemed like a great blessing to spend time doing what he loved while also ensuring a comfortable life for his family in the future.

After three years of telling countless tales, when the grand city was nearing completion, it was announced that the emperor himself was coming to inspect the place and to reward them for all their hard work. In the next months, excitement mounted as workers labored extra hard to complete their tasks, and the storyteller told his final tales, which he put a great deal of effort into perfecting. He was especially proud of the last stories he told, of two gods and two goddesses who lived on the four peaks of the mountain known as Four Verdant Mothers just outside the imperial capital, how their friendship turned into enmity that unleashed a great calamity upon the world. When he finished telling it, he was certain it was the finest tale that he had ever come up with, which made him feel very proud.

On the day of the emperor’s arrival, all the people who had built the grand city gathered at its outskirts, ready to welcome and pay respects to the Lord of All Under Heaven on their hands and knees. What appeared on the horizon, however, was not the ruler and his retinue but a great army of soldiers that marched toward them as if to engage them in battle. Fearsome men in full armor and bearing lofty spears surrounded the crowd in good order while cavalrymen rode into the city to make sure that no one was absent. Once they ascertained the presence of all, they herded them into the massive underground complex that none of the people had known existed beneath their feet the whole time and locked them up in cells. The next morning, the soldiers returned to take out the first group of people who never returned.

As the storyteller sat against the cold wall of the cell with his arms wound tightly around folded legs and his head bowed down on his knees, he thought of his wife and his parents waiting anxiously for his return, which made him break down in tears. When he had begun his work at the new city, he had looked forward to becoming an honored personage in his hometown, one who had the distinction of having been in the service of the Lord of All Under Heaven. But now that it appeared that he and all his stories would be consigned to oblivion for a reason that none of the terrified people in the prison could fathom, all he wanted was to lie down with his wife, hold his children, and pay respects to his parents one last time. He wondered if they would receive the reward he had been promised for his work, or if they would also meet the same fate as him.

Why? he wondered as he wept. Why is the emperor doing this to us? What have we done to incur his wrath? All we did was work diligently at our individual tasks that he had assigned to us. So why are we sitting in this terrible place awaiting some dark fate?

He was aroused from his mournful thoughts by the sound of people gasping in fear around him. When he looked up, he saw three soldiers walking down the corridor between the cells. Their appearance in the middle of the night was unexpected, as they had always come at dawn to take people away. They stopped outside his cell, and, to the storyteller’s horror, the officer among them pointed a finger at him.

“You! Storyteller. You are coming with me.”

The storyteller remained still, frozen in fear, as the soldiers unlocked the cell and approached him, the other prisoners frantically moving aside to make way for them. Without waiting for him to recover from his petrified paralysis, the soldiers roughly picked him up and pushed him out of the cell. He went along passively as they walked him through the prison complex, then up the stairs and out to the frigid night. He fell into a numb daze as his mind sought desperately to escape from the sheer terror of the moment. He was barely cognizant of being hauled into a nearby building and into a tiny room with nothing in it but a bucket of water, a small towel, a set of fresh clothing, and a bowl of rice gruel.

“Eat, clean, and get dressed,” the officer commanded before they left the room and locked the door.

The bewildered storyteller stood still for a moment, but his desperate hunger presently took over as he lunged at the bowl of gruel which he swallowed in a few large gulps, hardly tasting the lukewarm thickness. After he licked the bowl clean, getting the last bits of soggy rice, he moved automatically in removing his filthy clothes, washing himself with the ice-cold water, drying himself with the towel, and getting dressed. As he began to feel a little stronger from the food and the refreshing sense of cleanness, he wondered if he could dare to hope that this was perhaps not the end for him.

The door was unlocked and the officer appeared again, waving imperiously at him to come out of the room. They took him outside again, and they walked for a long time through the wide streets of the new city, eerily empty in the late hour. In the central part of the site, they came to a large mansion that was well guarded with numerous soldiers in full battle armor and bearing glimmering halberds. Those at the main gate saluted the officer and opened the entrance for them to pass through. They proceeded across a spacious courtyard and into the main building. At the end of a long corridor, another pair of guards opened the sliding doors to reveal a vast hall lit up with many oil lamps. In the middle of the space was a long table covered in sumptuous dishes of all kinds—beef, pork, pheasant, and fish, as well as vegetables, mushrooms, and dumplings. The bowl of gruel had done little to allay the storyteller’s hunger, so his mouth began to water at the sight and fragrance of the food. It took him a moment to notice the man sitting on the other side of the table, a great, bloated figure clad in a robe of red radiant fabric who was pouring liquor into a cup.

“Oh fuck,” the storyteller inadvertently muttered just before the officer violently pushed him down, making him fall to his hands and knees.

“So you are the storyteller I heard so much about,” said the emperor, the Lord of All Under Heaven. “I am bored. Tell me a story.”

“Fuck,” the storyteller could not help saying under his breath once again as the tiny flicker of hope inside him was extinguished and terror gripped his heart once more.

“WHEN A CIVILIZATION tells stories about itself,” the historian told his undergraduate students in the packed lecture hall, “it starts by relating tales of gods, monsters, and heroes. As that civilization develops, even as it continues to tell fantastic stories of the divine, it also begins to narrate its history, especially about important personages of the past who achieved great things in the world. But when it enters the modern era, it becomes increasingly interested in the lives of ordinary people, including their inner thoughts and feelings. This development, from myth to history to ordinary life, can be discerned in cultures across the world, but it would be simplistic to think of the three modes of storytelling as absolutely distinct from one another. A new mode becomes dominant, but certain characteristics of the previous one persist in different degrees. So even as people tell stories of worldly events, they sometimes feature the intimation of the divine, of unseen gods affecting things from behind the scenes. Even in our time, a historian may speak of the ‘spirit of the times’ as an abstract concept, but it is sometimes treated like an actual being that influences the course of events. Gods and monsters may have retreated to the shadows in the face of modernity, but they still haunt us in the guises of ideas and longings. So rather than thinking of myth, history, and ordinary life as strictly discrete categories that storytellers moved through in the course of time, consider them as phases in a spectrum in which one way of making sense of a people’s place in the world blends into another in a gradual evolutionary manner.

“In our next lecture, we will explore a famous example of this, comparing the myth of the founding of the Autumn Bird State to the historical account found in Grand Historian Clouded Mirror’s work True Records of Past Events. That is all for today.”

There was the sudden bustle of students putting away their notebooks and laptops before leaving the hall, a few of them coming up to the podium to ask questions. The historian dealt with them with patience, appreciating the enthusiasm and intellectual curiosity of those who wanted to find out just one more thing before the next class. So it took a while for him to get out of the hall and walk to the adjacent building that housed his office in the department of history.

As he reached the central corridor through the floor, a door opened and a colleague rushed out. She was a young woman who had been hired as an assistant professor just three years before.

“Late?” the historian asked in amusement as she struggled to lock her office door in a hurry.

“Very late,” she replied with a smile. “Looking forward to tonight though.”

“Good. Make sure you and your boyfriend come hungry. My wife is apparently cooking something elaborate.”

“Can’t wait,” she said as she departed.

She had earned her undergraduate degree at the university but had gone overseas for her graduate work before returning home to teach at her alma mater. Despite the fact that the two of them were of different generations, they had hit it off right away, and he had naturally become her mentor at the department. He was one of the most eminent figures of national history, having made significant discoveries that overturned previous views of the traditional past, while she was just starting her career in cutting-edge fields of gender studies and material culture. Yet they found it easy to relate to each other as colleagues and, later, friends. In their interactions, he found her to be a brilliant scholar as well as a delightful person with an enthusiastic personality and kindly disposition. After he had her over to his house a number of times, it pleased him that his wife became fond of her as well. As he had gone through a few rather hectic days, dealing with contentious committee meetings and graduate students in dissertation crisis, he was very much looking forward to rounding off the week with a pleasant dinner with his favorite people.

He took care of some urgent matters at his office before heading home early to see if his wife needed help preparing dinner. She had to go on what promised to be a grueling three-day trip the next day, to inspect the damage done by massive flooding along the northeast coast so that she could determine how her nongovernmental aid organization could best provide help. He had offered to prepare the meal himself or pick up something from a restaurant so that she could prepare for her journey, but she had insisted on cooking as there was a new dish she was anxious to try out.

The dinner proved to be a great deal of fun, with his sociable wife and vivacious colleague doing most of the talking and him contributing every once in a while. His colleague’s boyfriend, however, hardly said anything at all, though he seemed engaged in listening to the lively conversation. At the end of the evening, after the guests left, the historian insisted on cleaning up and doing the dishes so his wife could relax a bit. She kissed him in appreciation and went upstairs to take a bath.

“She’s rather wonderful, isn’t she?” she said as they got ready for bed.

“Yes,” the historian replied. “A real breath of fresh air in a department full of old fogies like me.”

“Oh, you are not old,” she said with a smile. “Besides, if you are old, so am I.”

“I certainly wouldn’t say that,” he said, returning the smile.

“She’s brilliant, and so much fun as well,” his wife went on. “If she hadn’t been so dead set on having an academic career, I would have snatched her right up to work at my company.”

“That would have been a great loss for us and great gain for you.”

“She’s also so beautiful, but . . .”

“What?”

“Oh, nothing. I had a mean thought. Never mind.”

“Tell me.”

“This is bad, but . . . why is she with that guy?”

The historian could not help laughing at that. His colleague’s boyfriend was a nice enough fellow who worked as an IT engineer at a major corporation. But he was also a rather nondescript guy with very little of interest to say. He did seem mismatched with such a bright and attractive woman.

“Who knows what goes on in a relationship,” he said.

“That’s true.”

“Besides, I bet a lot of people say that about you being with me.”

“What? Why would they do that?”

“Oh, you know.”

“That’s ridiculous. They say, ‘Look, she’s with that impressive man who’s a famous historian and a charismatic professor.’”

“I don’t think they would use the word ‘charismatic’ when I’m standing next to you.”

“Oh, shut up and kiss me.”

Given the busy day ahead of her and an early-morning class he had to teach, they had planned on going to sleep early. But as they kissed, they found themselves becoming heated, and they ended up making slow and gentle love that pleased and relaxed them both. Afterward, they continued to kiss and stroke each other’s cheeks and hair while looking into each other’s eyes, until they gradually fell asleep with smiles on their faces.

All his life, the historian had never found the need for an alarm, as he possessed an internal clock that unerringly woke him at the right time. When he had to get up to go to work, he made an effort not to disturb his wife, sliding carefully out of bed and tiptoeing over to the bathroom. He took a shower before he went into the adjacent walk-in closet and got dressed for the day.

When he came out, he looked down at the sleeping figure of his wife and suddenly felt overwhelmed with emotion by the sight of her form in graceful repose. He thought of how she had come into his life at a time when he had virtually resigned himself to a solitary existence, and how she had changed everything for the better. As he was about to leave the room, he felt a sudden and strong urge to wake her and tell her how much he loved her. He wanted to see her reaction to those words on her face so that he could remember it in the following days of her absence. But then he considered that it would be selfish, as she needed her rest to face the arduous trip ahead of her. So he just mouthed “I love you” to her before quietly leaving her presence.

He would come to deeply regret not having disturbed her and saying those words, as that would be the last time he would see her alive.






Myths operate within the diagram of ritual, which presupposes total and adequate explanations of things as they are and were; it is a sequence of radically unchangeable gestures. Fictions are for finding things out, and they change as the needs of sense-making change. Myths are the agents of stability, fictions the agents of change. Myths call for absolute, fictions for conditional assent.

—Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending




Chapter One

Myth I

On Four Verdant Mothers

Three days before the emperor came to the new city, the storyteller sat cross-legged on a thick mat in a spacious office in a building of light lacquered wood. Before him was a small octagonal table with a turquoise pot of tea and a cup. Three scribes dressed in the blue robes of lower functionaries sat facing him before their own individual tables, each with a stack of paper, an ink block, and a brush. A long narrow window on the top portion of the wall behind the storyteller let in a slanted pillar of the morning light which rested in a languid diagonal across the floor.

The storyteller sat still with his eyes closed for a while, calmly banishing any mundane thoughts, concerns, and desires from his mind so that the river of narrative would flow freely down from the clouded mountain of his imagining self. When he finally opened them, the scribes picked up their brushes, ready to write down his every word.

THE MAGNIFICENT MOUNTAIN known as Four Verdant Mothers rose steeply out of the ground like four great pillars on a shared base, covered in luminous foliage of green and yellow. The grandeur of its heights was accentuated by the perfect flatness of the land around it that stretched all the way to the horizon. It was a rich place of fertile earth, clear waters, and mild weather where myriad animals and birds wandered about in peaceful harmony. Human beings had yet to disturb the tranquil land.

On the four lofty peaks, there resided two mountain gods and two mountain goddesses, each with a home on a summit. They lived on amicable terms with one another, often gathering at one of their dwellings to enjoy meals, wine, and one another’s company, a great pleasure of their serene and leisurely lives. On one particular meeting at the home of one known as Red Mountain God, they sat on a veranda that was perched over a sheer cliff, affording them a magnificent, open view of the vast and colorful land below. They whiled away the spring day reclining on plush mats, drinking wine, and making remarks that were profound and humorous by turns. Their animal companions—a fire bear, an autumn bird, a radiant tiger, and a deer dragon—lazed about in a nearby garden, napping in the comfort of the sun’s benevolent warmth.

One known as Green Mountain Goddess gazed upon clouds floating by the peak, and she spoke out.

“See those shapes that look like so many sheep, how they swim across the sky without a care in the world. What a fair sight it is.” She then picked up her cup and finished her drink.

Red Mountain God politely poured more wine for her before he turned to look at what she beheld.

“The sight is indeed fair, my dear friend,” he said. “But do you not see that it is not the clouds that are moving? They are still, hanging motionless in the sky like lotus flowers on calm water. It is the world that is moving around them, giving the clouds the mere appearance of motion.” He took up his own cup and finished the drink.

One called Yellow Mountain Goddess poured for him before taking her turn to express her thought.

“Ah, my most respected friends, how it mortifies me to disagree with both of you. It is neither the clouds nor the world that moves, for they are but phantoms of our imagination. And how can such insubstantial things be said to do anything at all? What is moving is our minds.” She finished her drink.

“What are you all babbling about?” one known as Blue Mountain God said, pouring for Yellow Mountain Goddess. “You think you are saying something profound when you are only farting out of your mouths. Shut up with your nonsense and have more wine, you drunken donkeys.”

They all laughed uproariously at that, which woke up their animal companions, who looked at them with annoyed expressions before returning to sleep.

“Speaking of wine,” Blue Mountain God said, “it looks like our host did not think well enough of us to prepare a sufficient amount.” He shook a vase over his cup but only got a few drops.

“How inexcusable of me!” Red Mountain God exclaimed. “I thought I had gathered more than ample to enjoy all day long, but I had forgotten what a bunch of gluttonous lushes you are. But no need to concern yourselves. I have a good friend who is the master of a sky orchard where he grows sublime fruit for the lofty personages of the Heavenly Realm. He also makes the most exquisite wine from the fruits. He is like a brother to me, so I am certain that he will provide me with all we need.”

He jumped to his feet and rushed to the garden, where he roused his animal companion, the fire bear, before climbing onto its back. At a command from the god, the beast burst into flames and sprouted two great wings of fire. It then flew up into the sky.

The fiery creature and its divine master sped across the heavens, covering a hundred great spans in an instant and leaving a trail of fire behind them. They slowed down only when they approached a vast cloud upon which sprawled a great orchard full of trees with colorful fruits of many kinds. When they reached the place, Red Mountain God’s dear friend, Heavenly Orchard Master, was already waiting for him at the edge of the cloud. They exchanged happy greetings before Red Mountain God explained his predicament to him. Heavenly Orchard Master laughed heartily before assuring him that it would be a pleasure to provide him with some of his best fruit wine. He ordered his servants to bring some in a pot before he and his old friend exchanged news of their recent activities.

The servants presently brought an enormous pot full of wine, and Red Mountain God placed it securely on the fire bear’s back. He then expressed his gratitude to his friend and promised to bring him an equal amount of sweet tea leaves from Four Verdant Mothers. The god then mounted his animal companion and flew away to return home.

When they were halfway back, he noticed that they were being followed by someone on a speeding cloud. He peered at the pursuer and was astounded to see a naked sky baby approaching him.

“Uncle! Uncle!” the sky baby called out to him. “A moment ago, I was traveling to the Heavenly Realm when I caught a whiff of the delicious fragrance coming from that pot. My guess is that it contains wine made from sublime fruit.”

“So? What business is that of yours?” Red Mountain God asked, annoyed that the little rascal dared to address him as “uncle” rather than call him by a proper and respectful title.

“Uncle, I have been traveling on this cloud all day, and I am so very thirsty. Could you spare me just one cup of wine?”

“What? But you are just a baby. How could someone as young as you drink wine? Why don’t you go beg someone for a cup of milk?”

“I may be a baby, but I am a sky baby!” he asserted proudly. “I can fly on a cloud, rip up a mountain with my bare hands, and beat anyone in a drinking bout. I bet I can beat you, Uncle, and see your face hit the ground in a drunken stupor and break your nose. What a ridiculous sight you would be then,” he said, and laughed.

“Such insolence from such a little one! Begone, child, I have no wine for you. It is for my friends who are grown-ups.”

“But you have so much, Uncle! Look at the size of that pot. Surely you can part with one measly cup of it.”

“I said, begone! What an obnoxious child.”

“Obnoxious! Not only do you not give me any wine, you insult me as well. Very well, you stingy old bastard, you flaccid pig’s dick, you donkey’s dirty anus. May you pay dearly for your lack of generosity!”

The sky baby cursed him and flew off in a rage.

“What an awful baby!” Red Mountain God exclaimed. “Someone needs to give that little brat a good spanking or a switch to the calves.”

He went on to Four Verdant Mothers Mountain, where he forgot about the child as he shared the delicious wine and made much merry with the other three gods throughout the day.

In the meantime, the sky baby went off fuming and still very thirsty. He then hit upon the idea that if he followed the fiery trail left by the fire bear to where it had come from, he could find the source of the wine. So he flew on his cloud until he arrived at the sky orchard. Spying the delicious fruits hanging ripe on so many trees, he snuck into the place, careful to evade the guardian spirits there. When he came across a soaring tree of countless branches that was filled with huge ripe peaches, he quickly plucked five of them and ran out of the orchard. He got back on his cloud and flew far away before he stopped to enjoy the fruits of his theft. They proved to be so delicious and juicy that they not only quenched his thirst but filled his stomach as well. After he consumed three of them, he decided to save the other two for later. He was about to be on his way when suddenly a great luminous dragon appeared out of nowhere and spoke to the sky baby.

“Sky Baby, Sky Baby, I was on my way to the southern sea when I caught a whiff of the delicious fragrance coming from those peaches. My guess is that they are sublime fruits from the sky orchard.”

“So? What business is that of yours?” the sky baby asked the dragon, wary of what it might want from him.

“Sky Baby, I have been flying through the sky all day, and I am so very hungry. Please give me one or two of those peaches to eat.”

The sky baby was about to refuse, but then he remembered how it felt when Red Mountain God rejected his request for a cup of wine, how humiliated and enraged he had become at his parsimony. I should not act in the same way as that nasty old mountain god and make this dragon feel bad. Heaven has decreed that all creatures should be kind to one another, and their failure to do so is the cause of all discord in the world.

“I was going to save these peaches to eat later,” the sky baby told the dragon, “but you are hungry now, whereas I am full and content. Here, you can have them.” He tossed the fruits to the dragon, who swallowed them both in one gulp.

“Thank you, Sky Baby, that was absolutely delicious,” the dragon said. “You are a most generous creature. How would you like to ride on my back for a while? We can have some fun together flying about.”

“That sounds good to me!” the sky baby said, and jumped on the dragon’s back.

As the dragon raced through the air, doing somersaults and side rolls, the sky baby laughed out loud in delight. At some point in their play, the dragon released a fart with a thunder-like noise, sending forth a thick purple cloud with red lightning flashing inside it, which made them both laugh. The dragon then let out a tremendous burp, and a peach pit fell out of its mouth, which made them laugh again. After that, the two became the best of friends and embarked on many adventures across both the heavenly and the terrestrial realms. In fact, all the tales of their doings, if collected together, could fill one thick volume. There is a particularly amusing story of how they came to a forest where an army of nasty goblins lived. The creatures emerged from the woods at night to terrorize people who lived in nearby villages. How the dragon and the sky baby made war on the goblins is a most delightful tale, but this is not the time to tell it.

The peach pit that the dragon burped out fell from the sky and landed in the garden of Red Mountain God’s home, where it buried itself in the earth. The two mountain gods and the two mountain goddesses did not notice, because all of them were fast asleep on the veranda, having fallen into a stupor after partaking of the delicious wine that Red Mountain God had brought from the sky orchard. In fact, their sleep was so deep that it is unknown whether they slept for an entire day, a month, a year, or even a hundred years. If they had slept for a hundred years, then the animal companions they would have found in the garden upon waking would not have been the ones they had known, but their descendants, as the creatures would have kept faithful watch over their masters from one generation to the next. The immortal gods, with their utterly different sense of time from mortal creatures, would hardly have noticed the difference.

The first to awake from the profound slumber was Blue Mountain God, who felt a tremendous need to empty his bladder. Still groggy from his sleep and a dream in which he was a cat wandering among piles of books in the study of a grieving historian, he slowly got to his feet and began to make his way to the outhouse. When he was only halfway there, however, he suddenly realized that he was not going to make it to the building. Wary of humiliating himself in front of his friends, he quickly ran through some bamboo trees in the garden and relieved himself there. As he did so in great profusion—in a veritable waterfall, enjoying the underrated and rarely appreciated pleasure of release—he looked up at the sky and beheld a strange sight.

The great dome above was just starting to darken with the coming of twilight. In the midst of the clear expanse of deepening blue, there was a thick purple cloud hanging ominously above the mountain with red lightning flashing inside. Blue Mountain God could not know that it was the dragon’s fart cloud.

“An omen of discord,” he said to himself in concern. “But surely not among us.”

When he was finally done, he shook his member and put it away, feeling deeply relieved. He was about to rejoin his friends when he saw another peculiar sight. Among the tall bamboo, there was a small tree with only one branch, which carried a huge peach. He walked over and touched the fruit, mesmerized by its perfect shape and its promise of deliciousness. At that moment, he wanted nothing more than to pluck the fruit and gulp it all up.

He would have done just that too, but unbeknownst to him, just after he went in among the bamboo trees to relieve himself, Red Mountain God also woke up from the same need. His bladder was not as full as his friend’s, though, so he was able to stroll leisurely over to the outhouse, where he completed his business. He was walking back to the veranda when he also saw the purple cloud with red lightning in the sky, which made him stop in wonder.

“An omen of discord,” he said to himself. “But surely not among us.”

He was about to return to the veranda when he noticed Blue Mountain God standing among the bamboo trees in his garden. His curiosity aroused, he went over to him.

“My esteemed friend,” he called out, “what are you doing there among the trees?”

Blue Mountain God jumped in surprise and looked back at Red Mountain God with a guilty expression. The other frowned at his strange behavior, but then he noticed that, close to where Blue Mountain God was standing, there was a small tree with a peach hanging from its single branch.

“What is this?” he asked as he approached it.

“It is mine,” Blue Mountain God said. “I found it, so it belongs to me.”

“What
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