
 
 
 

 
THE IMMORTAL 

 
China, In the Western Han  
200 BCE – 26 CE 
 

ilthy and stinking and bent, the beggar was ancient beyond reckoning, 
dressed in rags, bony arms blistered in running sores, and crawling with 

fleas and lice. The boy should have hurried past, dropping a few copper coins 
in his bowl perhaps, but not lingering as he did.  

The boy’s family name was Ming. Son of a regional governor and expected 
to follow in his father’s footsteps, he was schooled in politics and poetry, 
calligraphy and the Confucian classics – the Analects, the Great Learning, the 
Doctrine of the Mean – and provided with the best tutors his family could afford.  

But it was his calligraphy master who changed him, introducing young Ming 
to the Taoist canon – the Tao Te Jing, Chuang-tzu, and the Yijing – and opening 
his mind and his eyes to the mysteries of the world around him. 

The master’s name was Jiao Shih, and he tutored the boy secretly and against 
his father’s wishes, the Tao being regarded with open suspicion by the stogy 
Confucians enmeshed in ritual and rules of conduct.  

Eventually the master had embraced the boy as his only disciple, filling his 
young mind with tales of immortals and magic, sorcery dark and black and 
wicked, the tales expertly spun by Jiao Shih... not only because he enjoyed the 
telling, which he did, but as a warning. These dark powers were subtle and 
mysterious, he cautioned, made all the more dangerous by being at the same 
time enticing and alluring... seductive.  

And it was just this seductive nature that caused Ming to slip away before 
his master awoke, telling himself he’d come to market for eggs and meat, 
perhaps a bit of fruit for Jiao Shih’s breakfast... but knowing in his heart it was 
magic that drew him, for the market was a place where teachers and adepts 
bartered their knowledge in the crowded street stalls, talismans and divination 
traded for the price of a meal. 
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And it was there that he found the beggar. 
There was no outward sign that he was anything more, and Ming had meant 

only to favor the man with a few copper coins. But as he reached out his hand 
towards the bowl, the beggar’s grateful hand turned and snaked suddenly out 
to seize his wrist, the strength surprising as he pulled him close.  

The coins fell in the dust of the marketplace. Forgotten. 
Startled, young Ming struggled to pull himself free, but froze as he looked 

into the eyes, a fog surrounding him and drawing him into a terrible void. The 
chatter of the market faded away to nothing. 

Mysteries have a way of appearing where least expected. 
The boy had found what he was searching for only to flounder, unprepared, 

for this was no ordinary beggar, but an adept whose name was Yu Baimei, the 
Cloud Wandering Immortal, sage and fang shih, and adept in the darkest sorcerery. 
He froze the boy and held him with whispered promises – secret teachings and 
power, riches beyond measure – and in return all Ming had to do was follow.  

He tried to wrest free, but the Immortal held him. 
“I can sense the learning in you,” Yu whispered, his voice drawing Ming close to 

the abyss, “Schooled in the Classics you are, but seduced too by the Mysteries... 
a path, though, that frustrates you, for you must find your way alone. 

“There is one you respect,” the beggar continued, “... a master... but he gives 
you only promises and fairy tales, his paltry wisdom dispensed grain by grain as 
he taunts you with mysteries held just out of reach, frustrating you with powers 
you can never have.”  

Ming felt the air go suddenly close and stifling as he drew a breath to tell 
the beggar that it wasn’t like that, he loved Jiao Shih as a grandfather and doted 
on the old master, and he was poised to tell the meddling vagabond as much... 
only to find himself nodding instead, his devotion eclipsed by promises of 
power. 

He was very nearly lost, swept away in the beggar’s fantasy, when he felt 
himself torn savagely away to stumble drunkenly into the street, his reverie 
broken and the beggar’s hold fading instantly away. 

Shaking off the dust and confusion, he turned to find his master, Jiao Shih, 
cursing the Immortal and striking him viciously as the beggar cried for mercy, 
cringing and weeping under the master’s hand. But the tears were pretense, a 
show for the gathering crowd... for even as he wept and covered himself, his 
eyes sought out the boy to remind him of the promises. 

The spell broken, Ming rushed in to tear Jiao Shih away, calming him and 
urging him to leave the wretched beggar behind, pitiful and beaten.  



But even as the master was led away, the boy cast a lingering glance back... 
and in that glance was a promise of his own. 

  
THE REMAINDER OF THE AFTERNOON was spent with Jiao Shih explaining 

how close the boy had come to danger, warning him again of the perils of false 
teachings. But it was too late; the Immortal had planted a seed, and even as he 
pretended to listen, Ming was distracted by his planning, Jiao Shih’s words 
sounding petty and bitter, and meant only to turn him aside from a path he 
aspired to above all else. 

That night Ming waited on his master as always, serving him tea and rice 
wine, chatting with him about his lessons, and finally helping him off to bed, 
carefully snuffing the candles before stepping quietly into the next room.  

Waiting for the sounds of his master’s snoring, Ming made preparations for 
bed, carefully reproducing the usual sounds, the bumping and scraping that 
Jiao Shih would listen for, gradually quieting down as he extinguished the final 
candle... and then huddling quiet in the dark for nearly an hour. 

He slipped through the door and into the night like a gentle wind, and 
pulling the door closed behind him, he was gone. 

 
HE PROVED AN ABLE AND a willing student, blissfully blinded by the Cloud 

Wanderer’s teachings and hungrily lapping up the leavings of charms and 
magical potions. Yu Baimei held back until the boy had proven himself, over 
time initiating him in the left hand path and by degree introducing him to the 
mysteries leading inexorably to the low places of alchemy and dark magic.  

A devastating avalanche can begin with a few tiny pebbles, and did Ming’s 
fall begin: talismans and charms, chants and divination, spirit travel – all 
common tricks of the Taoist fang shih, magicians who studied the tao only to 
bend it to their own design.  

But in time the lessons grew more focused, until Ming was wielding power 
he had before imagined only to be myth and legend, while at the same time Yu 
succeeded in turning his heart black, pointing his power carelessly against 
innocents, pilgrims who wandered into their tiny grotto in the high cliffs of 
Tian Shan, the Celestial Mountains.  

At first it was a game, testing his will against the unsuspecting pilgrims to 
turn them like puppets, the Cloud Wanderer watching from a distance and 
urging him always on to more serious games. 

Then finally one day for sport, the boy turned two pilgrims one against the 
other to argue against some trifle Ming had planted in their minds. At length, 



one physically attacked the other – brother or friend, the boy wasn’t sure – 
flinging him to his death from a high precipice, dashing him to pieces on the 
rocks below... and Yu Baimei smiled. 

It was time, and without explanation they left that very day for the capital 
city of Luoyang. 

All through his training, the Cloud Wanderer’s motives had been hidden, 
the boy blindly trusting the master to point him where he needed to go... but 
never loving him as he had Jiao Shih.  

In Luoyang, Yu Baimei watched from the shadows, manipulating the boy 
from a distance while keeping his own hands clean of conspiracy, sending him 
out to curry favor with imperial advisors, ambitious and avaricious men serving 
Guang Wu Di, but only for personal gain. Through them Yu planned to seed his 
ideas into favor with the court, over time controlling the emperor and then 
eventually, the empire itself.  

It was his goal all along. 
In the beginning the plan appeared to be working, for always around the 

seats of power hovered weak-minded men, unworthy of office themselves but 
hoping to influence those destined to rule. It was this type of man that Ming 
attracted, some lured by the subtle control of the Cloud Wanderer’s magic, but 
most through the simple expedience of threat and bribery. 

But they were drawn by a lust for power, and so secretly implored Ming to 
write the training down in return for their allegiance.  

The boy was young, but not blind. He knew they meant to steal his secret, 
but pride is ever a dangerous enemy, and it was pride that led him to devise a 
plan by which he might still earn their fawning respect while keeping the secret 
safe, artfully holding back key elements of the training. 

It would be his undoing. 
Ming’s own lust for prestige and power had been fostered by Yu Baimei 

himself, but it would lead ultimately to his destruction; in the end, the pride he 
had created caused the boy to betray him. 

The manuscript fell by accident into the hands of one loyal to his emperor 
who recognized the writings for what they were and, taking it, he hurried to 
reveal the conspiracy. 

Individual conspirators were named and rounded up, each revealing others 
in turn, tortured confessions ending in public executions... not only theirs, but 
all their families out to three generations. 

Ming and his master escaped, but not before their names, too, were linked 
to the conspiracy, and Ming’s final payment for the path he had chosen was his 



own family, ignorant of what the son had become, rounded up with the others 
and killed, protesting their innocence to the end. 

It was a knife turned in his heart, realizing too late the consequences of the 
path he had taken and the ruin as its final result. 

Angry and bitter, he cursed the Yu Baimei and denounced him, setting off 
on his own without teacher or family or friend. 

It was what saved him. 
He learned only later how Guang Wu Ti, incensed by the conspiracy against 

him and single-minded in his pursuit, had summoned fighting monks from the 
sacred mountains of Wudang to track down the Immortal, finding him after 
many months afraid and hiding in his hermitage at Tian Shan.  

There they cornered him and took him, stripping him and beating him and 
turning him out naked on the forbidding mountain, exposed to snow and bitter 
cold to wander senseless, starving and nearly frozen, to be set upon finally by 
wild beasts and killed.  

A fitting end, Ming thought, for one with dreams of turning an empire, to 
be mauled and devoured by savage beasts ruled by instinct rather than reason, 
and so in the end beyond his power to control. 

 
ONLY THE DISCIPLE REMAINED, AND even hunted and hiding and in fear 

for his life, Ming felt more free than he had in years, his mind cleansed of the 
Cloud Wanderer’s lies. For a time he wandered aimlessly, unsure of direction 
or future, but found himself drawn more and more back to Tian Shan. It was 
there that his troubles began, but there also where, with the death of Yu 
Baimei, they had finally ended.  

It seemed a fitting place to rest. 
In due course he moved into the hermitage, but only after destroying every 

reminder of his former life, and in time forgetting the teacher and the training 
had ever existed; the manuscript itself, he assumed was destroyed, and over 
years he forgot it completely. 

He lived as a recluse, devoted to the quiet contemplation of nature and to 
the cultivation of the twin dragons of qi and jing – life force, and essence – over 
seasons at first and then over centuries as the meditations and complex yogas 
of the mystery schools earned him the promise of long life.  

Eventually, as was custom among the sages, Ming left his name behind, 
taking instead the name of his hermitage and calling himself the Languid Pool 
Immortal, after the spring within the tiny grotto in the cliffs. And there over 
years he passed into legend, and over centuries into obscurity.  



He had turned away from all beyond the narrow grotto that was his world, 
and carried the Cloud Wanderer’s teachings into obscurity with him. 



 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

THE DISCOVERY 
Hexagram 3: Chun  

Difficulty in the Beginning  
 

Difficulty at the Beginning works supreme success, 
Furthering through perseverance. 
Nothing should be undertaken. 

It furthers one to appoint helpers. 



 



 
 

 
May your children live in interesting times 

     – an ancient Chinese curse 
 

 
AN UNEXPECTED DISCOVERY 

 
Antioch, North Carolina  
Present Day 
 

he clouds overhead threatened thunderstorms later in the afternoon. 
But then late summer this close to the mountains always held the 

promise of storms late in the day; there was no reason to suspect this one was 
going to be any different, or any worse.  

Besides, they should be leaving before it hit. 
Baker Chen loved hiking here in the mountains with his Grandfather Chen, 

with dozens of popular trails to choose from: Bent Creek Lake, Laurel River 
Trail, Whitewater Falls, and, if you didn’t mind a short drive, even nearby 
sections of the Appalachian Trail that wound from just south of here in 
Georgia all the way up into Maine.  

This particular trail, Craggy Gardens Trail, was one of his Grandfather’s  
favorites, a moderately difficult path ending at Douglas Falls.  

They came up here every month when the weather was nice, but today 
Baker had been allowed to bring a friend. Bobby Sheriff was like a brother, but 
in many ways they were as different as two fourteen year-old boys could be. 

Baker was Asian-American, Chinese, with dark hair shorn in close with just 
a hint of a spike; quiet and reserved and approaching everything with studied 
deliberateness. Bobby, on the other hand, fought an on-going battle to keep his 
longish sandy-colored hair out of his eyes, and had a curiosity that sometimes 
got him into trouble.  

He wasn’t afraid to step right into the middle of a thing if it aroused his 
curiosity. 

The two of them were yin and yang. Thrown together by chance years 
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before in a beginner’s kung fu class at the Crazy Dragon Martial Arts School, a 
common confusion over the complex and unfamiliar routines had brought 
them together. A camaraderie had developed immediately, and they had 
remained friends ever since. They even shared most classes together at Antioch 
Middle School, where they’d attended eighth grade until just a just a couple of 
months ago. In the fall, they’d both move on to high school.  

The afternoon was warm and the sky clear with just a hint of storm on the 
horizon. Grandfather Chen had gone off on his own, leaving the boys to 
explore alone, after first exacting a promise they’d stay out of trouble. As soon 
as he left, they’d busied themselves in the creek bed, hunting crawfish under 
river rocks, and exploring up into the surrounding hills. 

After an hour, Baker’s grandfather still hadn’t returned, and Bobby was 
starting to worry. Chen Kwan-Ta was in his eighties, and positively ancient to a 
boy of fourteen. 

“Think we should go look for him?”  
“I don’t know,” Baker answered warily, “He was pretty clear about us 

staying here by the creek. I don’t think he wants us wandering off.” 
“Who said anything about wandering off?” Bobby asked. “Besides,” he 

glanced overhead at the approaching rain, “... looks like a bad storm coming in, 
what if Grandfather Chen hasn’t noticed?” 

Baker checked the sky. Maybe Bobby was right. “Okay,” he agreed, “Which 
way?”  

“My guess would be check the falls,” Bobby gestured down the shallow 
streambed, “That’s where I would go.”  

He had a point. Douglas Falls wasn’t huge, but it was still pretty impressive 
and seemed as likely a place as any to begin their search. 

The clouds grumbled behind as they disappeared down the trail, but neither 
of them was worried. Afternoon storms were common this time of year. 

 
RAIN WAS PELTING THEM BY the time they reached the falls, and still no 

sign of Grandfather Chen. Thunder crashed overhead and the rain swept into 
them in sheets, sending the boys running for the shelter of a stand of trees. 
They huddled together out of the downpour, protected beneath the layered 
branches of thickly-needled hemlock and Douglas firs. 

Faced with dashing back up the trail in a driving rain or waiting for the 
storm to pass – late afternoon summer storms rarely lasted more than minutes 
– the boys decided to settle in and wait, peering out from beneath the heavy 
evergreens at the surrounding forest. 



Sure enough, minutes later the storm was already moving past, leaving just 
enough rain to muddy the trail. But with a steady drip-drip-dripping from the 
branches overhead, the boys decided to wait just a few more minutes. 

They were discussing where to search next for Grandfather Chen, when 
Bobby suddenly spotted him. He nudged Baker and nodded in the direction of 
the falls, less than fifty yards away.  

Grandfather Chen had emerged from behind the wall of water, following a 
narrow path the boys had never noticed. Poking his head out carefully to make 
sure he was alone, he stepped out onto a rocky prominence about halfway up 
the falls.  

Satisfied no one was watching, Grandfather surveyed the area one last time 
before turning back to the falls. There was something decidedly odd about the 
way he was acting, encouraging the boys to remain hidden. 

What happened next deepened the mystery. 
Too far away to hear anything over the rush of water, it appeared to Bobby 

and Baker that Grandfather was talking to someone behind the falls.  
But to whom? 
“Who do you think ... ?” Bobby whispered, before Baker shushed him with a 

look. He had no idea who his grandfather was talking to, but he did know if 
they were discovered, they might never find out. 

Better to remain hidden – and quiet – and then see for themselves. 
When he was finished, Grandfather Chen turned away, but not before 

bowing slightly to whoever was behind the wall of water; it was more formal 
than the casual nodding bow of thanks or greeting that Baker was used to.  

Now wasn’t that strange?  
Pressing themselves back deeper under the hanging boughs, they watched 

as Grandfather worked his way down the winding path, confidently negotiating 
wet leaves and scree that covered the side of the hill. Then, still only halfway 
down the slope and easily eight to twelve feet above the path, Chen paused to 
look around one last time and then, with no preparation and without 
hesitation, he jumped down silently onto the trail with the relaxed confidence 
of an athlete. 

A much younger athlete. 
The boys turned to one another, eyes wide. Every aspect of Grandfather’s 

behavior over the last few minutes had been a mystery, the furtiveness, the 
secrecy, the whispered conversation with a hidden confederate ... and now 
finally a feat of physical skill impossible for someone half his age. 

Grandfather checked the woods around him one last time, and confident 



he’d not been seen, hurried back up the trail. In a moment he had disappeared 
around a bend.  

As soon as he was away, Bobby turned to Baker. “We’ll have to hurry.” 
There was never any doubt about what they would do. Grandfather’s 

behavior had dictated that just as surely as if he’d ordered them forward 
himself.  

They scurried from hiding, mindful of where they were stepping and careful 
not to make any noise as they crept up to the edge of the trail, where they both 
leaned in carefully, peering around the bend to make sure he was really gone. 

Then they scrambled up the hill. 
Reaching the exposed ledge where Grandfather had first appeared, they 

found the mouth of a cave expertly concealed behind the falls. Whether by 
nature or by design, there was no way to tell: if it was nature, the concealment 
was fortuitous, if by design, then the work that had gone into blending the 
opening into the hillside had rendered it nearly invisible.  

Aside from the thick foliage crowding the opening and concealing it from 
below, the mouth of the cave, even up close, would have been difficult to find 
had they not known where to look. The rocky outcropping jutted into the path 
making a direct approach difficult, while a scattering of rocks and boulders 
transformed the cave’s mouth into a shadowy depression behind falling water. 

Stepping quickly around, they found themselves in the opening behind the 
falls and felt air coming up from below, dry and musty, and hinting at a depth 
far greater than what they’d first suspected. 

Leaning further inside, Bobby found the air relatively fresh, far different 
from the dampness he’d expected, and rather than getting darker as it wound 
deeper into the hillside, the cave actually seemed to brighten with a faint glow 
from farther down. 

A light? 
Baker leaned back out of the cave, peering one more time up the path to 

make sure his grandfather hadn’t returned. 
“Okay,” he said, “So what do we do now?” 
Baker was weighing the danger of being discovered against the promise of 

what they might find, but Bobby had already decided. 
“What do you think?” he asked.  
Baker looked back and forth between the mouth of the cave and the trail 

winding back the way they’d come. This could be something or it could be 
nothing; but either way it was trouble if they were discovered. 

Bobby, anxious to go on, raised his eyebrows in silent question: Well? 



Baker decided: they were already here and already in trouble for wandering 
off against Grandfather’s orders.  

“Okay,” he agreed, “But we need to make this quick.” 
With one final glance over his shoulder, they disappeared inside. 
 
THE CAVE, WHICH FROM OUTSIDE had seemed little more than a shallow 

depression, opened up immediately into a tunnel, easily the height of a man 
and turning behind a wall of stone before leading down into the mountain. 
From farther down, where there should have been only darkness, the light 
grew steadily stronger as they crept down the path. 

Afraid of alerting whoever Baker’s grandfather had been speaking with, the 
boys stayed close to the wall as they covered the last few steps to where the 
passageway ended in an opening off to the right. 

“You ready?” Bobby whispered, then leaned around the corner and stepped 
quickly inside. Baker was close behind. 

Empty. 
Whoever Grandfather Chen had been talking to had vanished, although the 

tunnel was the only way in or out.  
Looking around, they found themselves in a room about thirty feet across, 

open and dry, the mysterious light explained by a series of openings cut into 
the high ceilings and letting in fresh air and sunlight. 

Not your average cave. 
Bobby had been in caves before. Linville Caverns was only an hour’s drive 

from Antioch, and Bobby had been there often with his dad. The one thing he 
noticed about this one right away was the absence of the irregular structures 
common in most caves – stalagmites and stalactites – and the rough, irregular 
appearance of walls carved out over many thousands of years by nature.  

This was definitely man-made. 
While Bobby examined their surroundings, Baker touched him on the arm 

and nodded toward something pushed back against the far wall. 
Some kind of an old wooden chest.  
Their first impulse, of course, was ‘Treasure!’ but closer inspection revealed 

nothing but an old steamer trunk, the kind used a hundred years earlier for 
travel or storage, constructed of thin slats of wood bound together with metal 
bands showing the patina of many miles and many years. Perhaps two feet 
deep and half again as wide, the trunk’s slightly curving top closed on metal 
hinges that ... 

The two heavy, tongue-shaped metal latches, which should have been 



latched, had fallen open, hanging down onto the face of the trunk like twin 
hands that beckoned the boys forward. 

They looked at one another nervously. 
“Hey,” Bobby whispered, “He’s your grandfather.” He was curious about 

what was inside, but a nod towards the trunk indicated the call – and their next 
move – belonged to Baker.  

Baker glanced back towards the tunnel one last time before stepping closer, 
kneeling before the trunk, and running his hand lightly over the surface. 

“Go ahead,” Bobby urged, as anxious as Baker was hesitant. 
Holding his breath, Baker dropped his hands to the front of the chest, 

rested his palms on the rough surface, and pushed back on the lid. The heavy 
hinges groaned in complaint, rising in pitch as the top fell over and back with a 
hollow thud. 

The sound seemed overly loud in the quiet of the cave, and the boys froze, 
suddenly less concerned about what they might discover than in being 
discovered themselves. Seconds passed without a sound. 

Then, while Bobby kept watch, Baker leaned forward ...  
And was immediately disappointed. 
Fat with promise only seconds before, the trunk was nearly empty. Nothing 

but a single small bundle, wrapped in cloth and apparently forgotten.  
Leaning in for a closer look, though, Baker was rewarded by a few smaller 

objects hidden in the darkened corners. Scooping them into his hand, he found 
they were photographs, faded and brittle with age. 

Holding them into to the light, he was surprised to find they were photos of 
his grandfather, Chen Kwan-Ta, but many years younger, dressed in elaborate 
fighting silks and posturing before standing racks of ancient weapons – tasseled 
spears, swords and halberds. Kung fu weapons.  

Baker passed the photos over to Bobby, remembering his grandfather’s leap 
down onto the path. There was more to his Grandfather Chen than he’d ever 
suspected. 

He turned back to the bundle. 
It was wrapped in a dark square of richly embroidered silk, and as Baker 

lifted it carefully from the trunk, one of the corners fell away to reveal a richly-
carved teakwood box. 

This was something. A box within a box. 
Baker displayed this new find to his friend, and then placed it on the floor 

between them, slowly folding back the edges of the silk to expose an intricately 
carved dragon and phoenix, fighting across the dark surface in sharp relief.  



Curious, he reached forward, taking the box in both hands and shaking it 
slightly to see if anything was inside. 

A low, growling bark wafting up from within caused the hair on the back of 
Baker’s neck to stand up and his hands to tighten around the box, paralyzed by 
a mix of fear and fascination. 

It took only seconds, though, for fascination to win out over fear, and for 
curiosity to get the better of caution. Baker worked the box open enough to 
peek inside.  

In the dim light of the cave, it was difficult to see. Glancing over at Bobby 
and getting a nod of support, he threw back the lid ... 

And was shocked into silence. 
Inside was a tiny reptile, staring up at him with wide yellow eyes, blinking in 

the unexpected light.  
“What is it?” Bobby whispered, leaning in to tip the corner of the box 

down. His eyes grew large, “Cool! Pass that over!” 
Bobby Sheriff had maintained a changing collection of garden snakes and 

lizards over the years, but this was like nothing he’d ever seen. He scooped it 
out into his hand. 

Small and a nearly iridescent green, long and slender and snakelike but for 
four tiny legs, the creature was marked by a long, low ridge of scaly fins 
running along the length of its back, but the most startling characteristic by far 
was the bright tuft of reddish hair bristling under its tiny chin. 

A familiarity with lizards had Bobby set to close his hand quickly if this one 
tried to dart away, but instead it seemed to be waiting for something, staring up 
at the boy with bright yellow eyes. 

“Some kind of lizard,” Bobby said, almost to himself, shaking the hair back 
from his eyes as he poked at the thing with an outstretched finger. 

The poking seemed to bother the creature less than what he’d said. 
“Lizard?!” The voice was high-pitched and thin and unmistakably annoyed, 

“... are you telling me you can’t recognize a dragon when you see one?” 
Bobby started, and had to fight to keep from dropping the thing, but the 

creature only nestled back into his hand, smug and satisfied. 
A hoarse whisper was all he could manage. 
“Did you just say ... DRAGON?” Bobby asked. He was familiar with 

dragons, of course, but reading about them and holding one in your hand – 
living and breathing – are two completely different things. 

“Well, what do you think I am?” the dragon replied, clearly daring the boy 
to call him a lizard again. “Use your brain, boy, and try ... to ... think.” The 



creature punctuated each word by tapping the side of his forehead with a tiny 
green finger, “Have you ever seen a lizard before even remotely like me?” 

As though to make his point, the tiny dragon stroked the startling red beard 
that remained its most defining characteristic. Reptiles had no hair. 

“But you’re so tiny,” Bobby said, not quite sure how to answer, “Dragons ... 
I mean, I thought dragons were supposed to be like ... you know ... huge.” 

“Again, think,” the dragon said, becoming increasingly annoyed, “If I were 
‘huge,’ as you say, then how could I fit in that tiny little box?  In fact, how 
could I have even been smuggled here in the first place? 

“Besides,” he continued, “There are different kinds of dragons. Water 
dragons and earth dragons, fire dragons, elemental dragons in every shape and 
size, but the most elegant, the most magical of them all is the spirit dragon ... 
me!” 

With that, the creature bowed forward gracefully, then gestured at the box, 
open and forgotten at Baker’s feet. “That box – my home – is what determined 
my size. Tiny box, tiny dragon. Big room ...” 

Without warning, the dragon suddenly filled the cave, its leathery scales – 
each grown suddenly to the size of Bobby’s outstretched hand – making fast 
clicking noises as the enormous snakelike body coiled and twisted in the 
confined space of the cave before, just as suddenly, returning to its original 
size. 

“... Big dragon,” the creature grinned mischievously, “Get it?” 
The boys were unable to answer whether they had ‘gotten it’ or not, instead 

lying on the sandy floor of the cave, shocked and frightened by the unexpected 
change, and fighting to catch their breath. Only the fear of discovery had kept 
them from screaming.  

The dragon waited patiently. 
“I’m sorry,” he finally said, “I didn’t mean to scare you, it’s only that ... well, 

you know, a picture being worth a thousand words and everything.” The 
dragon shrugged his tiny shoulders, “Probably it was a bad idea.” 

It was the only apology the boys were going to get, but, apparently 
embarrassed, the dragon’s mood seemed to change immediately. “What do you 
say we just start over? I’ve had many forms and many names in a life that spans 
centuries ... but you may call me Ming.”  

Again, a tiny bow. 
“But where did you come from?” Baker asked, first to have recovered 

enough to speak. 
“A simple question,” the dragon nodded, “and fair enough.” Taking a deep 



breath, he crawled back into Bobby’s hand and curled up comfortably. The 
breath was released with a slight hissing sound, and he began to tell his story. 

Back at the trailhead, Grandfather Chen had discovered the boys were 
missing, at the same time noticing a second bank of heavy thunderclouds 
moving in just overhead.  

The storm earlier had been just a warning. 
 
MING MADE HIMSELF COMFORTABLE IN Bobby’s hand as he considered 

where to begin.  
“Understand that story embraces centuries,” the dragon began, “... but 

probably we should begin with how I came to be here, as you see me now, 
although even this much will require an introduction of the one name I am 
most loathe to speak, one who has pursued me for centuries, and the one who 
forced me into hiding ... Wang Shih-Pai.” 

The dragon paused and appeared to be searching the boys’ faces for some 
recognition of the name, but of course there was none.  

“You are fortunate,” he continued, shaking his head, “never to have heard 
the name, but now that you’ve placed yourselves within my tale, you would do 
well to remember ... and to fear it.” 

Bobby glanced over at Baker, Placed yourselves within my tale? What the heck 
was that supposed to mean?  

Ming gestured for Bobby to put him down, and began to pace as he 
continued. His story began with a story about the Cloud Wandering Immortal, 
some sort of Taoist sorcerer or something, and Baker leaned in to quietly 
explain that Taoism was a kind of folk religion, extremely old and influencing 
nearly every aspect of Chinese culture back almost to the very beginnings of 
history.  

Steeped in the darkest secrets of Chinese magic, the Cloud Wanderer had 
‘discovered a method,’ as Ming described it, to bend the will of others and, at its 
outer reaches, conferring control almost even over the Tao itself. 

It was this power – this secret – that lay at the very heart of the dragon’s tale. 
To work his magic, the Cloud Wanderer required an apprentice, finding one 

in a village youth, young enough and impressionable enough to be seduced by 
his promises, but bound to another master. Undeterred, the sorcerer lured him 
away and trained him, while keeping his ultimate goal – the Dragon Throne 
itself, the seat of power and, through it, control of the empire itself – hidden 
from the young apprentice.  

The youth was a tool, nothing more.  



But what the Cloud Wanderer failed to consider was that with youth came 
pride, and, unknown to the Immortal, his disciple maintained a careful record 
of his training, transcribed into a secret manuscript and containing all but the 
most critical elements necessary to make the teaching complete.  

And this one small thing would be the Cloud Wanderer’s undoing. 
After a time, the boy’s training was finished, and they journeyed to the 

capital, but almost immediately the plot became unraveled. The conspiracy  
was exposed and the manuscript seized, confederates rounded up and killed. 
Only the Cloud Wanderer and his apprentice managed to escape, fleeing into 
the westernmost provinces beyond the reach of their pursuers, into the 
wilderness of Tian Shan, the Celestial Mountains.  

But the emperor was relentless in his pursuit, and tracked down the Cloud 
Wanderer over many months, until finally he was discovered, taken, and killed.  

Only the disciple remained, hunted and in hiding and fearing for his life, 
but freed at last, his mind clear after so long under the Cloud Wanderer’s 
power. Ashamed of what he’d done, the youth was repentant and vowed to 
carry the secret with him to the grave, that none other could be troubled ever 
again by his master’s dark teaching. 

He remained, alone in the mountains, a hermit hiding within the fastness of 
Tian Shan, devoted to the quiet contemplation of nature. Over time he took 
the name of his hermitage as his own to become the Languid Pool Immortal and 
taking the Cloud Wanderer’s secret into obscurity with him. 

 
“SSSSSHH!” BAKER HISSED, HOLDING UP his hand for silence.  
At first, Bobby thought Grandfather Chen had returned, but then he heard 

it, too. A low rumble from outside the cave, and the sound of rain – a hard, 
driving rain audible even over the rush of the falls. The storm had returned. 

No way they were going to escape discovery now. As soon as Grandfather 
realized they were missing, he’d search until he found them. 

All of them, Baker reminded himself, looking over at the dragon. 
Ming waited. There was more, but he didn’t want to continue until he had 

their full attention. 
“Time passed,” the dragon began finally, “... centuries. And while the 

Languid Pool Immortal had faded into obscurity, his manuscript unfortunately 
had not. Stored away and forgotten for many hundreds of years, lost among 
the many thousands of writings of the imperial libraries in the capital city of 
Chang’an, it was stumbled upon one day by accident, and by the emperor’s 
own Minister of Antiquities, Wang Shih-Pai.” Ming appeared uncomfortable 



with the name, “... and it is here, for the very first time, that he enters into a tale 
already centuries old.” 

A violent crash shook the cave, followed by the long, drawn out rumble of 
thunder, but Ming appeared not to notice. 

“Wang recognized its value immediately,” the dragon continued, resuming 
his tale, “but the manuscript was incomplete, key elements held back by design, 
small details necessary to make the formula whole – and without these details, 
the writings were worthless. Desperate for information, Wang turn the libraries 
upside down hoping to find a second manuscript, a journal perhaps, or a key, 
but there was nothing. Failing everything else, Wang turned to legend and 
rumor, anything he could find about the Languid Pool Immortal. 

“Popular legend placed him in Tian Shan,” Ming said, looking pained by the 
memory, “along with persistent rumors he might still be alive.  

“Scouts were dispatched to the western wilderness, local villagers bribed 
and questioned. Wang was ecstatic when they returned to tell him the rumors 
were true. Incredibly, the Languid Pool Immortal was alive.  

“Begging leave from the emperor under the pretense of a ‘collecting 
expedition west in Xingjian,’ Wang Shih-Pai journeyed to Tian Shan himself 
and sought the Immortal out, inducing him with bribes and promises to return 
with him to Chang’an. Wang’s plan was to somehow wrest the secret from the 
Immortal, using it to seize control of the capital,” the dragon smiled, “... but 
the Immortal had a plan of his own.  

“As long as the writings existed, he knew men like Wang Shih-Pai would 
find him, and so allowed himself to be brought back to Chang’an ... to find the 
manuscript and destroy it.   

“Soon after their arrival, the Immortal obtained the writings by a subterfuge 
of his own, confiding to Wang Shih-Pai that it had been centuries, after all, and 
he needed to see the manuscript to refresh his memory. No sooner had he been 
left alone, however, did he take the manuscript and hurry straightaway to the 
emperor, exposing Wang’s treachery with the writing as proof, and insisting the 
manuscript be destroyed.  

“But Wang Shih-Pai’s spies were everywhere, alerting him immediately to 
the Immortal’s treachery, and fearing capture, he fled the capital that night, as 
the Cloud Wanderer himself had fled centuries before.  

“At the same time, and for his protection, the Immortal was sent into 
hiding under the watchful eye of the emperor’s most loyal general, Chen Kao-
Ming, a move meant to be temporary, and only until the fugitive minister could 
be found and dealt with. Instead, Wang Shih-Pai escaped completely, cursing  



the Immortal and swearing vengeance against him, and protection became his 
prison.” 

With that, the dragon curled up comfortably on the sandy floor, apparently 
finished with his tale. 

“So, this Languid Pool guy,” Bobby said, “Whatever happened to him?” 
The dragon studied the boy for several seconds. “Still in hiding, even after 

all these years ... and still pursued by Wang Shih-Pai and an insatiable greed 
that has survived the centuries.” 

“And General Chen? What happened to him?” Baker asked, leaning 
forward with interest, “You know, Chen ... that’s my name, too.”  

“Really?” A smile played at the corners of the dragon’s mouth, “Well, Chen 
Kao-Ming performed his duties long and faithfully, passing the emperor’s 
charge in time down to his eldest son ... who then passed it to his son and to 
his, and down through the generations. You know, ‘Immortal’ usually is just a 
polite honorific, a title in the Taoist tradition acknowledging adepts who have 
devoted their lives to the Mysteries, achieving understanding enough in the 
winter of life to lose themselves completely in the Mysterious Portal, and to 
pass wholly conscious at death into the world beyond. 

“However,” the dragon continued, “in rare instances – extremely rare – the 
title signifies something more, and the Languid Pool Immortal is just such a 
case. His life was measured out in centuries rather than years ... but all of them 
in hiding, and always protected by generations of Chens ... even today.” 

Bobby and Baker still had questions. The dragon’s story had been almost 
completely about the Languid Pool Immortal, while telling the boys virtually 
nothing about himself. 

“So where do you fit in?” Bobby asked, “Are you a part of the Immortal’s 
story, too?” 

“Well, yes,” the dragon said, stifling a smile, “You might say that. In fact –”  
 “MING!!”  
The unexpected shout shattered the silence of the cave and the boys 

whipped around, startled, to find a red-faced and furious Grandfather Chen, 
clothes soaked to the bone and his wispy beard wet and dripping, staring at the 
tiny dragon in surprise and disbelief. 



 
 
 

 
FAMILY LEGACY 

 
ive minutes later, Grandfather Chen had dried off and calmed himself 
enough to speak, while the silence of those intervening minutes gave 

Bobby and Baker time to consider what they had done. They didn’t want to 
even think about how much trouble they were actually in, but Baker was pretty 
sure unleashing a dragon took trouble to a whole new level. 

And that’s why he was surprised to find Grandfather more worried than 
angry. With the storm still raging outside – wind and rain, and thunder and 
lightning – the old man had settled comfortably onto the floor of the cave, 
becoming quiet and reflective. 

Just when Baker was beginning to worry he was going to sit there all day, 
the old man suddenly looked up at Ming, “Well, what do we do now?” 

The dragon, sitting on the lid of the trunk and more or less at eye level, 
shrugged his tiny shoulders, “Well, they have the beginning already... I suppose 
we may as well tell them the rest.” 

Grandfather Chen looked back and forth between the boys. “You know 
better than to rummage through other people’s things,” he nodded towards the 
open trunk, “but you’ve probably figured out by now that this is something 
decidedly more serious. 

“Ming,” he continued, nodding at the dragon after briefly holding both 
boys under an accusing eye, “represents a secret many centuries old, and a 
Chen family legacy for more than fifty generations. It was a thing you were to 
have been trusted with in time,” he said, looking at Baker, “but something for 
which you were only just beginning to be prepared.” 

Baker was surprised, “But –” 
“How?” Grandfather interrupted, anticipating the boy’s question and smiling 

for the first time, “Bit by bit and step by step, that’s how. Through every story 
told about the old country and the old ways, about ancestors and ancient 
warriors ... even bedtime stories about brave young men and cunning dragons.” 

When Grandfather said ‘cunning dragons,’ Ming rolled his eyes at Bobby in 

F



a gesture that struck the boy as surprisingly human. 
“Even your enrollment at the Crazy Dragon Kung Fu School,” Grandfather 

laughed, the seriousness of the moment forgotten. “Not real fighting, but you 
had to start somewhere,” he shrugged, “and besides I had always intended to 
oversee your advanced training personally ... in time.” 

Baker remembered the photo. The fighting silks, and the weapons. 
The wind howled outside and a cold dampness had settled into the cave. 

Grandfather pushed himself to his feet and walked over to a hidden recess in 
the far wall, kneeling to pull a small box from the shadows. At first, Baker 
thought it might be a part of the story, another secret, but ... 

“How about something to warm us up?” Grandfather smiled, assembling a 
folding camp stove and a tiny iron kettle. Reaching back into the box, he 
retrieved a ceramic teapot and three small, handleless cups, then smiled at Ming 
as he held up a shallow saucer, placing it on the floor alongside them. 

He continued his narration as he prepared the tea. 
“As I was saying, the secret – Ming and his history, the conflict with Wang 

Shih-Pai and, of course, our own family’s concern in the affair – were to have 
been passed along to you in time. But time,” Grandfather paused as he poured 
fresh water from a plastic water bottle into the pot and settled it over the low 
flame of the stove’s solid fuel cell, “is something we suddenly have precious 
little of ... for time alone will tell what your little stunt here today has cost us.” 

“We won’t tell anyone, Grandfather,” Baker promised, and Bobby quickly 
agreed, which told Chen Kwan-Ta only that neither of them had any idea of 
the danger they’d put themselves in. 

“I’m afraid things are considerably more complicated,” Grandfather 
answered, “This is one of those times when what is done cannot be undone, 
cannot be made right simply by keeping it a secret. We cannot,” and here, he 
glanced back over at the dragon, “... simply put Ming back in the box.” 

“Back in the box?” Baker replied, missing his grandfather’s point, “Why 
can’t Ming just come home with us? I’ll take care of him.”  

“Take care of me?” Ming’s head jerked up abruptly. “Isn’t it enough that your 
friend here thinks I’m a lizard?” he nodded at Bobby, “Must you now treat me 
like some sort of pet! What next? Are you already planning to teach me some 
tricks, maybe show me off to your friends? What would you like me to do? 
Roll over? Is there something I could fetch for you perhaps?” 

Ming shook his head disgustedly, “Let me tell you something. You know, 
I’ve survived well enough for centuries without your shallow bowls of tepid 
water or tasty little pellets of fish food,” he looked back and forth between the 



boys, “... how can I make you understand that I’m not a lizard and I’m not a 
pet? I’m a dragon! You do remember that, don’t you ... a DRAGON!!?” 

Ming’s massively coiling body suddenly filled the cave again, turning and 
writhing as he had before, glaring down as the boys cowered back against the 
walls.  

Grandfather continued on as though nothing had happened, finally giving 
Ming a reproving look and quietly shaking his head. The dragon returned to his 
original, diminutive size. 

“There,” Ming smiled mischievously at the boys, “now wouldn’t that be 
something to show your friends?” 

Grandfather scooped several heapings of loose tea into the tiny teapot and 
poured boiling water over, replacing the lid and setting it aside to steep. He 
passed the cups around and placed the saucer out for Ming. 

“How about some tea,” he smiled, “while Ming finishes his story? Then, if 
there’s time, I can tell you a little about how he came to be here.”  

A great peel of thunder shook the cave and the hushed roar of heavy rain 
outside sounded miserable, but here in the closeness of the cave even the small 
heat given off by Grandfather’s camp stove was beginning to warm them as 
they settled back to hear the rest of Ming’s story. 

Grandfather Chen poured tea all around, then settled himself on the floor 
beside them and directed their attention to the dragon. 

 
“WHAT I’VE TOLD YOU SO far is just the beginning. The rest will help you 

to understand that I am very much more than you think I am ... more than you 
suspect me to be, even now.” Ming glanced at Grandfather, eyes questioning, 
and then leaned over to lap at his saucer of tea. “The box, for instance. You 
speak of it as though it were a prison, but nothing could be further from the 
truth. That box was my home and refuge ... until now,” Ming shook his head, 
“and critical to a plan first conceived centuries ago,” the dragon looked at 
Baker, “by one of your ancestors, your great-great-great-great-many-times-great-
grandfather, Chen Kao-Ming.” 

Baker remembered the name from the story earlier, about the Languid Pool 
Immortal. He wondered if Ming was somehow involved in that one, too. 

“For years beyond counting that box was my haven, although I was free to 
come and go whenever I wished ... in spirit.” He nodded at Chen Kwan-Ta, 
“Why do you think I was no surprise to your grandfather here. We’ve spoken 
many times, while the box remained my shield against the evil that sought – 
and seeks still today – to find me, to bind me and to bend me to his will.” 



The dragon paused, wondering how much to tell them. 
“Everything?” he asked, looking steadily at Grandfather Chen. “Remember, 

this is a path that, once taken, will be difficult to turn away from again.” 
Grandfather stared down into his cup of tea, an ancient scryer searching for 

answers in the amber liquid, and then slowly he drained the cup and placed it 
carefully on the floor of the cave. “I suppose there really is no other way, is 
there?”  

Glancing at Baker, he explained, “I had hoped this might wait just a few 
more years, until preparation had smoothed the way to understanding. As it is, 
there is much you won’t understand and questions that, for now at least, must 
remain unanswered.  

“Ming has begun the tale, but has yet to explain how he became central to it. 
How, from that very first meeting, he and Wang Shih-Pai found themselves 
bound together in a tale of subterfuge and survival, and locked in a battle – 
melodramatic as I know this must sound – between Good and Evil, our loyal 
and virtuous Ming on the one hand, and the deceitful and plotting Wang Shih-
Pai on the other.” 

“So you were at the grotto!” Baker exclaimed, turning to the dragon, “But 
who were you with ... Wang Shih-Pai, or the Immortal?” The question was 
directed at Ming, but it was Grandfather Chen who answered. 

“That one point is central to the secret, and to the story itself. Baker, 
Bobby,” he gestured with a nod to the tiny dragon, “... allow me to introduce  
you to Ming Tao Shih, the Languid Pool Immortal.” 

Ming stood atop the wooden chest, tail curled delicately about his feet and 
bowed elaborately as Grandfather continued his story. 

 
“THE IMMORTAL WAS NOT ALWAYS as you see him now,” Grandfather 

said, nodding at the tiny dragon “He was once the spoiled and wealthy son of a 
regional governor in the province of Xian, schooled in the Five Classics and 
being carefully groomed for a career in government service, as was expected 
for a boy in his position. To this end, his father acquired a tutor to round out 
the boy’s education in painting and calligraphy.  

“Jiao Shih was his name, a mendicant priest and painter, renowned for his 
skill, but a Taoist adept who in time instructed the boy in more that just 
painting. It was Jiao Shih who introduced young Ming to nature and her 
mysteries, his guiding hand that stayed him on the path. Intrigued by his 
master’s knowledge, the boy begged to be trained further, in the esoteric yogas 
and mysticism until then only hinted at.  



“Finally, at the boy’s insistence and without the father’s knowledge or 
permission,  Jiao Shih took the boy on as disciple.  

“But young Ming wanted more, until curiosity and the impatience of youth 
drove him to seek after forbidden teachings, finally succumbing to the dark 
lure of Taoist sorcery while he remained innocently ignorant of its peril.  

“Then one day fate found him in the market square, where he attracted the 
attention of another master .. but this one was not nearly so benevolent as his 
own.” 

Grandfather paused as a peal of thunder broke the silence of the cave, more 
distant than the last. 

“As you’ve probably guessed, it was the Cloud Wandering Immortal, but 
dressed in rags and disguised as a common beggar into whose hand young 
Ming paused to slip a coin in passing, only to find himself suddenly seized and 
pulled in close. At first he was held by the beggar’s strength, and then by 
whispered promises, secret teachings that would be his, the beggar said, if only 
he would follow.”  

Grandfather glanced at Ming, it was his story after all. But hearing was less 
painful than telling, and the dragon motioned Grandfather to go on. 

“Ming found himself swept away in the beggar’s fantasy,” Grandfather 
continued, “and was nearly lost then and there, until he felt himself torn 
savagely away and cast down into the street, his reverie was suddenly broken. 
Shaking off the dust and confusion, he turned back to find his master, Jiao 
Shih, cursing the old beggar and beating him viciously.  

“Blow after blow he rained down, and the beggar cringed and wept at his 
cruelty, crying out to the master for mercy. But it was pretense, a show for the 
gathering crowd, for while the poor beggar wept and covered himself from the 
beating, his eyes found the boy ... and they told a different tale. They offered 
promises. 

“But the spell had been broken, and Ming rushed in to tug at his master’s 
sleeve, pulling him away from the wretched creature, pitiful and beaten, leaving 
him behind in the street. But even while he led his master away, Ming cast a 
long glance back, and in that glance was a promise of his own.  

“That very night Ming slipped away, turning his back on Jiao Shih and his 
teaching, and turning aside from the straight path for the promise of power, 
and as it so often is, that first step away was a small one, but his life would 
never be the same.” 

Grandfather paused for a sip of tea, and then cocked his head to listen. The 
worst of the storm had passed.  



“This promise of power,” Baker spoke up, “That’s the manuscript Ming 
was telling us about?” The story seemed to be coming together, but there were 
still some things he still wasn’t quite sure about. 

 “No,” Grandfather answered, “Only the teaching. The manuscript wasn’t 
until later – many years later – and penned in Ming’s own hand. No,” the old 
man shook his head, “had it remained the teaching only, much pain might have 
been avoided ... it was the writing down that sealed Ming’s fate.  

“He trained for many years, learning everything the Cloud Wanderer had 
promised, but taught always with an eye on the final prize. And then finally he 
was ready and preparations were made for their journey to the capital city in 
Luoyang –” 

“Hang on a second,” Bobby interrupted, “I wondered about that earlier 
when Ming said the capital was in Changyang or something like that ... I  mean, 
I thought the capital of China was Beijing?” 

“Chang’an,” Grandfather corrected him, “But that was later, during the 
Eastern Chin. The capital during the time of the Cloud Wanderer – during the 
Western Han – was Luoyang. Hundreds of years earlier. Remember that our 
story spans centuries, and Beijing was not the capital until recently – not until 
the seventeenth century.” 

“That’s recent?” Bobby asked, “Four hundred years?” He was having a hard 
time keeping up, and was actually beginning to wonder if maybe he should be 
taking notes. 

“As I said,” Grandfather repeated simply, “Centuries.”  
Incredulous, Bobby looked over at Ming. 
“I’m older than I look,” the little dragon deadpanned. 
But with the storm finally finished, Grandfather was ready to wrap this up. 

The rest, they could save for later. 
“And that brings us up to the part Ming had told you earlier, and all that 

remains is to tie up the ends – the conflict between Wang Shih-Pai and the 
Immortal, and the danger we may all be in.” 

“What’s the problem?” Bobby interrupted, “If Ming is as old as you say he 
is, then this Wang guy’s probably dead anyway, right?” 

“I’m afraid not,” Grandfather answered, his face suddenly drawn, “Wang 
Shih-Pai fled the capital a pursued but wealthy man, and always unscrupulous 
teachers can be found to barter knowledge for gold ... even secret knowledge. 
Since he disappeared centuries ago, Wang has shown up many times in Chen 
village, seeking after the Immortal over countless generations.  

“From this alone we know he has discovered the secret of immortality, but  



as to what other dark and sinister secrets Wang might possess, we can only 
guess.” 

“But still, you’re talking centuries, right?” Baker asked, “I mean, surely you 
don’t still think – ” 

Chen stopped his grandson with an upraised hand.  
“The story is ancient, but Wang Shih-Pai’s part, I’m afraid, remains all too 

recent,” he looked at Baker and held him with his eyes, “... who was it, do you 
think, that drove us here finally to America?” 



 
 
 

 
BACK INTO HIDING 

 
he rain had finally stopped, and it was time they got the boys home 
before parents starting asking questions.  

The photos were returned to the trunk, while Ming’s box was slipped 
carefully into Grandfather’s day pack. Then everyone hurried back to his car, a 
seventies-something Buick estate wagon the kids called the Fish. Its great, 
boat-like body had once been dark green, but was now spotted all over with 
rust patches and road wear, the car seemingly as old as Grandfather himself. 

The first order of business, Grandfather suggested as they climbed in the 
car – Grandfather and Baker in the front seat, Bobby in the back, and Ming 
resting on Baker’s knee – was to get Ming back undercover as soon as possible, 
a suggestion the dragon was disagreeing with even before the thirty-five year-
old old engine rumbled to life.  

“Under normal circumstances I would completely agree. It certainly seems 
more prudent, but as you yourself have pointed out, ‘putting the dragon back 
into the box’ is easier said than done. Already, on a subtle level, the level of 
spirit, my sudden appearance will have been like a beacon, and we must assume 
that someone somewhere will have seen that beacon and relayed it back to the 
Enemy.” 

“But you said yourself that Wang has been turned away before,” Baker said, 
turning to his grandfather, “Why not just do the same thing again? You know, 
‘Ming who? Sorry man, never heard of the guy,’ and then just give him the boot?” 

Grandfather checked carefully for oncoming traffic before chugging slowly 
out onto the highway. “In the first place, I never said that Wang Shih-Pai was 
simply ‘turned away’ ... and never without consequences. Think, Baker ... Wang, 
where have you heard that name before?” 

Only one thing came to Baker’s mind, and that couldn’t be right. 
“You don’t mean old Beggar Wang?” He looked back at Bobby to explain, 

“Beggar Wang is some kind of Chinese boogeyman. Grandfather used to scare 
me with stories about him whenever I misbehaved.”  

T 



Grandfather glanced over at Ming and smiled, “Baker’s mom always 
complained they’d give the boy nightmares,” then he turned back to his 
grandson, “... but the stories weren’t only to frighten, they were also meant to 
teach. Those ‘boogeyman tales’ were true in a sense – all of them metaphors for 
lives ruined and taken by Wang Shih-Pai.”  

 Grandfather Chen checked his mirrors, then merged onto the Interstate.  
“I wasn’t much older than you are now, and had just taken charge of the 

legacy, when an old man appeared one day in our village. Wang Shih-Pai, of 
course. We knew because his visits were preceded always by a disappearance ... 
only on this occasion, there were two. A pair of children, the son and daughter 
of a family servant, playing near their home in full view of both parents on a 
clear and cloudless day, when suddenly they disappeared. Vanished.  

“We searched all that afternoon and into the evening, but no trace – of the 
daughter at least – was ever found.” 

“But the boy?” Bobby asked, but Grandfather held up his hand. 
 “Yes. The next morning the son’s body appeared in the village square, 

mutilated and with the character ‘WANG’ ("ä ) branded crudely into the flesh 
of his belly.” He looked pointedly at Baker, “... it was that grisly calling card 
that announced Wang Shih-Pai’s most recent appearance.”  

Grandfather swiped his windshield wipers at the lingering mist. 
“That same night, I packed my belongings and fled, taking the Immortal 

with me in hopes of drawing Wang Shih-Pai away from the village while I came 
up with a plan. I wrapped Ming’s box in a treasured scarf belonging to my 
mother – it was one of the few keepsakes I allowed myself – and left Chen 
village, never to return.”  

It was a part of his grandfather’s history that had never been revealed. In 
fact, Chen Kwan-Ta’s past had always been a mystery. The family knew he had 
immigrated from China sometime before the last World War, but what had 
compelled him to leave and the circumstances surrounding his departure had 
never been discussed. He was generous with tales about their family’s history, 
and could recite it back for several generations ... but about his own past, 
Grandfather Chen was always strangely silent. 

Baker glanced down at the tiny dragon curled up on his knee, finally 
understanding the reason. 

“Days of hard travel found us in the port city of Shanghai, where we lost 
ourselves in her crowded streets, hoping the confusion of the city might throw 
off any pursuit. And it was there, with no place left to turn, that I made the 
only decision that seemed open to us at the time. Among my few possessions 



was a favorite jade carving, a treasured heirloom and painful to part with, but I 
bartered it for passage on a ship bound for America, leaving my family and my 
village – my past – behind me forever.” 

He glanced over at Baker, “Antioch was chosen at random, a small town as 
far away from Wang Shih-Pai as I could imagine, and chosen only because the 
mountains reminded me of home. The cave was discovered soon after we 
arrived, finished out over weeks with Ming’s help. The trunk, and the few 
papers and photographs it contained – anything providing a link to my past – 
were hidden away from prying eyes, but they remained my treasures, things I 
vowed never to forget – my boyhood, my friends, my family – things stolen 
from me by Wang Shih-Pai and all reasons for me to hate him personally.” 

Grandfather became quiet. “In time, I found a wife and married, settling 
into a life as normal as I could make it, and for over half a century, I thought 
fear and sacrifice were behind me,” he made a disgusted face, “It was fear that 
drove me from Chen village – not for myself, but for others – but I’m an old 
man, and settled. I will run no more. It may well be the time has finally come 
to end this thing.” 

Grandfather’s fists were clenched on the steering wheel, knuckles showing 
bone white. The dragon said nothing, but appeared quiet and resolute. 

It seemed that he, too, had grown tired of running. 
 

IF WANG SHIH-PAI KNEW Ming had surfaced – and they had to assume 
that he did – then it would be only a matter of time before he appeared in 
Antioch. Chen Kwan-Ta was already working on a plan.  

“First, we need to get you back into hiding,” Grandfather began, raising his 
hand to cut off the little dragon’s protests. “Not from our enemies, but from 
our friends. I’m thinking specifically about Baker’s parents, and others – people 
who would focus on you rather than on the danger. People who would bind 
our hands needlessly when we need every moment to prepare. 

“Keeping you close would seem the logical choice, but why make things 
any easier for Wang than they already are? If having to search for you slows 
him by only minutes, still those are minutes we can use – minutes that may 
decide victory or defeat.” 

Bobby was following the conversation from the back. Feeling as much to 
blame as Baker for what had happened, he leaned over the front seat.  

“Hey,” he asked, “How about if Ming came home with me?” 
The dragon’s head popped up suddenly, and he looked up at Grandfather 

Chen to make sure he wasn’t seriously considering the boy’s proposal.  



“Careful,” he leaned in to whisper, “I’m pretty sure this one still thinks I’m a 
lizard.”  

But Grandfather’s answer surprised him. “Not so fast, Ming. I was thinking 
much the same thing. Think about it. Never before – not in all the generations 
before us – has your presence been even hinted at outside of family, even at 
the risk of innocent lives. This time,” he looked up to find Bobby’s face in the 
mirror, “... why not turn that very secrecy to our favor? 

“Put yourself in Wang’s place. He would know how jealously guarded our 
secret has been, passed down father to son and hidden always from any 
outsider. Knowing this, where would Wang Shih-Pai expect to find you this 
time? 

“Yes...” Ming said, beginning to see Grandfather’s point, “A misdirection, 
like the magician’s sleight of hand. Now you see me ...” and suddenly he 
vanished. One minute curled up on Baker’s knee, and the next he was gone. 

“... and now you don’t,” a disembodied voice finished from somewhere in the 
Fish’s rear storage area. 

“Ming,” Grandfather warned, adjusting his mirror towards the sound of the 
voice, “This is no time for parlor tricks. We’ll be home soon, and we need a 
plan.” 

The little dragon reappeared and crawled onto the back seat, curling up 
beside Bobby’s shoulder as Grandfather continued. 

“Wang would have no reason to look for you there. He is used to the old 
country, the old ways, and Bobby here might be just different enough from 
anything in his experience to keep Wang Shih-Pai off balance for just a little 
while longer.” 

“But won’t that be dangerous?” Baker interrupted.  
“Not overly,” Ming answered, warming to the idea, “And besides, it would 

only be until we can come up with something more permanent.” He looked at 
Grandfather, “... we are planning to end this, right?” 

Grandfather Chen caught his eye in the mirror. “Once and for all.” 
But Baker still wasn’t comfortable with the idea. “Why not just disappear?” 

he suggested, “Like you did just now?” 
But Ming was already shaking his head. “Wouldn’t work. Wang Shih-Pai 

exists in the twilight, between matter and spirit, and where I am neither dragon 
nor man. That is where he would search for me, and find me, whatever my 
physical form ... even if that form was invisible. But in order to do that,” and 
here he smiled back over at Grandfather Chen, “he first must have at least 
some idea where to look. Otherwise he’d have found me already.” 



“Yes,” Grandfather slowed down as they pulled into Antioch, “Although 
this time there’s one very important difference. This time –” 

“– Ming is out of the box,” both boys guessed together, finally beginning to 
understand the seriousness of what they had done. 

“Precisely,” Grandfather agreed, “Ming is out of the box. And that changes 
everything ... although even that may be to our advantage. On the one hand, 
Ming is no longer hidden, but on the other – as something utterly unique in the 
history of the tale – it’s also possible that his sudden appearance might actually 
give us time to prepare.” 

“I don’t get it,” Baker said, “won’t Ming being out in the open make it easier 
for Wang to find him?” 

“Easier? Oh yes, absolutely easier ... maybe too easy.” Grandfather smiled 
and glanced back at the dragon, “What do you think, Ming?” 

“Yes,” Ming agreed, “After so many years, Wang might take my sudden 
reappearance – along with the fact that I’ve made no attempt to return to 
hiding – as a challenge, fearing that I am strong enough finally to stand against 
him, or that I have an ally powerful enough to do so. If only he knew that this 
new and powerful ally,” he looked back and forth between Bobby and Baker 
and winked, “... is really just a pair of fourteen year-old boys!” 

Ming disappeared again, reappearing immediately on the car’s dash and 
taking a bow, excited at the prospect of confronting his old enemy. 

“We’ll begin their training immediately,” he said to Grandfather Chen, “and 
I can help with that in more ways than one. Let’s just hope they’ve learned at 
least the rudiments of boxing from their Crazy Dragon fighting school,” Ming 
made a face, “... although I can’t say I care much for the name.” 

He turned to the boys. “We’ll begin first thing tomorrow morning ... and 
just keep our fingers crossed that what training you’ve had will be more help 
than hindrance.”  

As they pulled up into Bobby’s driveway, Grandfather looked down at the 
dragon and then back at the house, wondering how to get the one into the 
other without being seen. Then suddenly, he had an idea. 

“Bobby,” he said to the mirror, “There’s an old lunch box of Baker’s in the 
back there, just behind your seat ... could you pass that up here, please?” 

And then he looked back at Ming with a smile.  



 


