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“This is Chinese boxirgShaolin- many hundreds of years old and
attributed by tradition to the Buddhist patriarcBodhidharma A holy
man and a Brahmin, son of a wamrand of the warrior caste himself,
Bodhidharma journeyed from India to spread thldharma the
teachings of the Buddha.

“When he first arrived, Shaolin was just another obscure temple in
the province of Henan, the monks there weak and lethargic from a
sedaentary lifestyle, and easy prey for the brigands and scoundrels
then rampant in the land. Against these threats and against wild
beasts, the monks had no defense. Many were set upon in their
travels and robbed or beaten, some even killed. To compound an
already desperate situation, the corrupt central government, fearing
rebellion, had passed an edict outlawing all weapons.

“Concerned for their safety, Bodhidharma gathered the monks
together, and what began that day as a system of health and exercise
would develop over many hundreds of years into the Shaolin martial
arts as we know them today.”

Grandfather walked over to a storage shed in the corner of the
yard, returning with an armload of weathered bricks, and stacking
them as he continued the stary

“Bodhidharma- called in ChinesBu Ti Ta Mpor simplyTamo—
addressed the assembled monk8he government has taken our
knives, so every finger must be made a dagger; they have collected our
swords, so each hand must become a sword; our spears have been
confiscated, so every arm must be trained as a spear; our maces have
been taken, and every fist'Grandfather turned and sent his fist
crashing into the stacked bricks, shattering them into dishall
become a mace!!’

“Tamo trained the monks in the arts tead brought with him. “He
was First Patriarch, and so were the Shaolin arts born.”

““Whoa!! Did you see that?!” Chandler was on his feet, unable to
contain himself, while Bobby and Baker turned to one another, eyes
wide.

Amry said nothing, she just smidlend nodded her head his old
man is gonna show us how to kick some serious buitt.
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THE DISCOVERY

Hexagram 3: Chun
Difficulty in the Beginning

Difficulty at the Beginning works supreme success,
Furthering through perseverance.
Nothing should be undertaken.
It furhers one to appoint helpers.
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May your children live in interesting times
—an ancieftthinese curse

AN UNEXPECTED DISCOVERY

he cloudsoverhead threatened thunderstorms later in the afternoon

But then late summerhis close to the mountains always held the
promise of storslate in the dayherewas no reason to suspect thiswas
going to beny different, or any worse.

Besidesthey should be leaving before it hit.

Baker Chen loved hiking here inttn@untainwith his Grandfather Chen,
with dozens of popular trails choose fromBent Creek Lake, Laurel River
Trail, Whitewater Fallsand, ifyou didn't mind a short drive, evesarby
sections of the Appalachian Trdiht wound from just south of here in
Geomia all the way up into Maine.

This particular trailCraggy Gardens Trail, was ohéis Grandfathes
favoritesa moderately difficult path ending at Douglas Falls.

They camaip hereeverymonth when the weather was nlogt, today
Baker had beerl@led to bringfriend Bobby Sherifivas like &rother, but
in many ways they werg different as two thirteen yel boys could be.

Baker was Asialimerican, Chinese, with dark hair shorn in close with just
a hint of a spike; quiet and reservedagpdoaching everything with studied
deliberateness. Bobby, on the other hand, foughtgoiranbattle to keep his
longish sandgolored hair out of his eyes, and had a curiosity that sometime:
got him into trouble.

He wasn'’t afraid to step right inteetimiddle of a thing if it aroused his
curiosity.

The two of themwereyin and yangThrown together by changgears
beforein a beginnerlaung fuclass at the Crazy Draddartial ArtsSchoagl a
common confusiomver the complex and unfamiliar routihes brought
them together. Acamaraderie had develogeumediatelyand they had
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remainedriends ever since. Theyenshared most clastegethemat Antioch
Middle Schoalwhere they’the starting eighth grade in a few more weeks.

The afternoon was warand the sky cleath just ahint 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 &eidaen
as he left, they’dusied themselvas the creekbed, hunting crawfish under
river rocksand exploring up into the surrounding.hills

After an hour, Baker's grandfather still hadn’t retyruedl Bobby was
startingto worry Chen Kwarra was irhis eightieandpositivelyancient to a
boy of thirteen.

“T hink we should glmok for him?”

“I don’'t know,” Baker answeredarily “He was pretty cleamabout us
staying here e creek. | donthink he wants usandering off.”

“Who said anything about wandering off?” Boldied “Besides,” he
glancedverheadt the approachingin “...looks likea badstormcoming in
whatif Grandfather Chen hasn’t noticed?”

Bakercheckedhe sky Maybe Bobby was righkay,” he agreed Which
way?”

“My guess would beheckthe falls,” Bobby gestured down the shallow
sreambed, “That's where | would go.”

He had a poinDouglas Falls wasn’t huge, ibwtasstill pretty impressive
and seemealslikelya place as anyliegin their search

Theclouds grumbled behired theylisappearedown the trail, but neither
of them was worriedAfternoon 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 runninghéshelter o& stand otrees.

They huddled togetheut of the downpour, protectdsneath the layered
branche®f thicklyneedled hemlock and Douglas firs

Faced with dashing back up the trail driving rain or waiting for the
storm to pass late afernoon summer storms rarely lasted more than minutes
— the boyddecided to settlm andwait, peering out from beneath Heavy
evergreesat the surrounding forest.
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Sure enough, minutkgerthe storm was already moving geaing just
enoughrainto muddy the trail. Bwyith a steady drgrip-dripping fromthe
branches overhead, the boys decided tqustztfew more minutes.

They were discussing where to searchfoexdrandfather Cherwhen
Bobbysuddenlygpotted him. He nudged Baker and eddd the direction of
the fallsless than fifty yards away

Grandfather Chehad emergeftom behindthe wall of wateirfollowinga
narrowpaththe boyshad nevenoticed Pokinghis head out carefully to make
sure he was alqriee steppedut onto a roky prominence about halfway up
the falls.

Satisfiecho one was watchinGrandfather surveyed the area one last time
before turning back to tlells. There was something decidedly odd about the
wayhe was actingncouragintghe boydo remain hidden

Whathappenedext deepened the mystery.

Too far away to hear anythioger the rush of watdt appeared to Bobby
and Baker thabrandfathewastalking to someone behind the falls.

Butto whom?

“Who do you think?” Bobby whisperedeforeBaker shused him with a
look. He had no idea wimns grandfathewastalking to, but he did knoifv
they were discovered, they might never find out.

Better to remain hiddenandquiet and then see for themselves.

When he was finished, Grandfather Chen turney, dwa not before
bowing slightlyo whoever was behirlde wall of water it wasmore formal
than the casual nodding bow of thanks or greeting that Baker was used to.

Now wasn't that strange?

Pressing themselvieackdeeper under the hanging boughs/ watched
as Grandfather workduls way down theindingpath, confidently negotiating
wet leaves and scitbat coveredhe side of thehill. Then sill only halfway
down the slopand easily eight tovelvefeet above the patBGhenpausedo
look aroud one last timeand then,with no preparationand without
hesitationhe jumped down silently onto the trail with the relaxed confidence
of an athlete

A muchyoungathlete.

The boydurned to one another, eyes wide. Every aspect of Grandfather’
behavio over the last few minuteésd beera mysterythe furtivenessthe
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secrecy, thevhispered conversation with a hidden confederaed now
finally a feat of physical skill impossiblsdoneondnalf his age.

Grandfatherchecked the woods around hame last timeandconfident
he’d not been sedmjrried back up the traih a moment he had disappeared
around a bend.

As soon as heas awayBobbyturned toBaker“We'll have to hurry.”

There was never any doubt about what they woul&Grdodfather’s
behavior had dictated thpist as surely as if 'deordered them forward
himself.

They scurried from hiding, mindful of where they were stepping and careful
not to make any noise they crept up tbe edge of the trawherethey both
leaned in carelly, peering around the bend to nake hevas really gone

Then theyscrambled up the hill.

Reaching thexposededge where Grandfathiead first appearedhey
found the mouth of a cave expertly concealed behind the/faksherby
nature or by deg,there waio wayto telt if it was nature, the concealment
was fortuitousif by designthenthe work that had gone into blendihg
openingnto the hillsiddad rendered it nearly invisible

Aside from the thick foliage crowding dipeningandconcealing it from
below, the mouth of the cave, even up close, would have been diffiudilt to
had they not known where to look. The rocky outcroppitegl into the path
making a direct approach difficuithile a scattering of rocks and boulders
trarsformedthe cave’s mouthto a shadowy depression behind falling water.

Stepping quickly arourtieyfound themselves in the opening beted
fallsand felt air coming up from belaivy and mustyandhinting at a depth
far greater than what thebyirst suspected

Leaning further insid&obby found the airrelativelyfresh,far different
from the dampness$ie’d expectedand rather than getting darker agoiind
deepeiinto the hillside, the cave actuséigmed to brightemith a faint glow
from father down.

A light?

Bakerleaned back out of the cageeringone more timeip the patho
makesurehis grandfathdradn’t returned.

“Okay,” hesaid, “So what do we do now?”

Baker was weighing the danger of being discovered against the promise of
what trey might findbutBobbyhad alreadgecided
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“What do you think?” he asked.

Baker lookedback and forth betweehe mouth of the cave atie trail
winding back the way they’'d coffkis couldbe somethingr it could be
nothing; bukither wayt was touble if they were discovered.

Bobby anxious t@o on raised his eyebrowssitent questiorwell?

Bakerdecided: they were already la@aalreadyn troublefor wandering
off against Grandfather’s orders

“Okay,” heagreed“But weneedto make thiguick.”

With onefinal glance ovéris shouldertheydisappeareidside

THE CAVE, WHICH FROM OUTSIDE hadseemedittle more than a shallow
depression, opened up immediatgly atunne| easily the height of a man
andturning behind a wall of stortegfore leading down into the mountain.
From farther down wherethere should have beenly darkness, the light
grewsteadilystronger as theyept down the path

Afraid of alerting whoev&aker's @ndfather had been speakait, the
boysstayedclose @ the wallas theycoveed the last few stegs where the
passageay ended ian opening off to the right.

“You readyBbbbywhisperedthen leaned around the coraed stepped
quicklyinside Baker waslose behind.

Empty.

Whoever Grandfather Cheadbeentalking tohad vanishe@lthoughthe
tunnel was the only way in or out.

Looking around, thefpund themselves in a room about thirty feet across,
open and drythe mysterious light explained by a series of openings cut intc
the high ceilingsnd leting in fresh air and sunlight.

Not your average cave

Bobby had been in caves before. Linville Caverns was only an hour’s dri
from Antioch and Bobby had been theféenwith his dad. Thene thing he
noticedabout this one right awasas the absencé the irregular structures
common inmostcaves- stalagmites and stalactitesdthe rough irregular
appearance @falls carved oalver many thousands of ydayshature.

Thiswasdefinitelymanmade.

While Bobbyexaminedheir surroundingBakertouched him on the arm
and nodded towambmethingpushed back against the far wall.

Some kind of an oldtooden chest.
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Theirfirst impulseof coursewas ‘Treasure!” but closer inspection revealed
nothingbut an old steamer trunk, the kind used a hundrad warlier for
travel or storageonstructeaf thin slats of wood bound togethdth metal
bandsshowingthe patina ofmany milesand manyyears Perhapswo feet
deep and half again as witle trunk’sslightly curving top cled on metal
hingegha ...

The two heavy, tongushaped metal latcheshich should have been
latched had falleropen hangingdown onto the face of the trutike twin
handshat beckonethe boys forward.

They looked at one anothmarvously

“Hey” Bobby whispered He’'syurgrandfathet He wascurious about
whatwas insidebut a nodowards the trunkhdicatedhe call- and the next
move— belonged to Baker

Baker glanced batwardsthe tunnebne last timbéefore steppingloser,
kneeling before the trurdnd 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
reged his palms on the rough surfamed pushed back on the lid. The heavy
hinges mhaned 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 tlieZsgys
suddenly less concerned about what they might discover than in being
discovered themselv&sconds passed without a sound.

Then,whileBobbykeptwatch, Baker leaned forward

And was immediately disappointed.

Fatwith promise only seconds befohe, trunkwas nearlgmpty Nothing
but a single small bundiapped in cloth arepparently fgotten.

Leaningin for a closer lookhough,Bakerwas rewarded ta fewsmaller
objectshiddenin the darkened corne&coopinghem into his handefound
they were Ipotographs, faded and brittle with age.

Holdingtheminto to the lighthe was surged tdfind they were photos of
his grandfather, Chen Kwa&a, but many years younger, dressed in elaborate
fighting silks andosturingbeforestanding rackof ancient weaponrstasseled
spears, swords and halberds. Kung fu weapons.
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Bakerpassed the pitos over to Bobby, rememberhig grandfatherleap
down onto the path. There was more to his Grandfather Chemettlagver
suspected

He turned back to the bundle.

It was wrapped in a dark square of richly embroidered silk, and as Bak
lifted it caefullyfrom the trunk, one of the corners fell away to revedllya
carved teakwood box.

This was something.oxwithira box.

Baker displayed this new find to his friend, and then placed it on the floo
between thenslowlyfolding back thedges ofhe silkto exposanintricately
carved dragon and phoetiighting across the dark surface in sharp relief.

Curious he reached forwardakingthe box in both handsndshakingt
slightlyto see if anything warside.

A low, growling bark wafting @qmm within caused the hair on the back of
Baker’s neck to stand up and his hands to tightend the boxparalyzed by
a mix of fear and fascination

It took only secongshough for fascination to win out over fear, dod
curiosity to get the tier of caution Baker worked the box open enough to
peek inside.

In the dim light of the cave, it was diffico seeGlancing over at Bobby
and getting a nod of suppdré threw back the Iid ...

And wasshocked into silence.

Insidewas diny reptile garingup at himwith wide yelloweyesblinkingin
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 Sheriffhad maintained a changing collection of gamgkes and
lizards over the years, but this was like nothingeVverseen. He scooped it
out into his hand.

Small and a nearly iridescent gileeg, and slendemdsnakelike but for
four tiny legsthe creaturavas marked bwg long,low ridge of scalfins
runningalongthe length of its backutthe most startling characteridiicfar
was the bright tuft of reddish haiistlingunder its tiny chin.

A familiarity with lizards hd&bbby set to close his haguickly if this one
tried to dart awaput insteadt seemed to be waitifgy somethingstaring up
at the boywith bright yellow eyes.
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“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 seeed to bother the creature less than didsaid.

“Lizard?!"The voice was higgitched and thin and unmistakably annoyed,
“... are you telling me yoan'trecognize dragowhen you see one?”

Bobbystarted, and had to figtet keep from droppinthe thing, but the
creature only nestled back into his hand, smug and satisfied.

A hoarse whisper wastalcould manage

“Did you just say ... DRAGON?Bobby askedHe was familiamwith
dragonsof course, but reading abdlsém and holding one in your hard
living and breathingaretwo completely different things.

“Well, what d you think lan?” the dragomepliedclearlydaringthe boy
to call him a lizarégain. “Use your brain, boy, dnd... to ... thifikThe
creature punctuated each word by tapftie 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 remaineds most defining characterisReptiles had naalir.

“But you're so tiny Bobby said, not quite sure how to ansvizmgdons...

I mean, | thought dragons were supposed to be like ... you koo ...
“Again,think” the dragon saithecoming increasingipnoyed, “If | were
‘huge,’as you sayhen how could I fit in that tiny little box? In fact, how

could | have even been smuggled here in the first place?

“Beside$, he continued, “There are differekindsof dragons. Water
dragonsand earth dragons, fire drag@hemental dragons in every slayme
size but the most elegarhe most magicaf them all is thepiritdragon ...
me!”

With that, thecreature boed forward gracefullyhen gestured at the box,
open and forgotten at Baker’s feet. “Thatbow home— is whatdetermined
my size. Ty box, tiny dragon. Big room ...”

Without warning, the dragon suddenly filled the davieathergcales-
each grown suddenly to the size of Bobby’s outstretched hakihg fast
clicking noisesas theenormoussnakelike body coiled and twistedhia t
confined spacef the cave beforgust as suddenlseturningto its original
size.

“... Big drag@rthe creature grinned mischievously, “Get it?”

10
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The boysvere unable to answer whether they had ‘gotten it’ or not, insteac
lyingon the sandy floor ahe caveshocked anttightened by the unexpected
changeand fighting to catch their breath. Gthlyfear of discovery had kept
them fromscreaming

The dragon waited patiently.

“I'm sorry,” he finally said) didn’t mearto scare youit'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 wasthe only apology the boygere going toget, but apparently
embarrassethe dragon’s mood seemedhargemmediately‘What do you
saywejuststart overPve had manforms and many namiesa life that spans
centuries.. but you may call riveng”

Again, a tiny bow.

“But where did you come from?” Baker askiest, to have recovered
enough to speak

“A simple questiohthe dragon nodded, “arfdir enougli Taking a deep
breath he crawledack into Bobby’s harehd curled up comfortablyrhe
breath waseleased with a slight hissing soundhahdgan to tell his story.

Back at the trailhead, Gdésther Chen had discovered thmyswere
missing, at the same timeticing a secondbank of heavy thunderclouds
movingin justoverhead.

The storm earlier had been just a warning.

MING MADE HIMSELF COMFORTABLE IN Bobby’s hands heconsidered
whereto begin.

“Understand thastory embraces centuries,” the dragon began, “... but
probablywe shouldbegin with how | came to be here, as you see me now
althougheventhis muchwill requirean introductionof the one name | am
mostloathe to speaknewho has pursued nfer centuriesandthe onewho
forced me into hiding Wang ShiPai”

The dragon pausethd appeared to Isearchinghe boys’ faces feome
recognition of the name, laftcoursehere was none.

“You are fortunaté he continued, shakjrhis head,r'ever to have heard
the name, butow that you'velaced yourselves within my tale, you would do
well to remember ... and to fear it.”

11
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Bobby glanced over at Bak@lgced yourselves within Mvhaald® heck
was that supposed to mean?

Ming gestured for Bobby to put him dovemd began to paces he
continued. His stofyegan with someone called @eud Wandering Immartal
Taoist sorcerer.dBernoticed his friend’s confusion, dadned in to explain,
quietly and quicklyhat Taoism was a kind of nature religi@xtremely old
and influenimg 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 desdrit, anethodto control and benthe
will of other menand atits outer reache$o confercommand almost even
over the Tao itself.

It was this power thissecretthatlay at the veryeartof the dragon’s tale.

To work his magj¢he Cloud Wandereequired an apprenti¢emding one
in a village youtlyoungenoughand impressionable enough to be seduced by
his promisesbut bound to another master. Undetettezisorceretured him
away and trained hinvhile keepindpis ultimategoal— the Dragn Throne
itself, the seat of power and, through it, control of the empire-iksetfen
from the young apprentice.

The youth waatool, nothing more

But whatthe Cloud Wanderdailed to consider was that with youth came
pride, andunknownto the Immortal his disciple maintaineatarefulrecord
of histraining, transcribed into a secret manusamgbtontaining all but the
most critical elements necessary to make the teaching complete.

And thisone small thing would be the Cloud Wanderer’sngndoi

After a time, theéboy'straining wadinished, andhey journeyedo the
capital but dmost immediately the plot became unravdlked conspiracy
wasexposed anthe manuscript seized, confederates rounded up and killed
Only the Cloud Wanderer anis hpprenticananaged to escape, fleairig
the westernmost provinces beyond the reach of their pursuers, into the
wilderness ofian Shathe Celestial Mountains.

But the emperor was relentlasshis pursujtsummoningightingmonks
from the sacrednountains of Wudang to tradiewn the Cloud Wanderer
over many monthsintilfinallyhe wasliscoveredakenand killed.

Only the disciple remainedunted and imiding and fearing for his life,
but freedat last his mind clear after so long under @eud Wanderer’s

12
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power. Ashamed of what he’d daihe, youth wasepentantand vowed to
carry the secret with him to the grave, that none athlet be trouble@ver
again by his mastedarkteaching

There heremainedalonein the mountains, a hernfitding within the
fastness ofian Shajdevotedo the mysteries arioe quietcontemplation of
nature— over seasons at first, and then over centaseseditatiorand
complex yogas earniih the promise of long lifé&s was the custom of the
time, hetook the name dfis hermitage, and called himselfLtineguid Pool
Immortal, after the hidden grotto in which he livearyearspassingnto
legend, anthenfinallyover centuries, into obscurity.

It was as he wished, and he carried the Cloud Wiasdscret into
obscurity with him.

“SSSSSHH BAKER HISSEDQ HOLDING UP his hand for silence.

At first, Bobby thought Grandfather Chen had returned, but then he hearc
it, too. A low rumble fronoutsidethe cave, and the sound of raia hard,
driving minaudibleeven over theushof the falls. The storm had returned.

No way they were goingéecape discovery now. $eon as Grandfather
realized they were missindd lsearch until he found them.

All of thepBaker reminded himself, looking overatitagon.

Ming waited There was more, but Heln’t want to continuentil he had
theirfull attention.

“Time passetithe dragon began finally,. €enturiednd while the Languid
Pool Immortal hadadedinto obscurity, his manuscriptfortunatelyjhadnot.
Stored away and forgottlam many hundreds of yealsst among the many
thousands of writingsf the imperial libraries in the capital city of Chang’an, it
wasstumbled upowne dayy accident, and by the emperonga Minister of
Antiquities, Wagn ShikPai.” Ming appeared uncomfortable with the name, “...
andit is here, for theeryfirst time, thaheenters into a tale already centuries
old.”

A violent crash shook the cave, followed byotigg drawn outrumble of
thunder, but Mingppearedoat to notice.

“Wang recognizeits valuemmediately,” the drag@montinued resuming
his tale, “buthe manuscripwasincomplete, key elements held back by design,
smalldetailsnecessary to mattee formulavhole— and without these details,
the writingsvere worthles®esperatéor information, Wangirn the libraries

13



DRAGONS of ANTIOCH

upside dowroping to finda second manuscript, a journal pert@ps, key,
but there was nothingrailing everything else, Wang turned to legend and
rumor, anything he could find abdhé Languid Pool Immortal

“Popularégend placedm in Tian Shan,” Mingaid, lookingained by the
memory, along with persistenimors he might still be alive.

“Scouts were dispatchenl the western wildernesdscal villagerdribed
and questioned. &g was ecstatic when they retutaadll himthe rumors
weretrue Incredibly, the Languid Pool Immortal was alive.

“Begging leave from the emperor under the pretense of a ‘collecting
expedition west in XingjiaWang Sh#fPaijourneyed to Tian Shamiself
andsoughthe Immortalout, inducing him with bribes and promises to return
with himto Chang’anang’s plan was somehow wreshe secret from the
Immortal usingit to seize control of the capitahe dragon smiled,."but
the Immortal haé plan of his own.

“As long as tharitingsexistedhe knewmen like Wang ShiPai would
find him, andso allowed himself to be brought b&iChang’an to find the
manuscript and destroy it.

“Soon aftetheir arrivglthe Immortabbtainedhewritingsby a subterfuge
of his own confidingto Wang Shifaithat it had been centuries, afteraaid]
he needed tse¢ghe manuscripto refreshhis memoryNo sooner had he been
left alone, however, did he take the manuscript and hurry straightéeay to
emperoy exposing Wang’s treachsith the writing as proaénd insisting the
manuscript be destroyed.

“But Wang ShilPais spies were everywheagertinghim immediately to
the Immortal’s treachergndfearing capturdie fled the capital thatghit, as
the Cloud Wanderéimselfhadfled centuries before.

“At the same timeand for his protectiorthe Immortalwas seninto
hiding under thevatchful eyef the emperor'snost loyal generalhen Kao
Ming amovemeant to be temporaand onlyurtil the fugitive minister could
be foundand dealt with. Instead/ang ShifPai escaped completely, cursing
the Immortaland swearing vengeance againstdmdprotectionbecame his
prison’

With that, the dragaoturled up comfortably on the sandy flapparently
finished with his tale.

“So, this Languid Pool guy,” Bobby said, “Whatever happened to him?”
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The dragon studied the boy for several seconds. “Still in bicengfter
all these years and still pursued by Wang $tahand an insatiablgreed
that has survived the centuries.”

“And General Chen? What happened to him?” Baker asked, leanin
forward with interest, “You kno@hen.. that's my name, too.”

“Really?” A smile played at the corners of the dragon’s mouth, “Well, Che
Kao-Ming perbrmed his dutieslong andfaithfully, passing themperor’'s
chargdn timedown to his eldest son ... who then passed it to his son and tc
his,anddown through the generations. You know, ‘Immortal’ usually is just &
polite honorific, a titlen the Taoisttraditionacknowledging adepts who have
devoted their live® the Mysteriesachievingunderstanding enough in the
winter of life to los¢hemselvesompletelyin the Mysterious Portandto
passwvholly conscious at death into the world beyond.

“Howeve,” the dragorcontinued, “in rare instancegxtremetgre— the
title signifies something moead the Languid Pool Immortéd just sucha
caseHislife wasmeasuredutin centuries rather than years ... but all of them
in hiding, and always prdest by generations of Chensven today.”

Bobby and Bakestill hadquestions. The dragon’s story had been almost
completely about the Languid Pool Immorthi)e telling the boysirtually
nothing about himself.

“So where do you fit in?” Bobby askéde youa part of the Immortal’s
story toa?”

“Well, es,” the dragon said, stifling a smile, “You might say that.-+ fact

“MING!!”

The unexpected shout shattered shenceof the caveand theboys
whipped around, startled, to find a-filekd andurious Grandfather Chen
clothessoaked to the borand hiswispy beard wet and drippistaring athe
tiny dragon in surprise and disbelief.
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FAMILY LEGACY

Five minutes later, Grandfatti@&nenhad dried off and calméimself
enough to spealwhilethe silence of those intervening mingtese
Bobby and Bakdimeto consider what they had dombeydidn’t want to
eventhink about how much trouble they wactuallyn, butBakerwas pretty
sureunleashingdragon tok trouble to a whole new level.

And that's why hevas surprised to find Grandfather more worried than
angry With thestorm still raging outsidewind and rain, and thunder and
lightning— the old marhad settledtomfortablyonto the floor of the cave,
becomingquiet and reflective.

Just wherBakerwas beginningp worry he was going to sit theedl day
the old marsuddenly looked up lling, “Well, what do we daow?”

The dragon, sitting on the lid of the triarkd more or less at eye level,
shruggedibtiny shoulders,Well,they have the beginnialyeady.| suppose
we may as well tell them the rest.”

Grandfather Chetookedback and forth betwedhe boys “You know
better than toummagehrough other people’s things,” he nodded towards the
opentrunk, “but you've probably figured dayt nowthat this is something
decidedlynore serious.

“Ming,” he continuednodding at the dragaafter briefly holdingdpoth
boysunder an accusireye “representa secret many centuries old, and a
Chen family legs formore tharfifty generationdt was ahing yowvere to
have beetrusted with in time,” hgaid, lookingt Baker, “but something for
which you were only just beginning to be prepared.”

Baker was surprised, “Btit

“How?"Grandfathemterruptedanticipating the boy’s question @nailing
for the first time, “Bit by bit and step by step, that's how. Through every story
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told about the old country and the old waymutancestors and ancient
warriors ... even bedtime stories about brave young adneimaimg dragons.”

When Grandfather said ‘cunning dragdfieg rolled his eyeg Bobby in
agesture thagtruck the boy asurprisingly human.

“Evenyour enrollmerdtthe Crazy Dragon Kung Fu School,” Grandfather
laughedthe seriousness of the momfemgotten “Not real fighting, buyou
had to start somewhérée shrugged,@hd besideshad always intended to
oversee your advanced traimagsonally.. intimé

Baker remembered the pholbe fighting silks, and the weapons.

The windhowled owideand a cold dampness had settled into the cave
Grandfather pushed himself to his feet and walkexdto a hidden receiss
the far wall kneelingo pull a small box from the shadows. At first, Baker
thought it might bapart of the story, anothe¥cset, but ...

“How about something to warm us up?” Grandfather snagseémbling a
folding camp stove and tany iron kettle Reachingoack into the bgxhe
retrieveda ceramic teapot and three small, handlelestheapsmilect Ming
as heheld up ahallow sauceslacingt on the floor alongsideem

He continued his narration as he prepared the tea.

“As | was saying, the secrdiling and his history, the conflict with Wang
ShikPai and, of course, oonwvn family’s concern in the affaiwere tohave
been passed along to you in time.titnd Grandfather paused as he poured
fresh watefrom aplastic water bottl@to the pot and settled it over the low
flame ofthe stove’solid fuel cell, “is something s®ddenlyhave precious
little of ...for time alone will tell what your little stunt here today has cost us.”

“We won't tell amyne Grandfather,” Baker promisexhdBobbyquickly
agred, which told Chen KwarFa only that neither of thenhadany idea of
the dangethey’'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 undon
cannot be made right simply by keeping it a secret. We cannot,” and here,
glancedackover at the dragon,.smply put Ming back in the box.”

“Back in the box?” Bakeeplied missing his grandfather's point, “Why
can't Mingjust coménome with us? I'll take care of him.”

“Take care of mditigs head jerked wgbruptly “Isn’t it enough thayour
friend herghinks I'm a lizar8l he nodded at BobbyMust you now treat me
like some sort of pet! Whaext?Are youalready plaring to teach me some
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tricks, maybeshow me off to your friend&Vhat would you like me to do?
Roll overds there emething | couldetclior you perhaps?”

Ming shook his headisgustedly'Let me tell yousomethingYou know,

I've survived well enough for centuries without your shallow bowls of tepid
water or tastittle pellets offish fogdhe looked back and forth between the
boys, “.. how carn make you understanidat I'm not a lizard and I'm not a
pef?I'm adragorYou do remembehat don’t you ... a DRAGON!!?”

Ming’s massively coiling baglyddenlhyfilled the cavegain turning and
writhing ashe hadbefore, glaringownasthe boyscoweredackagainst the
walls.

Grandfather continueoh as though nothing had happenighlly giving
Ming a reproving look and quiethalshghis head. The dragon returned to his
origina) diminutivesize.

“There,” Ming smiled mischievouslythe boys “now wouldn’tthatbe
something to show yofriends?”

Grandfather scooped several heapings of loose tea into tegtihgnd
poured boiling water over, replacing the lid and sittasgde to steep. He
passedhe cups aroundnd placed theauceout for Ming.

“How about some tea,” he smiled, “while Ming finishes his storydfThen,
there’s timgl can tell you a little about hbeicame to be here.”

A great peel of thunder sitothe cavandthe hushed roar of heavy rain
outsidesounded mserable, but he in the closeness of the caven the small
heat given off by Grandfather's camp stove was beginning to warasthem
theysettled bacto hearthe rest of Ming'’s story.

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

“WHAT I’'VE TOLD YOU Sso far isjustthe beginninglhe rest will help you
to understandhatl am very much more than you think | am ... more than you
suspecinme to beeven now.” Ming glanceti@randfathergyesjuestioning,
and then leaned over to lap at his saucer.dfTtea box, for instance. You
speak oft as thouglit werea prison, buhothing could be further from the
truth. That box wasy homeandrefuge ... untihow’ Ming shook s head,
“and criticalto a planfirst conceived centuries ago,” the dragon looked at
Baker, “byone of youlancest® your greagjreaigreatgreatmanyimesgreat
grandfatheiChen Kading"
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Baker rememberedde namdrom the storyearlieraboutthe Languid Pool
Immortal Hewonderedf Ming was somehaowwolvedin that one, too

“For years beyond counting that box was my halteougH was free to
come and go whenever | wishednspirit He nodded aCChen Kwarila,
“Why do you think was no stprise to your grandfathbere. Véve spoke
many times, while tHsx remainedmy shield against the evil that sought
and seeks still todayo find me, to bind me and to bend me to his will.”

The dragon paused, wondering how much to tell them.

“Everthing?he asked, looking steadily at Grandfather Chen. “Remember
thisis a path that, once taken, will be difficult to turn awayafyaii

Grandfathestared dowmto his cup of teaan ancient scrysearching for
answersn the amber liqujcand tlen slowlyhe drained the cup and placed it
carefully on the floor of the cave. “I suppose there really is no other way, |
there?”

Glancingat Baker, he explained, “I had hoped this mightjwsaa few
more years, until preparatidsmoothedhe wayto understandind\s it is,
there is much you won’'t understaar questions that, for now at least, must
remain unanswered.

“Ming has begun thele but has yet to explain hbeebecame central i
How, from that very first meeting, he and Wang-Bailfiound themselves
bound together in a tale sfibterfugeand survival, anldcked ina battle—
melodramatic dsknow this must sound betweernGood and Evil, ourloyal
and virtuous Ming on the one hand, and the deceitful and plotting Wang Shit
Pai onthe other.”

“So youwerat the grotto!” Baker exclaimed, turning to the dragaen, “
who were you with. Wang ShifPaj or the Immortal?'The question was
directed aMing, butit was Grandfather Chen waoswered

“That one point is central to the s#cand to the story itself. Baker,
Bobby,” he gesturasith a nodto the tiny dragon, “... allow me to introduce
you toMing Tao Shitme Languid Pool Immortal.”

Ming stood atop the wooden chest, tail cudidatelyabout his feet and
bowed elabordieas Grandfather continuleid story

“THE IMMORTAL WASNOT ALWAYS as you see himow,” Grandfather

said, nodding at the tiny dragéfe‘was once the spoiled and wealthy son of a
regional governor in the province of Xian, schooled in the Five Classics ar
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beingcarefullygroomed for a career in government seragavas expected
for a boy in his positioMo this endhis father acquireal tutorto round out
the boy’sducationn painting and calligraphy

“Jiao Shitvas his name, a mendicant priestpanater, renowned for his
skill, but a Taoistadeptwho in time instructedthe boy in more that just
painting It was Jiao Shih who introduced young Mingatoire and her
mysterieshis guidinghand that stayed him on the pdthitriguedby his
master'&nowledggethe boybegged to be trainédrther,in theesoteric yogas
and mysticismntil thenonlyhinted at

“Finally at the boy’sinsistence and without the father's knowledge or
permissionJiao Shitook the boy on as disciple.

“But young Mingvanted moreuntil curiosityand the impatiena# youth
drove him to seek aftefiorbidden teaching$inally succumbing tdhe dark
lure of Taoissorcerywhilehe remainethnocently ignorant affs peril.

“Then one dayatefound himin the market squanehere hattracted the
attention of anothamaster.. but this onewasnot nearly so benevolent as his
own.”

Grandfather paused apeal of thunder broke the silence of the cave, more
distantthan the last

“As youve probablyguesed it wasthe CloudWandeing Immortal but
dressedn rags and disguised as a common beggawhose handoyng
Ming paused to slip a campassingonly to findhimself suddenly seizadd
pulled in closeAt first he washeldby the beggar'strength, and thehy
whispered promises, secret teachings that would be his, the beggar said, if only
he would follow.

Grandfather glanced at Minigwas his story after.aluthearing was less
painful than telling, arlde dragon motione@randfather to go on

“Ming found hinself sweptaway in the beggar's fanfaggrandfather
continued, and was nearly lostthen and thereuntil he felt himselftorn
savagelgway and cadbwninto the streethis reverie was suddenly broken
Shaking offthe dust and confusiohe turnedbad to find his masterJiao
Shih,cursingheold beggaand beating himiciously

“Blow after blowhe rained down, anthe beggar cringeahd wept ahis
cruelty crying outo the mastefor mercy But it was pretenseshow for the
gatheringrowd for whilethe poor beggawept and covered himself from the
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beating, his eyésund the boy.. andtheytold a different talélhey offered
promise.

“But thespell had been brokeandMing rushed irto tug athis master’s
sleevepullinghim awayfrom thewretched creaturgitiful and beateneaving
him behindin the street. But evevhile he lechis masteaway, Ming cast a
long glanceack and in that glan@easa promiseof his own

“That verynight Ming slipped away, turning his bacliao Shitend his
teaching, and turning aside from the straight path for the promise of powe
and as it soften is that first stepawaywas a small one, but his life would
never be the same.”

Grandfather paused for a sip of tealthen cocked his he&allistenThe
worst of the storrhadpassed.

“This promise of power,” Bakapoke up “Thats the manuscript Ming
was tellingis about?The story seemed to be coming together, butvilezee
still some thingkestill wasn'quitesure about.

“No,” Grandfatheranswered “Only theteachinghe manuscriptvasn’t
until later— many years laterandpenned irMing’s own handNo,” the old
man shook his head, “hs&iddemainedhe teaching only, much pain might have
been avoided.it was thewriting dowrthat sealMing'’s fate.

“He trainedfor many years, learniagerythinghe Cloud Wanderer had
promisedbut taughtalways with an eye on the final pézel then mallyhe
wasready and preparatiomgremade for thie journey to the capitalty in
Luoyang-"

“Hang on a second,” Bobby interruptedwtndered about that earlier
when Ming said the capital was in Changyang or something likie than,
| thought the capital of China was Beijing?”

“Chang’dn Grandfather correctetlim, “But that was later,udng the
Eastern Chin. The capital during the time of the Cloud Wandakneng the
Western Har- was Luoyanddundreds of years earli@emembethat our
storyspanscenturiesandBeijing was not the capital until recentipt until
the seventeenttentury.”

“That’s recent?” Boblgsked, “Four hundred years® ks avinga hard
time keeping ugndwasactuallybeginning to wonder if maybe he should be
taking notes.

“As | said,” Grandfather repeated simpBerituriés

IncredulousBobby lookeaver at Ming
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“I'm older than | looKk thelittle dragon deadpanned.

But withthe stornfinallyfinished,Grandfathemwasready to wrap this up
Therest, thegould save for later.

“And that bringsus up tothe part Ming hadtold youearlier and all that
remains is to tie up the endghe conflict between Wang Siithi and the
Immortal, and the danger we may all be in.”

“What's the problerhBobby interrupted, “If Ming is as old as youleay
is, then this Wang guy’s probably deaadvayright?”

“I'm afraid not,” Grandfatheransweredhis facesuddenlydrawn “Wang
ShihkPa fled the capital a pursued but wealthy man, and always unscrupulous
teachergan be foundo barter knowledge for gold evensecrdéinowledge.
Sincehe disappearetkenturies agd®anghas shown umany times ilChen
villageseeking afteghe Immortal ovecountlesgenerations

“From this alone &vknowhe has discovered tisecret ofmmortality, but
as towhat other darland sinistersecretdVangmight possess, we can only
guess

“But still you'retalking centuries, right?” Baker asked, “I nseaalyyou
don't still think-"

Chen stopped his grandson with an upraesed

“The storyis ancientbut WangShikPai'spart I'm afraid, remains all too
recent’ he looked at Bak and held him with his eyes,whowas it, do you
think, that drove us hefmallyto America?”
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BACKINTO HIDING

he rain hadinally stopped and itwas timehey gotthe boys home
before parents starting askingsgions.

The photos were returned the trunk while Ming’s boxwas slipped
carefully intaGrandfathés day packTheneveryone hurrieldack tohiscar a
seventiesomething Buick estate wagon the kids called the Fish. Its grea
boatlike body had one beerdarkgreen, but was nospotted all over with
rustpatches and road wghe carseemingly as old as Grandfather himself.

The first order of business, Grandfather suggestedyaslimbed irthe
car— Grandfather and Baker in the front seat, Babllge backandMing
restingon Baker’s kneewas to get Ming back undercoagisoon as possible,
a suggestion the dragon was disagreeingwéathbefore the thirfive year
old old engine rumbled to life.

“Under normal circumstances | wocttnplegely agreelt certainly seems
more prudent but as yowyourself haveointed out, ‘putting éhdragon back
into the box’ is easier said than déteeady, ora subtle levethe level of
spirit,my suddemppearance will have békea beacon, ande mist assume
thatsomeone somewhere will have segnbeacond relayed Idackto the
Enemy.”

“But you said yourself that Wang has been turned away before,” Baker sa
turning to his grandfathéihy not just do the same thiagai? You know,
‘Ming witoSorry man, never heard ¢gféhd then just give him the boot?”

Grandfathechecled carefully for oncoming traffic befaleugging slowly
out onto the highwaylin the first place, | never said that Wang-Bhihwas
simply ‘turned away. anchever without consequences. Think, Bakéfang
where have you heahéit naméefore?”

Only one thing came to Baker's mind,taatcouldn’t be right.
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“You don’'t mean olBeggar Wan#® looked bachkt Bobbyto explain
“Beggar Wang some kind o€hnese boogeyman. Grandfather useddoe
me withstories about hinvhenevet misbehaved.”

Grandfatherglancedover atMing and smiled “Baker's momalways
complainedtheyd give theboy nightmares,” thehe turned back to his
grandson“... but the staesweren’t only to frightenthey werealsomeantto
teaciThose ‘boogeyman tales’ were itmuee sense all of themmetaphors for
lives ruinednd takeiny Wang ShiRai.”

Grandfather Chen checkad mirrorsthenmergednto the Interstate.

“I wasn’'t much older than you are now, and had just taken charge of the
legacy, whean old marappeared one day in our village. WangPalpibf
course We knew because his visits were preeddaydy a disappearance ...
only on this occasion, there were. t 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 gatensuddenly thegisappeared. Vanished.

“We searched all that afternoon and into the evening, butenedfabe
daughter at leastwas ever found.”

“But the boy?” Bobby asked, but Grandfather held up his hand.

“Yes The nextmorning the son’s body appeared in the village square,
mutilated and ih the character ‘WANG’ ( ) branded crudely into tlesh
of his belly.” He looked pointedly at Baker,t‘was that grisly calling card
that announced Wang SHéi's most recent appeardnce

Grandfatheswipedhis windshield wipers at the lingering. mist

“That same night, packed my belongings ateldf taking the Immortal
with mein hopes of drawing/ang ShifPai away frorthe village while | came
up with a planl wrappedMing’s box in dreasuredcarfbelongingto my
mother— it wasone of the few keepsakes | allowed mysaifd left Chen
village, never to return.”

It was a part of his grandfather’s histbay had never been revealed
fact,Chen Kwarla’'spasthad always beemtmysterylhe familyknewhe had
immigrated from China sometime before the last World biMawhat had
compelled im to leaveand the circustances surrounding hieparturehad
never been discussete wasgenerous withales about their familyisstory
and could recite it back for several generatiomst about his own past,
GrandfatheChenwas alwaystrangel silent.
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Baker glanced down dtettiny dragon curled up on his knieaally
undergandingthe reason.

“Days of hard travdbund usin the port city of Shanghawhere weost
ourselves in her crowded strelbtpingthe confusion of the city might thwro
off any pursuitAnd it was there, with no place left to ttinaf | made the
only decision that seemed opengat the timeAmong my few possessions
was a favorite jade carving, a treasured heirloom and painful to part Wwith, bu
barteredt for passage on shipbound for America, leaving my family and my
village- my past behind me forever.”

He glanced over at Bakeintioch was chosen at random, a small town as
far away from Wang SH#ai as | could imagine, aftsen only because the
mountans reminded me of home. Thave was discoveredon after we
arrived, finished out over weeks with Ming's. fiélp trunk and the few
papersand photographi$ contained- anythingprovidng alink to my past
were hidden awdyom prying eyes, btiteyremained my treasurésngs |
vowed never to forget my boyhood, my friendmy family— thingsstolen
from me by Wang Shiai andhll reasons for nte hate him personally.”

Grandfather became quiéin time, | found a wife and marrieskttling
into a life as normal as | coutke itand for over half a century, | thought
fear andsacrifice wrebehind mé,he made a disgusted fadewas fear that
drove me fronChen village not for myself, but for othersbutI’'m an old
man, and settlet will run no more.It maywell be thetime hadinallycome
to end this thing.”

Grandfathes fists were clenched on #teeringvheel knuckles shoiwg
bone whiteThedragorsaid nothing, bugppeareduietandresolute.

It seemed that héoo, had growtired of running.

IF WANG SHIH-PAI KNEW Ming had surfaced and they had to assume
that he did— then itwould beonly a matter of time before he appeared in
Antioch Chen Kwarlawas already working on a plan.

“First, we need to get you back into higdi@yandfathebegan, raising his
hand tocut off the little dragon’s protestNot from our enemies, but from
our friendd’'m thinkingspecificallabout Baker’s parents, and othepsople
who would focus on yowather tharon the dangetPeoplevho would bind
our hands needlessly when we need every moment to prepare.
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“Keeping you close would seem the logical choice, but why make things
any easier for Wang than they already ana?iffg to searctor you slows
him by only minutes, still those areutga we can useminutesthat may
decide victory or defeat.”

Bobbywas followinghe conversatiofiom the back Feeling as much to
blameas Baker fowhat had happenele leaned over the fronsise

“Hey,” he asked How about if Ming came home with7he

The dragon’s head poppedayzldenlyand he looked up at Grandfather
Chento make sure he wassériously considering the boy’s proposal.

“Carefiil he leaned in to whispeil;ni pretty sure this one still thinks I'm a
lizard’

But Grandfathés anwersurprised hinfNot so fast, Mingl wasthinking
much the same thing. Think about it. Never befo in all the generations
before us- has your presence been even hinted at outside of family, even at
the risk of innocent live$his time,” he Ideed 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, passewrddather to son and hiddexiways from any
outsider. Knowing thisvhere would Wang Sh#ai expect to find you this
time?

“Yes.” Ming said beginning to see Grandfather’s poiAtnfisdirection,
like the magician’s sleight of hand. Now you see me ..sudadenlyhe
vanished. One minute curled up on Baker’'s kriethenext he was gone.

“... and now you dandlisembodied voice finished freamewhere ithe
Fish’s rear storage area.

“Ming,” Grandfathewarned, adjusting hisrror towards the sound of the
voice, This is notime for parlor tricks. We’'ll be horseon 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 Bolbigye might be just different enough from
anything irhis experience to ke&fyang ShHPaioff balancdor justa little
while longer.”

“But won'tthatbe dangerous?” Baketerrupted
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“Not overly,” Ming answered, warming to the idéad“besides, it wodl
only be until we can come up with something more permanent.” He looked &
Grandfather, .. weareplanning to end thisigh®”

Grandfather Chen caught his eye in the mi@oice and for all.”

But Bakerstillwasn'tcomfortable with the ide&Vhy not just disappear?”
he suggested,ike you did just now?”

But Ming was already shakihgs head“Wouldn't work. Véng ShifPai
exists in the twilighbetween matter and spiaidwhere | en neither dragon
nor man That is wherdie wouldsearch for me, drfind me, whatever my
physical form.. even if thaformwas invisible. Buh orderto do thaf’ and
here he smiled back over at Grandfather CherfjréShenusthave at least
some idesvher look Otherwisenéd havefound me already

“Yes,” Grandather slowedlown as they pulled into AntigchAlthough
this time there’one very important difference. This tihe

“— Ming is out of the bbath boys guessed togethiarallybeginning to
understand the seriousness of what they had done.

“Precisely Grandfather agreed\iing is out of the boxAnd that changes
everything ... although evlatmay be to our advantage. On the one hand,
Ming is no longer hidden, but on the othas something utterly unique in the
history of the tale it's also pasble 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 me&sidr
for Wang to find him?”

“Easier? Oh yes, absolutely easieraybetooeasy.” Grandfather smiled
and danced back at the dragon, “What do you think, Ming?”

“Yes,” Ming agreed, “After soany yearsNangmight takemy sudden
reappearance along withthe fact that I've made no attempt ttunme to
hiding— as a challengkearinghat | am strong enough diiy to stand against
him, or that | 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 Bake
and winked, .".is reallyusta pair of thirteen yeatd boys!”

Ming disappead again, reappearimgmediatelyon the car's dash and
taking a bow, excited at the prospect of confrontiraidesnemy.

“We'll begin their training immediatehe said to Grandfather Chen, “and
I can help with that in more ways than one. justhope theive learned at
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least the rudiments of boxing from their Crazy Dragon fighting school,” Ming
made a face, “... although | can’t say | care much for th& name.

He turned to the boySwe’'ll begin first thing tomorrow morning and
just keep our fipers crossetthat what training you've had will be more help
than hindrance.”

As they pulled up into Bobby’s driveviaygndfather looked down at the
dragon and then back tae house, wondering how to get the one into the
other withoutbeing seefhen siddenly, he had an idea.

“Bobby,” he saido the mirror, “There’s an old lunch box of Baker’s in the
back there, just behind y@eat.. could you pa#isatup here, please?”

And then he looked backMingwith a smile.
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LUNCH BOX SURPRISE

he next morning Boblwasup earlyHe peeked intahe lunchbox to

find Ming coilediplike a snake, his chin resting on folded front paws
and snoring lightlyThe dragon’s wispy red beard pdfout with each tiny
breath.

Ming hadbalked at the lunchbadeawhen Grandfather first suggested it,
but had beermunable to argue with the wisdom of the plesmteakwood box
mightlead to questions if it was discovered by Bobby’s mother, not to mentiol
the fact that, having been so intetyaassociated withe dragorfor so long,
there was a chanitenight actually attract Wang Sihé.

For now the box would stay with Grandfather Chen.

Suddenly, one of the dragon’s eyes snapped open.

“I hope you're waking me for breakfad¥ling said,gtting up in the
lunchbox He stretchedlis arms and yaegigrandly.

Bobbysuddenlyealizedhis was somethirfge hadn’t considered: what do
dragon’s eat, and where would he get itd$pretty sureDragon Chow
wasn’tsomething/ou picked up at themer market.

Then the little dragon laugh&djstkidding Maybewe carfind something
to snack on latebut tobe honest the little dragostood up in the box and
patted his belly, $houldprobably be watching my weight ... you know, with
the fightcoming up and everything.”

“Yeah,” Bobby said;The fight.l was wondering abothiat ... what should
we expect?”

“Why the unexpectediways. know that sounds a litttgib,” the dragon
continued, but I'm actually quite serious. Wang -$tailis a mosdangerous
adversary, and fganning and treachery are legendrésof the reasons I've
been reluctant to face him befoemd had it not been for you and the
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grandson releasing me as you.dieell, chances are | would not be famigg
old advergg even now

“I know, Ming,” Bobbyapologized, “andm really sorry, buat

“Don’t waste your apologies whatcarit be changed,” Ming interrupted,
“Instead throweverythinginto your training. ‘Sorry’ cannot save us, but
preparation can.

“Besides, aologies are meant for thingshin yourcontrol In this case, it
might simplyhave been time. You and Baker were merely riding circumstances
that carried you to a conclusigu had no more power to change than you
did the weather itself ... and remembeasthe weathethatsent you to me
It wasbecause of the storm that you found me. Would you apologize for the
wind and the rain?”

“Well no, of course not, but

“Again with the ‘but,” ” Ming smiled, shaking his hdad. ."if only..what
if. Strikethose word$rom your vocabulary, they are nothing but a vain search
for excuses by those who fail to recognzewegreater than themselves.

“The storm drove you to me, the stofonced you to find sheltérom
where yowspiedGrandfather leawy the storncausedim to return to find
you-onlyto find thethreef usinsteadmakingthe circle complete. Tkeorm
was responsible, not you! Are you so arregénnk you control a destiny set
in motion when your ancestors’ ancestorschdcdeer?”

“Well, no, bu-"

“Aaeennhh!” Ming held up his hand, stopping Bobby irvand. “The
stormboy.No buts. Whavoice can command natwmed bend destiny so?”

He gestured grandly around him, “The Great Tao ... the Primal Mother ...
Nature herself. Angouvouldclaim responsibiliipstead? A boy?”

Put that way, Bobby could skkng’s point. Still, hisapology had been
offered and acknowledgd@therewas nothing more to say.

“But, back to your questigh$ling said, “What to expect®u can expect
WangShihPai to find you and to kill you, to destroy this town and everyone in
it, and then finally- finall to take me and force me to reveal a secret on
whichthe world itself might hangtime balance.” Ming looked at him, his face
serious, “How’s thdbr what to expect?”

Bobby didn’t know what to say.
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But then Ming smiled, “Of course, the trick for Wang-Filwill be to
make all of that happen, while Chen kiWarand |- andnow you and the
grandsonr- will do whatever we can stop him!”

An eightyeaold man, two thirteemlgelaoys and a dragon small enough to 1
the palm of your Haolby thoughDkay, that makes ma febktter

Ming seemed to read his thoughts, “Don’t be a victim to how dppear
let's leave that mistakeWang ShiPai. We will prepare you as best we can,
and you will do your be&ine can ask farothingmore.”

“T hat's be training you were talking about yesterday?” Bobby asked.

“Yes,” Ming replied,Your Crazy Dragon boxing is a shadow of what you
will learn, important only as a foundation you must move quickly beyond
only hope we have tineteach you enough.”

Bobby quietly considered the consequeoicéisere not beindime for
‘enough.’

“Wang controls the boatdMing continued, &nd re alonewill decide
when the final plag made while athe same timaye are left to protect our
borders and, through strategy and intrigue, try to encircle and destroy hir
Wang ShiiPai is powerful, but so is Chen Kwan— stronger than you
suspect,” and thehe tiny dragon looked up at Bobby and winked, “... as am
"

Bobbys kepticismwas obvious

“l caution youagaimot to be fooledby appearances, for neither the great
nor the small will decide this battle. Wang will force the fight in the Void,
where heis at home and where he will seek the advantage ... but wher
ultimately, he will be destroyed.

“You know Chen KwarTa only as Baker Chen’s grandfatheernice old
man.’ But let me tell you,” the dragon leaned in conspirato@iay, Kwan
Ta is stonger now than in his youth. The Shaolin gave him strength, but
Wudang- the esoteric boxing of the Taoistgave him power. | know,
because it was | wk@ainedhim.

Ming shrugged, “Perhaps because he was forced into hiding himse
finding himself as Wwas, hunted and alone, of all the Chens in all the
generations befotem, Chen KwaiTa is the only one | have calledfrignd
Others would have died to protect, rbat onlyto honor acenturies old
commitment to an emperor losigicedead.
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“Master Chen though,was different. Healked with me, shared his
thoughts with me, and chose ultimatelyefriend meln exchangd initiated
him into the hiddeworld of Wudang, only for him to see his beloved Shaolin
dwarfed by its power.. something adin enbarrassmerdt first | think, and
even now he clings to the Shaolin, adding the Wadé&egcan. Shaolin is
bold and flagrant, obvious in its outwaranifestations of powewhile the
Wudang is subtle and quiet, a poisoned needle dberthe foldsof the
most delicate of silks.”

Ming had taken on a faraway look, as though recalling earlier times, but
now helooked up suddenlyThe Shaolin is whesge’llbegin, building on the
foundationof your Crazy Dragon boxingut inthe endit will be theNudang
that will act athe drawstringp pull your training together.”

Bobby was about to ask another question when he hearanin@n the
stairs. His eyes flashed to the door and then back to Ming.

“I know, | know” the little dragon sighetkading thedy’s panicked lopk
“...back in the bbx

BOBBY WAS JUST FINISHG UP some yard worke’d promised his mom
and waseady to head over to Baker's when Amry and Chsinolrezd up

Aside from Baker, Amry Dobbins and Chandler Caldwell were probably
Bobby’sbest friends in the worldhe fourusuallydid everything together
and t was only by chance that they hadn’t be#nBobby and Bakén the
mountains the day before.

KeepingMing a secrddothered himbut he had no choice.

Emily Sheriff Bobby’s ram, noticed the three dhem standingt the
corner of the yar@ndcame outsidearryinga handful of cold drinks.

“Here you go Bobby,” his mom said, extendirfgand holdingwo Dr.
Peppes and a Gatorade Frost. Boltbgk one ofthe soda

Amry cho®the Gatorade with a politeThank you. Mrs. Skieriff

Emily really liked Amry, argthewas pretty sure Bobby did, too. With long
dark hair pulled back in a ponytail and seriously darlkeygdDobbins was
all businessShe saidathingthatwasn’t wélthought out beforehandnd had
mentioned once that she wanted to be a lalaydlly Sheriff had no doubt
she would make a good one.

Bobby’s other friend, Chandler, whe exact oppositeEasily twenty
pounds heavier than Bobby, Chandler had a tlick ehbright red hair and

32



DRAGONS of ANTIOCH

a splash of freckles that looked like they had been dashed across his face wi
paintbrushalong witha personalityhat wasashand impulsiveChandler was
always getting himself into troylslienply because hever tookthe time to
think things out.

“Here you go Chandler,” Emily smiled, tossing the remaining Dr. Pepper.

“Thanks, Mrs. Sheriff,” Chandler saiafching the soda andmediately
popping the talforgetting ihad just been tossed from several feet away.

WhooooosHThick anber foamsprayed ouin a narrow hissing stream
while Chandler dawed out from under it as best he couidlding the can
awayfrom himasDr. Peppeistreamed down his forearm.tAs carbonation
bled off he leaned in awkwardly to sip ssfme of thdoam the sticky soda
runningin thin streamdown hischinandforearm

Bobby was laughing, buamry quietly shook her head. Things always
seemed to happen to Chandler, but it was his own fault. He never stopped
think aboutanything

Neither of their reactios botheredChandlerat all he just shook the can
lightly and grinnedVlanagedo save about half. He was poised to wipe his
chin onthe front ofhist-shirt when Bobby’s mom intervened.

“Hang on, Chandler. Let me get that.”

Emily Sheff had brought the drinks out wrapped in a dish towel, and she
brought the edge of it up to wipe Chandler’s face.

Scrulprobably would be a better word, Chandler thougbkheagorked
the towel back and forth across his face like a piston.

“Thanks, MrsSheriff,”he said without enthusiasih @ult’e beeworse, at
least she didn’t spray me down with the garden hose

Stepping back to survey her wdahily rolled the towel into a h&lSo,
what are you guys up to today?”

Bobby’s stomacsuddenlyightened. You guysasn't part of the plahlot
today. Bit now thanks toBobby’smom unless he auld somehowwave
Amry and Chandler offithoutraisingsuspi@n, he was trappetf.he’d only
finished up his yard work a few minutes sooner ...

Then suddeglBobbyhad an idea.

“Justmore work for me,” hsighedtryinghis besto look beaten,Baker
promisedhis grandfather Wk help clean othis attic. As a matteof fact,”
Bobbyglancedip, checking the angle of the suarhead‘l probably need to
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heal on over ... | just need tton inside t@raba lunchbox | borrowed from
him yesterday.”

He wasalreadyurning towards the house when his matied after him

“l1 was wonderingvhere that came from,” she said, freezing Bobby in his
tracks. “You'll findt in the dishwasherr didn’'t know where it had been, and
you know how thindgke thatcancollect germs.”

A stone setttkin the pit ofBobby’sstomach. Ahhh ... yu didn’thappen
to find anything inside, did you?”

“Find anything?his mothelaskedsuddenly curious,.'like what?”

Way to go, Bolbiby would have to be especially careful about what he said
next: too much and his mom would ask questions, too little and she would ask
guestionsMom Psychology was still an inexact sgibotde knewne had to
tread carefully

“Oh, nothing,” he sajdascasuallyas possibjé'You know,a sandwich or
something ... anythitigat might havéeenleft in there by accident.”

“No,” she answered, “Just the thermos, and thdlisri@too. After alt-’

“Yeah | know.GermsYou don’t know where it's b&eBobby knew the
mantraEmily Sheriffived in mortal fear of not knowing where something had
been.

Bobby forced himself wwalk slowlyacross the yardreakingnto a run the
instant thefront door closedehind him. He didn’'t stop until he slid to a halt
in the kitchen

Opening the dishwasher antiirupting the rinse cycle, Bobby reeled back
from the unexpected blast of moist, hottdat water drippeffom steaming
dishes as the spray arm cycled down.

The lunch box and thermos waréhe backuypside down.

Taking them out wet and dripping, he checked the lunch boihérst,
peereddownthe narrow neck of the thermos. Empty.

With a sudden chill, Bobby thought of sometkisg. Hdorced himself
back to the dishwasherand waselieved not to find a soggy dragaoghtn
the drain trap.

But if he wasn't in the lunch box and he wasn’t in the dishwasher, then
where was he?

Having decided that findidding was more important than keeping him a
secet, Bobbywas on his wayackoutsideto enlist Amry and Chandlehen
he noticed the cookie jRushed into a cornghe jar wasrafted in the shape
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of a giantgrinningtoad It was hideousgde wasn’t sure where his mom had
found it, but it had sahére as long as Bobby could rementhergreat
bloated toad a silent warning agdiesteermeal snacking. Mom psychology.
He could write a book.

Bobby lifted thesmilingheadand peeredowninto the belly of the toad.

Sure enough, there he wamingng on a stack of sandwich cookies pulled
together into a makeshift chair, Msagstaringup at Bobbywith an Oreo in
each tiny hanahocolateookiecrumbs andanillaicing doting his beard.

“Bobby” the dragomgrinned “So...weready to get stadeor what?”

Bobby lifted Ming out of the cookie jar he refused to leave the Oreos
behind— and dried the inside of the lunchbox with a handful of paper towels.
Folding several more to make a bed, he gestutthe fdtle dragoro climb
in.

“HhmmpgtiMing grumbled as he crawled insi&enélls like sbap

Bobby closed the lid and turned for the door.

WHEN HE GOT BACK OUTSIDE, Amry and Chandler westll talking with
his mom. He had hoped they’d be gbleefelt bad about ditchingem but
insteadorced acasuasmile.

“Bye, Mom,” he saidndthenwavedweakly at Amry and Chandler, “So
long, guys ... guess I'll catch you later.”

Chandler, sitting in the shade of a pear tree, rose gracelessly to his fe
“Hey man, wait upie’ll come with you.

Greatthis was going to be hardhethbaght

Chandler fell in behind, while Amry took up a flanking positius right
Shestarted in immediately, mining for information.

“So,” she smiled disarmingly, “... what' diheush?”

It wasAmrys ‘gettingto-the-bottom-of-something’ toneand Bobby knew
she wasn’t abota let this go until she gedmeanswers.

“No rush,” Bobby lied, “Like I said, jugbing over to helput Baket He
tried to change the subject, , what areyowguys up tg?

If he asked point blank, she wddsie taake the hint.

InsteadChandler answeregtill fanning the front of his shirt to dry the last
of the soda, “Wee heading oveo the Dixiewant to come along?”
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“Yeah,” Amry said, stepping suddenly aronritbnt, turning to fachim
and stoppingBobby deadin the middle of the sidewal®ou want to come
along?”

The New Dixie Chili Bar wad@caldiner, one of the fevplaces in Antioch
where kids went to hang out. The only other optioWeaMart ... ard they
wouldn’t run you off from the Dixie for loitering.

“Gee,” Bobby said, trying to look disappointed. “Y’know, | really wish |
could, but like | said ... | already promised Baker.”

Bobby’s response onhcreasedmry’s suspicioriny other time, Bobp
would have been falling all over himself for an excuse to spend tiheg-with
Emily Sheriffvasn’t the only one who recognized a crush when she saw one
andnow Bobbywas blowing her off teelp clean owtnattic? She didn't think
So.

“Hey, o problen,” Amry smiledinnocently, “You know, I'meallynot
that hungry anyway, and besides, you knoweletheht

No one knew where the term had come from, but they all knew what Amry
meant when she said it: kids looking for trouble, picking fightsgenasilly
disturbing her harmony.

And then, as though the idea had gusidenlyopped into her head, she
added, Hey, you know whatPve got an ideaHow about we see if Baker
wants to come along? Then, after the Dia@e;an altlean the attic totheer.

How about that? It'll be fun ... and faster.”

And then, having herded Bobby into a corner he couldn’t argue himself out
of, Amry waited.

The damawas spinningrround Chandler like a whirlwind, but the only
thing hecared abouvas thathingswerepointing away from the Dixie

With hisCarolina Chili CheeseburgePlentyplaced on hold, at least for
now, Chandlefishedaround in his pockets for something to snack on.

THEY TURNED ONTO BAKER’S STREETjust aghe Fish was pulling up into
thedrivewaythe engine coughing and sputtering three times before it died.

It always coughednd the kids always count&dhat the thirty yeaold
catalytic converter hdigally given up years ago in emission control, it more
than made up for in giving the Fishpersonality.

Grandfather didn't notideemas he walkearoundto the back of the car
and Bakerwas equally obliviouss he waited for his grandfather to begin
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dragging weapommsit of the back, They wexa odd assortment ofedieval
looking things- swords and spearanda particularly wickddoking halberd
with a large, crescesttaped blade which hestacked like cordwood in his
grandson’s arm8akes knees buakd under the weight of weapons stored
for decades in a rented warehouse out ory{pass.

Hoping to warn themBobby hurried across the lawn with Amry abose
his heelsChandler, who made it a pomgverto run unless something was
chasing him, strugglto keep upHe wadlushed andjasping for air by the
time they reached the dnvay.

Hearing the footstepBaker turnednearly droppingis armful of weapons
when he saw Amry and Chandler. @gndfather'steadying hand saved
him from disaster

“Well,” Grandfathesmiled, the implied accusation not wasted on Bobby
“... look whehere

“Sorry I'm late,” Bobby apologized, “but Amry and Chasttipped by as
| was leavinglheydecided to tag along.”

He wantedo letGrandfather Chen know this wasn't his idea.

“So,” Amry smiledpeeringinto the back of th€ish “What's withall the
karatestuff?”

The questiorsoundednnocentenoughbut like muchof what Amry said,
it was acalculatedest. Ordinarily, Baker or Bobbyboth of whom insisted
that karate and kung fu were as different agppimgy and footbal would
have brided at thensult, butsignificantly, this time it was ignored.

“Just some stuff Grandfather had in storage,” Baissvered“Antiques
and stuffve’removing up into the attic.”

“Cool,” Amry smiled, “... need any help?”

An uncomfortablguiet hungoverthe drivewagasBobbylooked aBaker
who looked aGrandfatherwho looked back Bobby

Well, whatever goindrory suddenlyrealizedthey're all in this together ...
including Grandfather. Chen

“No tha—,” the boys began together, only tauheyectedly overruled by
Grandfather Chen.

“Sure,” he smiled, “I'll need to sdringsoutlater but you can helps get
everything upnto the porch.” This Amry was a smart one, and persistent.
Better to let her help out now than to wonder about it later.
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Grandfather leaneith to pull out anotherarmload of weapons, holding
them out for Bobby, who put the lunch box down in the back ot#én¢o
take them

Nobodypaid any attention at the time

The remaining weapons were given to Amry, who follGnsdifabher
and the boyaround tothe porch. They had just put everything doeside
the front doomwhen they heard the scream.

Chandler!

Theyrushed off the porch amditthe driveway, wheeveryonekidded to
a stop shocked into silence by what they saw.

It wasChandler sittingback on the pavement where he had fallen, legs
splayed out in front and eyes round as saucers.

“I-1-'m ssorry! he stammered]-1 was just looking for somethingetat.
JJesus, what the haskhat thing?!”

His eyes were fixaxh the lunch box the opetunch box- restingseveral
feet awaythe driveway around it littered with crumpled paper towels.

Stting up insidewearing look of profound disgust and glaring straight at
Bobby was the dragon.
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