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A NEW ARRIVAL

BakerChenwas last to arrivéunchtray balanced expertly as he
wove through the crowdedafeteria atAntioch High school,
making his way tthree friendsvaitingat acorner tableClasses for the

four were a confusing combination; lunch was the only period shared in
common between thermdathe corner table was their meeting place

Pulling up a chaiBakerset down his tray and retrieved a stack of
brightly colored envelopes from a front pocket. They were small and red
and embossed with an unintelligible Chinese character in a golghtfoil s
Chandler pickedneup and examined it curiously.

“For the weekend,” Baker said by way of explanation as he folded open
a carton of milk.

The weekend. It had been said casually, but the coming weekend wa
something they’d all been looking forwaribt months. Sunday would be
theirbai see lai ceremony of discipleship formally marking their acceptance
as students in a twin martial arts tradition centuries old.

In one sense it was a formality; they were already students, but their
training had &en kept a closely guarded seaed. that was because of the
dragon

Their training had beguearly a year before in a summer of surprises.
The first was Baker's grandfather, Chen Kaanvhom they had learned
was a master of Chinese boxXlig kidshad known Grandfather Chen for
yearsand the idea that he was a formidable expert in Shaolin kung fu had
come as something of a shddkt as much of a surpriase that had been,
it was their other teach&ho had surprised them the mostndChandler
especially.

That instructor waMing Tao Shihan Immortal and adept of Taoist



magic, already centuries old when he was discovered hiding in a mountain
cave and discretely protected by Grandfather Chen. An ancient enemy,
Wang Shiaj had pursued him avihose centuries hoping to wrest from
him the key to a secret manuscript, and it was his discovery by Baker and
his friend, Bobby Sheriff, that had both exposed Ming to that enemy and
drawn all of them Baker and Bobby, and their friends Amry Dobbins and
Chandler Caldwelltogether.

Surprising as that had been, though, to a group of fourteetdylads
from the tiny mountain town of Antioch, North Carolina, the thing that
wasmossurprising was the Immortal himself, or rather the form he had
adoptedor hiding.

Ming was a dragon.

They had all beesurprised when theaw the dragdior theveryfirst
time, butonly Chandlehadactually fainted... dead away, in the middle of
Baker’s driveway.

“So what's up with the little red envelop&i®indlelasled, squeezing
his open to peer down inside. Empty.

“It's for yourlai seeBaker explained, “Part of the ceremortys kind
of like a donation or an offering or sometfiing

“DonationThandler unconsciouslsoppedhis hand to his pockahd
fingeredthrough thdoose collection athangeMaybea couple of bucks.
“How much?”

“Traditionally, it's a token amount. A gift frarstudent tchis teacher
to help with the costs of supporting him in his training.”

“Careand feeding’?” Amry smiled.

“Yeah,” Bakr grinned, “Pretty much. It comes from wkardents
wouldactuallygoto live in the master's home. The bai seei¢anallywas
like a formal adoption.”

“Again,” Chandler asked before the conversatiahd move ofinto
other areags'... how much?wasn’t that he objecténlthe offering he just
wanted to know what to expect.

“Some modern masters require thousands of dollars,” Baker suppressed
a smile as Chandler blanched, “... but Grandfather was actually complaining
about that, and went off orasters who expect so much, treatinpdineee
more like a business than the nearly sacred tradition it represents... actually
sellindiscipleships like some kind of student upgrade or something.”

Baker remembered Grandfather Chen fuming at the idea.



“Yeah,” Chandler interrupted, “... and, you knaeally hate to sound
like a broken recorthut...”

“Twenty buck$ Bakersaid finally, “... a sinddél, new if possible, and
neatly folded into the envelope and presented with bothdsaslgnof
respect.”

Twenty bucks was doabtghandler decided, ready to move oragk
anothemuestiorabout the ceremonyhen hevassuddenly distracted.

What had caught his attention was ‘the new girl.” He didn’t know her
name, but she had started classes the wiek.Bsian, with long dark
hair. Pretty.

Chandler was surprisidfind her makinger way to their table.

Amry noticed her for the first timédey, you found wi& smiled,
scooting her chair around to make rotruall up a seat.”

The girl slid a ehr in from another table.

“Guys,” Amry said, glancing around the table “This is Joanie Chae from
my Biology class. She and her mom just moved up from Houston.”

Chandler was confused enough by the name to break the spell.

“Joani€J'?”

He remembered adkin fourth gradenamedNicky Gianakopoulos.
Everyone had called him ‘Nicky G’ for shartd Chandlerassumed a
similarsituatiorhere

“Not Joanie]” the girl laughedJoanieChae. with a ‘CH’."”The name
when she said it hadsharp, almost quietharking qualityandquickly
added, “Don’'t worry, | get that all the time. It's Korean.mkke

She smiled again and Chandler just smileddagkg nothing. It was
completely unlike the Chandler they all knew; usually you couldn’t shut him
up.

So Wwat’'s up with thatfiry wondered.

“So what brings yobereto Antioch?” Baker asketlying to fillthe
awkward silence.

Joanie’smile faltered a little.

“My parents,” Joanie seemedcatch herself‘... well, my mom,I
mean, decided to move here..r #dfiedivorceShe shrugged her shoulders,

“l guess she wantedget away or something. We stayed a few weeks with
my Aunt Grace in Atlantamy mom'’s sisterbut” Joanie smiled weakly,

“... 1 guess you can only take so much of being reminded whadke mist
you made with ‘that jedt-anexhusband’.” She took a sip of milk as if to



wash awathe memory, “Anyway, mom managed to find aipphereand
herewe are, jughe two of us. oh, and my Grandfather Yi. He moved up
with us until we gesettled iri.

Divorce answered a lot of questidhigy timesomeone newansferred
in outside the normal breaks in a school-ysammer, Christmas break,
first of the year there was alwagsstory, and while none of the Dragons
came from single parent homes, téyhad single parent friendfiey
could guess what she was going through.

Baker seized on tiheention of aggrandfather to move things away from
any further talk of the obviously uncomfortable topic of the divorce

“My grandfather lives with us, tobe smiled,wisely saying nothing
about Ming, who had also moved in following events of the summer
before.Unknown to Baker’s parents, the dragon had taken up residence in
a quiet corner of their attic

Rescued from the divorce, talk turned to more normattaxclasses,
friends, music, moviesalthough Amry wasn’'t the only one who noticed
Chandler wasn't being much of a contributor.

At leasseemed to be making an effort not to stare.

At the bell everyone gathered tineir thingsand hurried off to cés.

Chandler hung bagiom the rest

“Maybe I'll see you aroundrhe five words were the most Chandler
hadspoken at one time since Joanie had joined them.

“Yeah, maybe.”

And she smiled back.

Chandler didn’t remember much else for the rest of theoafter
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|RONING OUT DETAILS

Ceveral afternoonduring theweek and nearly every Saturday, the

\Dragons met for training in Baker’s back. yartkast itooketike
Baker'dack yard...

It wasactuallysomething Ming hacbme up witlthe simmer beforé¢o
prepare for their fight with Wang SRii Outwardly a normal, suburban
back yarahe area off the Chen's degks actually a door between worlds,

a pocketo a parallel worldrhere minutes were houasworld the dragon
hadtapped intodr that very reason.

It was how they had reacladincredibly high level of fighting skill in a
short period of time; it was this reality that had saved them.

After Wang ShifPai, Ming hallept the pocket opes a kind of ‘secret
clubhouse,” reserved fiegular training... and for homework before they
began. Grandfathbadinsisted.

Today they were working the latest addition ttheir Shaolin. It was
something Grandfather callddg boxing.’

Derived fromditangquanGround Tumbling Boxing ‘dog boxing’ was
a specialized system of groundfighting integrated into a number of boxing
stylesand jusbne ofthe techniques Grandfathexd integrated into their
training In fact, new styles and techniques eirsg added so regularly
that Chandler vgabeginning to think he was making them up.

“Jeez, Grandfather,” he had finally asked, “... how many kung fu styles
are there?”

“Hundreds,” Grandfatheshrugged”l don’t know...thousandsaybe.
Every special techniqaedevery variatioof that techrque was likely to
produce its own stylesome lastinpr centuriesandothers disappearing
in a generatiorDitangquan, for instance, was first developed over eight



hundred years ago in the province of Shandong and has been practiced
almost continuoushver since’

It was anexcitingstyleto watch, but painfuio practice, a punishing
system ohigh falls and aggressiyenmnastics. Baker was introduced to the
training first, Grandfather hoping his grandson’s specialdé&ibusham
‘iron body—would ease him over the stypaimful learning curve.

It wasn'’t longthoughbefore the others joined umtil all fourof them
were flinging themselves to the groimbone jarring fallransforming
almost magicaligto lowline attacks.

Thediangstylewas fast and dirty in every sense of the, wacdiby the
time they were finished Grandfather Chen was waiting with his arms full of
towels:‘That's enough for today,” he sealling them in from the yart..
you should probably get cleanedefore Gina gets home.”

Gina Chen was Baker's mom, a pediatric nurse at Mission Hospital
down in Asheville and due home in about an hour. A shower scheduled had
been arranged in the upstairs and downstairs baths, and a temporary change
of clothes had bedaid out while their own clothes went into the washer
and dryer.

FINISHED WITH THEIR SHOWERS EVERYONE met back in the kitchen
as they waited for their clothes to dry. It would be their last time together
before Sunday and there were things Grandfdtkearwanted to go over.
Saturdayvould be spent with Ming, fussing osreery detail like spinster
aunts planningwedding. the tiniest steghoreographed to perfection.

The kidswould bow in togetheformallybeforebeing calleth one by
one, Bakeriffst and the rest alphabeticalékmry, Bobby anthenfinally
Chandlerto presengifts and offerings, followed by oaths of secrecy. The
ceremony would end with a formal recitationeath clan’sistory,
followedimmediatelypy a celebration.

Ming wagarticularly looking forward to the celebration.

Ordinarily friends and family would attéhe celebratignbut theirs
was a unique situationthan, other than a vaguwederstanding that they
were ‘doing some kind of kung fu stuff’ with Grandfathen,CGheir
training was kept hidden from parengnco onenew about the dragon.

Of the four, Bobby and Baker were the only ones with any formal
training—if you could call Sifu Bob and the Crazy Dragon Kung Fu School
formal— and Grandfather had encaged them to continue even though



their skill level had eclipsed Bib months ago.

For one thing, he was concerned that suspicions would be raised if the
boys suddenly quit unexpectedly, but more importantly, should their skills
somehow be discovered, thrazy Dragon would provide an easy alibi.

All the secrecy dictatéat theircelebratory dinner would be a private
oneattendednlyby the Dragons, their teachers, and HuangHBinamn

Huang wasthe one exception outside their little circle. Owner of
Antioch’s only Chinese restaurém,Bouncing Buddiid Mr. Huangvas
himself an honorary Dragon, having playexlitizal role the summer
before in their confrontation with Wang SP#i.. and the only other
person in Antioclvho knew about Ming.

Rightnow, the little dragon wastlining their itinerary

“You will take the oath as disciptegip moon dai geadoostudents-
of Chen KwanTa” he said, the dialeduangdonghwa Cantonese,
reflecting the roots of the bai see lai, “... whileeatame time yowill be
initiated asack roostudents- yup sut dai,ydbe little dragon bowed
elaborately, “... of yours truly. A baivstieim bai see; doubly seaet]”

Ming gave the Dragons a sly wink, “... dapgggial

Huanghad acceptlthe role of spons@and would presemiach of the
Dragons for consideratiohht was aole traditionally performed by a senior
student... the problebeing thatheyweréhe senior students.

On the other handjuang had seen the Dragons in action stgaiang
ShikPai, and so wdlse perfect choice to vouch tbeircharacter.

Last minute questions were asked and answikd Grandfather
pulled their clothes from the dryer and passed them around.

Only two more days.
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LUNCHAT THE DIXIE

Ordinarilytheir hardest training dasas Saturday, but with Ming
and Grandfather concentrated on planning they had been given
the day off; they decided to celebrate by meeting foraluthehDixie.

The New Dixie Chili Bar was a popular place igadnbstSaturdays, it
was already crowdethenAmry arrivedandslipped into a corner booth to
wait for the othersShe had been there fiess than a minute when...

“You saving that seat for me?”

It was a boy Amry didn’t know, slightly older and suwtemliby three
friends ina formation that spelled trouble. She turned back to the table. If
she ignored them, maybe they’d go away.

No such luck.

“Guess,8dhe boysaidas he slidnto the opposite bench atehned
forward onto his elbowSNo other rason for a pretty little girl like you to
besittinghere all by yourself.”

Medium height, stocky buildjth looks unremarkable aside from jet
black hair slicked back in a kind of pompadour throwback to the fifties.
Faded Levi's fashionably torn at tmeds NASCAR tee under a short
sleeved checkered shirt, and a toothpick dangling from his lip completed
what Amry coul@nly gueswas a calculated fashion statement. Something
in between Elvis and Larry the Cable Guy.

“That seat’s sgvohry said, noddg to where he was sitting.

She considered moving, but Elvis’ friends crowded in to trap her in the
booth.

“What's wrong’ the boy grinned, enjoying her discomfakte “you
waiting on your boyfriend or something?” And then he leaned in and
winked, “..he as gdodking as me?”



Apparenthythis guythought he was just oozing personality. Amry agreed
that he was definitely oozing something... maybe it was perssimality.
should have let it go, but she couldn’t help herself

“What's the matter,” she sndié... you got no mirrors at home?”

The friends snickered at the jaltt, settled down when Elvis shot them
ashut the helllopk. He had justurned back to Amry and was about to say
something else when...

“Hey!"a voice said from behind the clustdriends, and then, S'cuse
mé’ as a smiling Joanie Chae gently elbowed tosbotin on Amry’s
side of the table. “What's up?”

“Just waiting for thguys Amry replied, looking evenly across the table,
“... they should be here any minute.”

Rea&hing acrosr a menuloanie took in the four boys

“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friendsf¥extended her
hand across the table, Joanie Chae

“Well, hey there, JoanigtBGbédm®y grinned, taking Joanie’s hand, “... my
name’s Tuak Bowden and these three gentlemen,” he nodded up at the
Three Stooges, “are my friends. Matter of fact, | was just introducing myself
to... ?”

He smiled across the table.

“Amry” she answered without enthusiasm, “... and just for the record,”
sheadded turningback to Joanie, “these gaysn'tny friends. In fact,”
she looked back across the table, “... they were just leaving.”

Finally getting a read on what she’d walked into, Joanie tried to pull her
hand away, only to feel Tucker’s grip tighten.

“Hey... nogo fasthe grinned, giving her hand a squeeze, “This is nice,
andsince Amry here doesn’t want to be my friend, maybe theuwd of

“l don't think so,” Joanie pulled more firmly this time.

Amry was just about finished with these guys, asdhout to put stop
to things when Joanie beat her.to it

Tucker was suddenly jerkiedwvard onto the tablas Joanie slid her
thumb over his angiresseddown hargd Tucker squealing a confused
combination of pain arglirpriseSuddenly releasing the ginand seemed
like a pretty good idea, but too .latdoanie was usingtithe moment

Turning her hand palm dowiganiesnaked in with the other, peeling
Tucker’s hand away and locking the wrist painfully back and down.

And then shemiled maliciougl“You stilvant to ey friefd



“No!” He was surprised at the paimotingup his armlike electricity
“Yesl mean... okay, sure, we can be friends!” Nearly scrésrangwer
he was willing to sayhatever would make the pain go awmjead,
Joanie dug her thumbs into tendons and Tucker squealed again.

“0000... I'm sorry Joanie smiled, “Wrong answeut thank you for
playing.” Thepain buckled him forward onto the taddeshe added, “The
rightanswer woultlave beemore along the lines,d&ee, I'd love to, but no
thanks.l have someplace else I rieed to be.

Again, pain shot up his grin. you want to try that one?”

“Oooowwwie screamedOkay, okay... yeah, | got somewhere else |
need to beDkay?”

Amry was keepirigbson Tuckeis buddies, but thdyad elected to sit
this one out.

“l don't think you were paying attention,” Joanie smiled across the table,
“... you left part of it out. Here, let me help you.”

The thumbs ground in deeper.

“Okay... okay,” Tucker was almost hypeiteging as he remembered
the words. “Ggee, I'd love to but no thanks...”

Joanie backed off on the pressum@ leaneah close. Just so you khow,
she whispered, “next timeshap it off and send it home with youSie box
sat back and reledgbe handwith apleasansmile “Now then... do we
have an understanding?”

“Yeah,” Tucker said, backing away as he slid from the booth, “... we got
an understanding.”

“Great,” she smiled sweetly, ‘it. wasice meeting'you

She watchedsTucker wanded away, trying without much success to
rub some feeling back into the hand

Joanidurned back with a smif&so, what'good? This is my first time
here.”

MINUTES LATER THE OTHERS ARRIVEDQ Bobby and Baker sliding in
across fronthe girls and Chandler pulling a chgaito the end of the table

“So,what’s uf” Baker asked, reaching for a menu.

Amry felt a nudge under the tabkloanieébrushedher lips with her
finger Themessage cle&mry nudged back.

“Nothing; Joanie siiledinnocently;You know.. girl talk

Bakerhad no idea whfney seemed to think thaas so funny.






