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From the Author

Every book should stand on its own, requiring no explanation to understand it. However, because Song of the Mountain departs from my usual fare, I’d like to give it a little background. In all the drafts and revisions this story has undergone, I’ve been asked most often where it takes place. It is not meant to have a definite historical setting as my other works do. I wanted to create my own mythology for this story, so I needed a setting that offered the freedom to do so. Yet I wanted a real geological area, not a fantastic world. So I settled on the Orient, as Tolkien settled on Europe, and pulled it back beyond the farthest stretch of memory. I did include some elements that give it a hint of Chinese flavor, but only to build a culture from which China might have logically evolved. By so doing, I hope to set the story free, not bind it to historical expectations. By so explaining, I hope to free my readers to enjoy it.
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Long ago…

…after the first age of men perished in a rush of mud and water, after ice twisted the face of the earth, when wise men first thought to put history on parchment, an old man sat at the eastern edge of the world. A boy knelt beside him, listening to the old man’s rhyme and shivering in the heat of a blazing fire. If you listen carefully, you might still hear the echo of that ancient whisper:

Mud and mire shall birth a tree;

A sprout shall grow of ancient seed.

The five unite to break the one;

The curse of man shall be undone.

But brothers rise ere dragon’s bane;

The last shall smite the first again.


Chapter 1

Song knew he was foolish to linger, but his feet refused to acknowledge the fear tapping on his shoulder. All around him the forest opened like a wide, clay bowl, with a score of bamboo huts lying like pebbles in its bottom. Song had completed his task, but he paused, searching the village, seeking that one face that drew him despite the danger.

He hiked his tunic above his knees and crept behind a wooden handcart. There, he could overlook the dirt path that wandered in one side of the village and out the other, connecting it to other settlements far away. In both directions the path rambled along the curves of the mighty Chin-Yazi River, the lifeblood of the village. 

Song could see the river through a border of vegetation. The hot, rainy season was past and the high waters had flowed away to the sea, leaving the steep banks dry and lush and fragrant. Above him, Mount Kamiratan rose like a great green father, and across the river, the smaller heads of the Kindoli range peered at him over one another’s shoulders. 

Song focused again on his purpose. His glance skipped over an old woman sitting in the dirt before her hut, weaving a basket out of willow strips. Neither did it linger on two small children who led a long-haired goat by a string around its neck, nor on the man who mended a hemp fishing net. Yet he could not find the face he sought.

Ignoring the danger, he raised his head above the handcart, straining to scan the terraced fields beyond the village. 

“There he is! Get him!”

Song abandoned his quest and darted for the edge of the forest. Behind him the village boys spread out like a pack of wolves closing in on a wounded deer.

Song raced between the cultivated plots that marked the edge of the settlement. He ran like a brook tumbling down the side of Mount Kamiratan, like the wind racing through the grass in Mamuri Valley, but he could hear bare feet pounding close behind him. 

If only he could reach the forest! The trees knew him well and would offer him a thousand shelters. But as he broke through the protective fringe of leaves, a body slammed into him and encircling arms dragged him to the ground.

Before he could throw up his hands, all five boys were striking him, spitting, tearing at his hair and clothing. Song rolled himself into a ball, covered his head with thin arms, and absorbed the blows until they grew weary and lessened. Then a more painful assault began.

“Stand up and fight, boy! Don’t lay there like a dead dog.” The strongest of the boys stood over him, his fists resting on narrow hips. 

“He couldn’t fight if he tried, Keeto. Look at him! He’s as skinny as a fishing spear. My little sister could knock him down.”

“All he’s good for is reciting those ridiculous stories his grandfather makes up,” mocked another. 

Keeto snorted. “The Old One’s thoughts have more twists than a mulberry branch, and this one is studying to become just as crazy as the old man.”

He scuffed a spray of dirt and leaf mold across Song and leaned down to sneer in his face. “Not so fine now, are you, Great One? Why don’t you crawl back to the dung heap where you belong?”

The boys doubled over with laughter. Then with one final kick, Keeto led them away, but their continued mockery drifted back to Song, scraping over him like bits of broken pottery: “…misfit…worthless…not one of us…”

Song lay under the canopy of leaves a long time, letting the forest floor soak up the tears that dripped off his cheek. The same thing happened every time he had to visit the village. He could not hope to win against so many, because what they said was true—he was small and weak. That’s what made his name such a cruel irony. Song Wei, the “Great One,” routinely beaten by peasant boys. 

Sometimes Song hated his parents for choosing such a thoughtless name—or he would hate them if they were still a part of his life. But they were dead. For most of his thirteen years he had lived on the mountain with his grandfather. 

For a moment, his anger rose up against the old man. Why couldn’t Grandfather fish or work a trade like everyone else in the village? Why did he live apart like an old hermit, dispensing proverbs and remedies and those silly fairy tales to anyone who would listen? Maybe if Grandfather tried a little harder to fit in, the village boys would leave Song alone. 

Then shame rose in his chest like morning mist above the Chin-Yazi, turning his insides cold. If Grandfather was just like anyone else, he would no longer be Grandfather. He would only be what others made him, and Grandfather was much too strong for that. 

Song rose painfully from the ground, wishing he had inherited a greater portion of the old man’s inner strength or at least enough physical strength to beat off his assailants. When he was out of sight of the last hut, he picked his way down to the well-worn path and turned homeward. 

A stone’s throw beyond the village, the path crossed Lord Dolisu’s road. The smooth path began at the river, at the lord’s private port, where ships disgorged his wealth and scores of servants carried it to his estate that sprawled like a lazy cat on the side of the mountain. The man owned Mount Kamiratan and all the land from the valley to the river, including the village and the small plot Song and his grandfather cultivated. 

Today no one labored at the harbor. Song’s ribs ached with the fire of his beating, so he stole carefully to the river’s edge to quench the burn.

The river flowed yellow, thick with silt and the tears of the mountains. Bending down, Song splashed his stinging face, mingling his blood with the river. The water was cool and welcome and he waded into it, lowering his body into its healing wash.

Why, he wondered, did Mutan, the Highest One, allow such inequality and injustice among men? Why could one man live in a palace while others eked out a living from the dust of the ground, offering up their little to make the great ones greater? 

And beneath them all, a beetle in a dung heap, dwelt Song.

Heaving a sigh, Song stood up with his clothes streaming and listened to the music of the water returning to the river. In nature he could find beauty and justice. Whenever Grandfather didn’t need his help, he roamed the mountain and the valley and the river. They had become his companions, his source of strength, and they never played favorites.

Above the tune of the water, Song heard footsteps approaching on the village path. He ducked low and scooted among the leaves growing along the bank, unwilling to take any more risks. Parting the bushes with his hands, he watched a girl come to the water’s edge and kneel down. She wore a long, dingy shift covered with a threadbare shawl, but her face was as fair as the lilies growing in Kamiratan’s Pool. 

The girl set something on the river and gave it a shove with a stick she found at her feet. It floated out into the current, and when it sailed past him Song saw a little ship made out of many pieces of folded paper. As he looked on, the girl pushed a second vessel out to join the first and stood on the bank, watching, until both floated around the bend in the river.

When she turned to leave, Song shifted to keep her in sight and the branch he clung to gave way. He took a small step, barely disturbing the water, but the girl heard it and whirled. Scanning the bank, her eyes followed the spreading ripples and caught the form of Song crouching beneath the leaves. 

“Who is there? Come out where I can see you!”

Reluctantly, Song dragged himself before the beautiful girl. She drew her shawl protectively about herself; her lips parted and her eyes widened expectantly. But when she took in his size, his muddy, ripped clothing, and the cuts on his lips and eye, her expression turned to bored disgust.

“Why are you spying on me?”

Song gulped. “I only came to wash off, miss.”

“Why do you not bathe in the village like everyone else?”

“I—I—” His face burned.

“Well?”

His voice was barely a whisper. “The boys will not let me, miss.”

She arched one beautifully shaped eyebrow. “You are an outcast.” Her lip curled in disdain. “Go! Be on your way and do not show your face before me again.”

Song crept out of the water like a sodden rat, his face burning with shame. Great One indeed. As he picked his way past the girl, every footfall, every snapped reed, every beat of his heart reminded him that he would never amount to anything.


Chapter 2

Song ducked into the bamboo shelter he shared with his grandfather. The old man was napping on a mat beneath the hut’s single window, a thin cloth pulled around his shoulders. Beside him lay the wooden chest that always remained locked. Some tools and dishes lay stacked in the corner beside Song’s rolled up mat, and a precious few garments hung neatly side by side. 

Song stepped carefully over the hard-packed floor, but his grandfather awakened. With a grunt he sat up, stretched, and walked stiffly to the covered pit in the corner that stored their food. Bending, the old man withdrew a sack of grain and settled himself with a pestle and mortar to prepare the evening’s bread. Without looking at the boy he stated, “The forest puts forth much effort to take back our garden.”

Song understood. Ducking outside, he took up the iron hoe that leaned against the side of the hut and began hacking at the weeds that threatened their vegetables. 

The little clearing they occupied was located low on the shoulders of Mount Kamiratan where the land was sloping and gentle and covered with thick vegetation. The forest pressed closely all around. Kintu, a huge, golden dog and his grandfather’s longtime companion, helped keep the yard free of animals, but it was Song’s chore to keep the forest at bay.

The garden overflowed with produce. Now that summer had burned off its fierce temper, their late-season vegetables were thriving in the warm, mild sunshine. Cabbage, bok choy, broccoli, leeks, snow peas, longbeans, garlic, melons. Their cellar pit would soon be brimming with good things for winter.

When the soil flowed as loosely as a black sea, Song took up the clay water jar and carried it to a stream that bubbled through the far end of the clearing. Wrestling the heavy container back to the hut was an arduous task, but he knew it saved the old man many trips to the slippery stream bank. He placed the jar against the wall beneath a dried gourd that served as a dipper.

Next, Song split the last of the firewood and stacked it neatly in the yard. During the dry season Grandfather always cooked outside. Already he had a fire lit, and the smells wafting from the pot made Song’s stomach rumble like the rockslides that sometimes crashed down the mountain’s face. 

Finally, Song scattered feed for the chickens that scratched hopefully in the dirt of the clearing. Then he took his place beside Kintu, running his fingers through the dog’s thick, golden mane. He could not remember a day that failed to follow the same routine since he was old enough to speak his own name.

Grandfather ladled him a bowl of fish chowder and asked, “Were you able to deliver the medicine to Madam Sanochi before you were attacked?”

Song sighed. The old man had not asked if he’d been attacked, only whether the delivery had been made before the inevitable happened. “I delivered it.”

Grandfather grunted his pleasure.

Song took a mouthful of the soup, letting it trickle down his throat and soothe his weary body. At the same time he felt his resentments resurfacing, and for once he found the courage to voice them. “Grandfather, why do you send me to the village when you know what will happen? How can I possibly stand up to so many enemies?”

“You will find a way. In the meantime, you will grow clever.”

“But they strike me, and they say terrible things. They rend and tear until I can find little to put back together.”

The wrinkles in the old man’s face deepened with compassion. “It is hard for you now, but it will not always be so. Someday your path will open before you and reveal your place and your purpose, for each life fills an important role. In the meantime, you must not let those wicked brothers, bitterness and hatred, poison your soul.”

Grandfather’s answer failed to satisfy Song. He grew weary of the old man’s riddles. There were so many answers he sought, and tonight his impatience boiled like the kettle of soup. “I have no future,” he stated flatly, “for I have no past. You never speak of my parents. I do not even know how they died. How can I find the road I must travel when I do not know my own history?”

“My child, for your protection some things must remain hidden. But like your path, they will be revealed in their time.”

“Your silence does nothing to protect me from my enemies,” Song countered.

“There are far greater perils than wayward children.” 

Grandfather considered Song for many seconds. “Perhaps it is time to tell you the story of the Five Great Gifts.”

“Another foolish myth,” Song muttered.

Grandfather paused to look hard at Song and the boy felt shame once again. “Lord Dolisu believes my stories, and he is an educated man.”

Song hung his head. “He pays you to entertain him.”

“Ah,” Grandfather said with a toothless smile, “so he does. But he also understands there is much to be learned from old tales.” 

The man set down his empty bowl. “Come. I have made a poultice for you.” He dipped a cloth in a steaming pot. “Hold it to your face and I will tell you of the gifts.”

Song shrugged and sopped up the last of his chowder with a chunk of bread. Grandfather was old and deserved his respect. It would hurt nothing to humor him. And the poultices always helped.

Grandfather’s voice fell into a melodic sing song. “Long, long ago, when the mountain and the river were young, there lived a wise lord named Pavu. He was humble and good and sought the welfare of the people he ruled. But in his land dwelt bands of outlaws, for there is evil in the heart of every man, and many had fallen away from the honor given them in the beginning. But Pavu had not forgotten the call of Mutan, who awakened the first man.

“The wise lord resisted the wicked bands for many long years, never finding the strength to defeat them completely. When he was bent with many seasons and about to pass his rule down to his son, he remembered Mutan and called out to him, ‘High One, have mercy on my people and on my son! Give him the strength I did not have to drive evil from our land!’

“Because Pavu’s heart was honorable, Mutan granted his request and gave to his son the secret of the Five Great Gifts: water, fire, earth, wood, and metal. He gave them arranged in a star, a five-pointed wheel, to serve as an example of unity and balance.

“Even today the gifts of Mutan are in harmony all around us. Rain falls down to water the earth and the forest and to flood the great Chin-Yazi. Fire consumes the forest but gives way to rain and river. The earth produces metal, fire melts it, and in its turn, metal chops the tree and cleaves the earth. All things work in submission and in authority to one another, and in that unity lies the greatest power of the world.”

Song had long understood the relationship among the gifts, the balance he admired in nature, even if he doubted the truth of the legend. Still, he asked, “What happened to the son?” 

“With the knowledge revealed to him, Pavu’s son was able to destroy the bands of evil men, and they became so scattered that the land enjoyed peace for many generations. And he was given the secret name for Mutan that few now remember: Yong-Zay, Maker of Stars.”

Song frowned. Such information could prove useful. “How did it work? How did he use the power?”

Grandfather was quiet a long time. “Sadly, that secret has been forgotten. And few now remain who even remember the Giver. Instead, men worship the gifts.”

Skepticism pulled Song’s mouth down at the corners, yet the story echoed within him like a chord that has faded to silence but still hums in memory. It agitated his thoughts.

He had to clear his head.

“Go,” Grandfather told him. “I will wipe the dishes.”

~

The moon had already risen when Song reached the rocky summit of Kamiratan, and in its light the ridges of the Kindoli rose and fell away like wrinkles on the surface of the earth. Before him, the river flowed between its folds, and behind, Mamuri Valley spread in a woven carpet at the mountain’s feet. The entire world lay open and expectant, like a story about to begin. 

This was the pinnacle of the earth, the place Song sought out any time his mind grew troubled. Here, high above all else, he felt no constraints. Even the forest shied away, circling the rocky dome like a fringe of hair on a bald man’s head. The air grew thin and clear and cold, and problems shrank to the size of the pebbles beneath his feet.

Song hunched down on his heels and scooped up a handful of the tiny rocks. One by one he flung them into empty space, watching their moonlit glitter fall away to darkness. Up here, high on the mountain’s peak, even a dung beetle could feel hope. 

He climbed the largest boulder and stretched out across its top, the night sky spread above him like a blanket woven of richest silk and inset with a million diamonds. It was a canopy fit for an emperor, but this night it belonged only to Song.

A breeze, gentle as a kiss and perfumed with wild chrysanthemums, ruffled his hair. He stared hard trying to see through the blackness. Did the sky go on forever? Was it without beginning or end? Or was it a black curtain hiding what lay beyond, a mystery as unknowable as his own future? Who could tell? Only Mutan, Giver of great gifts; Yong-Zay, Maker of Stars.

Song smiled, feeling deep inside the agreement among the gifts, among all nature. He had found his moment of peace. For now it did not matter what the village boys did to him or what the past and future held. He had Grandfather and Kintu and his mountain, and that, he knew, could never change.

But high above, something dark stirred in the heavens, blotting out the light of the stars.


Chapter 3

The next afternoon, Song’s feet swished softly through the underbrush. Above his head sunlight filtered between the trees, creating a dappled pattern on the forest floor that quivered each time the wind jostled the branches. He had rambled far but the hut was just ahead, and the basket he carried brimmed with mushrooms, tender bamboo shoots, onions, and wild greens. He could hardly wait to taste whatever Grandfather might concoct with such ingredients. 

Song’s eyes fastened on a figure sitting in the shadow of the chestnut tree at the near end of the clearing. “Karina!” he called, rushing forward with delight. The village girl came often to help with odd jobs, but the only payment she sought—the only payment they could afford—was companionship. This they offered gladly.

Karina kept her eyes on a length of coarse cloth laid across her lap. Song recognized a tunic he had torn on briars only last week. The girl’s needle moved without pause, but her voice was as warm as the breath flowing up from the valley. “Hello, Song. I saw you in the village yesterday. Were you on an errand for your grandfather?” 

“It is the only reason I ever visit the village.” Song wedged himself in the nook where the chestnut’s trunk met its lowest branch. 

“Is he well? I have not seen him yet this day.”

“He is well.”

Karina tied a knot in her thread and set the garment down. Tipping her face upward, she offered Song a sweet smile. “And how are you?”

This was the face for which he risked his safety in the village. A warm, open face, displaying acceptance and sincere friendship. It was a face that made him feel comfortable. A face that made him feel special. And when she smiled, when her eyes sparkled up at him in such a way, he hardly saw the scar that pulled half her face into a shiny, discolored mask.

“I am also well.”

“Truly?” she asked. For even in the dark shadow of the tree his swollen lip and the purple bruise enveloping both of his eyes was visible. 

“I am not dead,” he quipped.

Karina turned again to her work. “You make light of the beatings, but I know how helplessness twists within you, for the same knife twists within me.”

Her admission soothed him in a way Grandfather’s words had been unable to. It bridged the feelings of separation brought on by being singled out and abused. But Song did not want to dwell on something neither of them could change. He reached a hand into his basket. “I found this while I walked. What do you think it looks like?”

She took the knobby chunk of wood he held out, turning it this way and that before her face brightened. “Why, it looks almost like a panda!” she exclaimed. 

He smiled with satisfaction. He knew she would also see the figure in the wood waiting to be released with skillful strokes of his knife.

“Tell me,” she said, shooting him a sidelong glance, “when you are finished, will you show it to anyone?”

“Perhaps.” 

“Song,” she frowned, “your carvings are exquisite. They would fetch a good price in the village.”

“Who would buy them?” He had no desire to share the little figurines. They were too personal, each like a private thought. He didn’t even show them to Grandfather. Instead, he hid them in a rock cleft just off the village path. 

“Then show them to Lord Dolisu. He can afford to appreciate beautiful work. Maybe he would even send them downriver in his boats to the city near the great waters.” Her eyes grew bright with possibilities. “Perhaps one day your art will even draw you off this mountain.”

“I have no wish to leave the mountain.”

“But someday wouldn’t you like to see the sun rise out of the waters that have no end? Would you not wish to set foot in the city where it is said more people live than all the leaves on the largest tree?” 

“Would you?” he asked doubtfully.

“Of course I would! There is much that lies beyond the village.”

But Song’s heart belonged to Kamiratan. “When you have seen everything,” he asked hesitantly, “would you return?” 

Some of the sparkle faded from her almond eyes. “Oh, Song,” she sighed, “you know it is all fancy. I will never be able to leave. Someday I will die here where I was born.”

Her words reassured him. He did not favor the thought of her absence.

“You should at least show your carvings in the village,” she continued. “They deserve to be seen. Surely someone would offer you something in trade.”

But Song shook his head stubbornly. “I will not go to the village unless I absolutely have to.”

Karina’s eyes softened, her gaze reaching again to touch his battered face. “It is because of this.”

Song stiffened. At his sides, his hands clenched into tight fists.

“Song, you must not hate them.”

“They make themselves hateful, Karina! They strike and cut and destroy.”

She shook her head. “For my sake, you must forgive. Keeto is my brother.”

“Keeto is their leader! He is the worst of them all!” Song spat out. “I cannot forgive him!”

Karina searched his face for a long moment. “There may be a reason for his actions that you know nothing about,” she suggested quietly before returning to her sewing. 

An awkward silence dropped between them. Grandfather, emerging from the village path, blundered into the middle of it.

“Ah, Karina,” he beamed, “it is always a pleasure to see you, my child. You are like a fresh breeze on a sweltering summer day.”

The girl, after stealing a quick peek at Song, greeted the old man warmly. “Hello, Li-Min,” she said and allowed him to kiss her cheek. “Have you been fishing?” She indicated the twine he carried, strung through the gills of two good-sized bass. 

“Alas, no. I am too old for such a task. A bad-tempered fish, I’m afraid, could give me quite a ducking,” he chuckled. “No, this is a gift from Madam Sanochi. The disappearance of her headache left her in generous spirits.”

“Your remedies are remarkable,” she admitted.

“And so are my culinary abilities. You will stay to sample them, will you not?”

She smiled. “I could be persuaded.”

“I gathered these,” Song said, exchanging his basket of wild food for the string of fish. These he took to a flat rock at the edge of the creek that they used for cleaning game. In his sullen mood, he was glad to escape the pleasantries the girl and the old man exchanged, though he could still hear them. 

Grandfather stirred the ashes from their noon meal, added a few sticks of wood, and soon had a blaze dancing in the fire pit. Over this he hung a kettle of water. 

“Ah,” he sighed, settling himself beside it with a knife, a board, and the basket of vegetables, “this fire reminds me of the man who once planted two trees.”

Song rolled his eyes at his grandfather’s obvious attempt at a story invitation. He had no desire to hear it, but Karina took the bait. “Tell me about him, Li-Min.”

Grandfather’s voiced flowed above the sound of the busy knife. “There once was a man who lived high on the side of a mountain.”

“Was it our own Kamiratan?” she interrupted.

“I do not know, my child, but it does not matter. It was a grand mountain, and on its height the man planted two trees. The first was a cypress that grew straight and tall and picturesque. All those who saw it commented on its majesty, and the man grew very proud of it.

“The second was an ash tree, slender and lithe. It had a beauty all its own, but in the shadow of the cypress, there were few who noticed its qualities.

“One day a storm fell upon the mountain and a great wind battered the trees. The mighty cypress withstood the assault for a time, but in the end its strength failed. The rigid trunk snapped, and the cypress crashed to the mountaintop.

“The wind then poured all its fury out upon the little ash tree, and though it ravaged its branches and tore its leaves, it could not knock it down. For with each strong blast, the ash tree bent, suffering the onslaught with a resilience the cypress could not match.

“When the tempest blew itself out, the ash tree stood alone on the mountaintop where it grew for many years. The broken cypress, however, was soon chopped into firewood.

“Now which, I ask you, was the stronger tree?”

“The ash, of course,” Karina answered.

Grandfather smiled. “You have answered well.”

Song snorted softly as he folded the fish into thick leaves and laid them at the edge of the fire. Grandfather’s old ears did not hear his contempt, but Karina glanced at him with an expression of concern. 

Rich smells of cooking food began to waft about the clearing, briefly fading away only to tumble back to the forefront of awareness like a thought one cannot dismiss. Like a thought that presses itself upon memory again and again until it becomes a singular focus. Even as Song’s stomach growled at the flickering fragrance, his mind fixed on the moment he lay on the ground beneath the feet of the village boys, and he marveled at how the shadow of that memory could darken an afternoon that had begun so cheerfully.

The meal was a quiet one. Song knew it was his own moodiness that projected onto his companions, but he could not seem to force it away. Or perhaps he chose not to. Oddly enough, he didn’t enjoy Grandfather’s delicacies nearly as much as he anticipated. 

When Grandfather retired to the hut with the lowering of the sun, Karina moved closer to Song. He was suddenly aware of the warmth of her knee where it brushed against his own. “The twilight beckons me home,” she told him.

Suddenly he regretted his actions of the evening. What a fool he’d been to squander this time with his dearest friend. “Stay,” he urged, “just a little longer.”

She nodded. “A few more minutes.” She regarded him thoughtfully, her scarred face beautiful in the dusky light. “Song, this sourness is not like you. I’ve always admired the way you navigate misfortune with good humor. Never with brooding silence.”

Her words made him uncomfortable, and he couldn’t decide where to settle his eyes. He took in the clouds shredding themselves on Kamiratan’s heights. He shifted to the stream gurgling at the edge of the clearing. He examined the ragged hem of his tunic.

“You are letting them win.” She touched him lightly on his hand. “Don’t allow them to change you, Song. You must let it go.”

At last he looked into her eyes, and he found he could not fight against their intensity. He heaved a sigh. “All right, Karina. I’ll try.”

Her smile washed away any lingering reservations he may have had.

“Come then,” she beamed, rising. “If you walk me home, we can hide away your new carving with the others.”


Chapter 4

Song awakened to the sound of his grandfather packing leftover bread into a hemp sling that hung from his neck. Dawn stretched rosy fingers through the window to paint the thatch overhead, and Kintu stood waiting eagerly at the door. The old man wrapped his cloak about his shoulders and slid his feet into a pair of woven straw slippers. 

The walking slippers!

Song sat up. “Are you leaving, Grandfather?”

“Yes, my boy. Last night the moon began to wane.”

The old man moved to the locked chest and took a key from beneath his tunic. Song heard the catch release, and without looking he knew that Grandfather withdrew a hollow brass handle that fitted onto his walking staff. He only used the handle one time each month. When he returned from his journey he would lock it back inside the chest. Song had once asked what else was in the chest, but Grandfather merely replied, “When you are older, young one.”

Song watched Grandfather carefully relock the chest and slip the key back into its hiding place. “Will you be gone all day, Grandfather?”

“I never return before the setting sun.”

“Do you have to go?”

“You know I must check the Keeping Stone.”

“But you always come away empty-handed. It will be another wasted trip.” He did not know where his grandfather went or what he hoped to find there, only that the old man held to his schedule without fail.

“Caution, my child, is never wasted.”

The old man opened the door and the dog bounded outside, eager for the journey. Song shifted on his mat. “Grandfather,” he called hesitantly, “may I go with you?”

There was a pause in the half-light as the man turned to consider. Song hardly dared to hope. Then Grandfather’s face smoothed with pleasure. “Yes. I think today you may join me.”

With a whoop, Song jumped from his mat into the cool outdoors.

They followed the footpath past Lord Dolisu’s landing and into the village. Song could smell the cook fires and hear the morning sounds long before he caught sight of any huts. Women tended to household chores and called to children to mind theirs. An old man sat outside his hut shaping coils of clay into a jar. Younger men took up their nets and hammers and hoes, and one boy led a water buffalo to the river for a morning drink. Song recognized the boy and pressed close to Grandfather. 

A few minutes later, the village fell behind them, and they passed down the winding path farther than Song had ever traveled. The sun rose high in the sky and the path seemed to never end. Song took in each curve expectantly, eager to see what lay beyond the bend. The river flowed on beside them, the trees followed, and Kamiratan grew smaller until it was finally blocked from view by a high fold of the Kindoli, but always Grandfather plodded onward with Kintu trotting happily at his side.

Hours later, as Song was regretting his eagerness to travel, the road split and Grandfather turned away from the river. They climbed gently but steadily up a narrow valley, following a stream that chattered noisily in its mossy bed. After a brief rest and some refreshment, Grandfather turned them down a footpath all but hidden by a copse of trees. 

The path wound steeply upward, twisting along the backbone of a mountain. Song wondered sometimes how the old man kept his footing, but he was as steady as a wild goat. Below them the valley spread out in shades of dusky green broken only by glimpses of sparkling water.

At last the path opened into a flat clearing ringed by giant cypress trees. It was quiet in the hidden glade, perfectly still. The bird songs and insect noises that blew freely on the wind along the valley’s edge were suddenly hushed. Moss covered the ground, and the air felt cool and moist and old. Song felt as if he were stepping into some sacred chamber forgotten since the beginning of time.

On a pedestal in the very center of the glade sat a round, thin stone, bigger than the circle of Song’s arms. Grandfather strode toward the Keeping Stone and lifted its edge.

“Is it nothing, Grandfather, as usual?”

The old man stood still, staring beneath the stone for a long moment. One of the giant, twisted trees groaned, and Song could feel the air pulsing around him. It made his breath catch and his fingertips tingle.

Then he noticed his grandfather.

The old man stood tall and straight, with an unlined brow. Hair as black as a raven’s wing fell around a face that seemed to shine. The moment hung suspended, like a beam of light hovering between heaven and earth. Then the man shook his head and melted again into Grandfather, with his age and wisdom and worries. “No, child,” he answered heavily. “Not this time. Today our fortune has failed us.” 

He clutched a piece of parchment and grave wrinkles creased his brow. Song stepped forward, but Grandfather hastily replaced the message beneath the rock. “Others may need to know what this says,” he stated and strode quickly from the clearing.

Song followed obediently, past the ring of watching trees, back into the warmth and noise of day, but he had seen the parchment, and his blood chilled within him. Beneath a hastily drawn star, a bold, flowing hand had written, “Beware! The Ancient Terror has reawakened.”


Chapter 5

Mount Kamiratan’s face glowed with the last fire of sunset and shadows swallowed the path as Song, Grandfather, and Kintu passed the quiet village and pressed for home. They were pushing through a bamboo thicket that crowded the path when loud, pounding footsteps echoed behind them. The fur stood in a ridge along Kintu’s back.

Song stopped. “Grandfather, what is it?”

The old man paused to listen. “It is haste, my son, and haste is seldom welcome.”

In the dim light a figure drew close. “Li-Min?” a voice called. Song recognized the blue and gray attire worn by officers in Lord Dolisu’s militia.

“I am he,” Grandfather answered.

“Health and good fortune,” the captain greeted him with a hasty bow. “I bid you come! Lord Dolisu calls for you.”

No emotion passed over the old man’s face, but his step quickened. “Song, stay near me.”

They passed swiftly back to the landing and up the smooth, winding mountain road. The valley fell away as they rose to the terraced grounds of Lord Dolisu’s manor. A thick wall made of earth and brick encircled the entire property, protecting the many workers who lived there: cooks, house servants, stable hands, groundskeepers, and soldiers. The estate was a small community unto itself.

Many times Song had peered over the walls from the mountain slopes above, observing the daily routine of the servants’ quarters, but he had never set foot within the entrance—a huge reinforced gate set within a bricked archway. Now two burly guards with swords belted around their middles opened it from within and let them pass unquestioned, each bowing slightly out of respect.

Song’s stolen peeks had only enabled him to guess at the beauty with which Lord Dolisu had surrounded himself. The gate opened into a courtyard webbed with pebbled walkways. Sculpted trees cloaked in deep shadow transformed themselves into an army of fantastic shapes, and the fragrance of a thousand blooms permeated the air. Close by, Song could hear the melodic tinkling of a fountain.

At the doorway of the manor house, Grandfather gave Kintu a command, and the dog sat patiently on its haunches. They passed into a magnificent hall, illuminated by torchlight and decorated with delicate paintings and tapestries. Song took in the marbled floors, the rich red walls, and the varnished wood through eyes as wide as cooking pots.

Their guide led them to a door on which he rapped softly. “Lord Dolisu has summoned only you, Li-Min,” the captain warned. “The boy must wait.” 

Grandfather agreed and entered the chamber alone. Soon voices rumbled in conversation, low and indistinguishable.

Song turned away in disappointment. The wealthy lord rarely went out in public, and then only to travel between his home and the landing. Song had hoped for a closer look, but it wasn’t to be. Instead, he studied his guide.

The officer stood rigidly before the door, neither friendly nor threatening. He had a thickly muscled torso, handsome features, and intense, dark eyes that took in everything but displayed no emotion. They were as fathomless as the midnight sky, and Song grew uncomfortable beneath their stare. 

He moved away, admiring the fine furnishings of the beautiful room, but everywhere he could feel those eyes following him. “May I go outside?” he finally asked.

The captain gave one short, precise nod.

Song entered the cool darkness with a welcome feeling of invisibility. Kintu gave his hand a lick and fell into step beside him. Again Song heard the fountain, its chatter loud in the stillness, and he wandered along the walkways until he found the low pool. 

The moon had risen over the courtyard wall, casting long shadows over the garden and turning the pool into a bowl of silver shards. Song settled against a dark tree trunk and watched the restless water while Kintu investigated the plants growing along its edge. 

The dog had taken only a few steps into the pond when a figure dressed all in white appeared on the garden path. 

Song bolted upright. “Kintu!” he whispered. “Get out of there!” 

The dog raised its head, panting, and gently waved its tail. Then it waded deeper, snuffling after a frog that leaped from a lily pad into the center of the pool. 

Song fell silent as the ghostly figure drew near, following the sound of the dog’s splashing.

It stopped at the water’s edge, and a laugh peeled out in perfect imitation of the fountain. “A dog!”

Song stared, entranced. A girl stood before him dressed in lengths of shimmering silk that seemed to rob her of substance. With little imagination he could mistake her for a misty river goddess rising from the Chin-Yazi or a wood nymph flowing through a starlit forest. But Kintu did not share his fancies. He bounded to her, covering the gown with water stains.

The girl knelt to touch the dog, heedless of the mess. “Hello, beautiful one! Where have you come from? Did my father buy you, or do you belong to someone?” She raised her head to glance around the garden.

Song froze, suddenly recognizing the girl. It could not be! But there before him in Lord Dolisu’s garden was the girl from the river! 

In echo of the first time they met, he shrank back into the shadows, praying that this time he might remain undiscovered. But it pleased Mutan to disregard his pleas. For just then Kintu trotted back to Song and shoved his muzzle happily into the boy’s hand. 

The girl straightened quickly, her tone cold. “I did not see you. Why have you not made yourself known?”

Song couldn’t answer. He simply stared at the beautiful girl, acutely aware of his own battered face and travel-stained garments.

The girl took a step closer, staring hard into the shadows. “Who are you?”

“I am Li-Min’s grandson. My grandfather was summoned.”

“Come out where I can see you.”

Song crawled from under a tree. How had he mistaken her for a peasant?

“You are the boy from the river!” she exclaimed in surprise. “The outcast!” 

He held silent, and she came to stand over him with arms folded across her chest. “You are spying on me again, peering out from another hiding place. What is your name?” 

He hesitated. How could he tell her his name was Great One? She would laugh at him!

But she insisted, as one accustomed to being obeyed. “I asked your name, boy.”

“It is Song Wei,” he answered, barely above a whisper.

She did not laugh but looked at him steadily, perhaps trying to determine if he was serious. “You are the bard’s grandson?”

He nodded, glad she could not see his burning cheeks. Here, at least, Grandfather gave him some credibility.

She knelt again to stroke Kintu’s soft fur. “Is this your dog?” 

“My grandfather’s.”

Kintu sat regally between them, happy for the attention.

“He is a breed of kings. My father has many in his kennel but none of such sweet temperament.” Her voice softened as she ruffled the dog’s thick mane.

“Grandfather would never sell him,” Song remarked.

The girl sat up stiffly, her tone imperious once again. “He would if my father told him to.”

Song was gripped with sudden anxiety. He and Grandfather lived on the mountain by the goodwill of the lord, on land they did not own. What if this spoiled girl took it in her head to make trouble for them?

“Please do not take Kintu,” he pleaded. “My grandfather is old. The dog is his comfort and friend.” And mine, he thought, but he doubted that would move the girl’s pity.

She gave a haughty lift of her chin. “My father will get me anything I want: dolls, gems, games, pets. Anything that suits my fancy.” Then her voice grew thick with disgust. “But what is one more amusement when I am a prisoner within these walls?”

“Surely you get out sometimes,” Song protested. “I saw you at the river.”

She giggled unexpectedly. “That was a carefully planned scheme for which three servants lost their positions.” She laughed again, with total disregard for the unfortunate ones, before growing disdainful once more. “But that was a rare moment. Indeed, most days the tedium within this estate is enough to forfeit my inheritance.”

Song gaped at her, glancing around at the manicured grounds, the carved garden statues, the fountain, the gorgeous house. How could all this not be enough?

“Do you know what I was doing at the river?” she asked with a conspiratorial glance. “I was floating two wishes to the sea—one for excitement, the other for danger. Perhaps the mighty Chin-Yazi will grant my requests.”

Before Song could think to answer such a confession, silhouettes moved against the torchlight in the manor’s doorway. He recognized the bent form of his grandfather. 

“Song?” 

Kintu bounded away toward the old man’s voice. The boy stood more slowly. “I must go,” he stated. 

The girl rose stiffly, with her chin up and her back straight. Without a glance at Song, she moved down the path.

Grandfather smiled. “Ah, there you are, my boy.” He leaned heavily on his walking stick. It had been a long day.

The keen-eyed captain led them out of the grounds and locked the gate behind them. As they picked their way down the dark mountain road, Grandfather cast anxious glances at the sky, but Song found his thoughts consumed by the girl in white. He would probably never see her again; there was too much difference in their stations. Even so, her celestial image played in his mind.

What is her name? he wondered. She had asked his but never offered her own. Perhaps his grandfather knew.

“Grandfather?” he began, but the old man stopped suddenly, his eyes scanning the dark heavens. Kintu crouched like a cat, growling low in his throat. 

Song felt coldness pass over him, like a breeze from Kamiratan’s heights, but the leaves held motionless. No wind blew tonight. 

Gooseflesh broke out on his arms.

“Song,” Grandfather whispered, “run!”


Chapter 6

“I will not leave you!” Song hissed back.

“Go now!” the old man insisted. “I am in no danger!”

Song stared at his grandfather. He seemed to have grown in the darkness. For the second time that day he stood strong and straight, his staff tight in his hand. “Run for the hut!” he commanded and gave Song a hard shove.

A deadly chill passed over Song once more, like a shadow sweeping across the sun. He turned and fled. Behind him, Kintu gave one warning bark then fell into silence at Grandfather’s command.

Song dodged off the path, skirting the village, and set a direct course for their clearing. But tonight the trees were unfriendly. They reached with unseen branches that whipped against his face, and they thrust out their feet, slowing his stride. 

But they hid him. 

Above his head he could hear a sharp slap-slap, like the canvas sails of the river boats flapping in a stiff wind. Then there was silence, and the night grew warm again.

Song did not stop. Gasping for breath, he stumbled across the clearing and dove into the hut. Only then did his heart slow its racing. Only then did he turn back to watch for his grandfather.

Moments later, the old man and the dog shuffled up the trail and followed him into the hut. “It is all right,” Grandfather assured him with a frail grip on his shoulder. “The danger is past.” 

But Song was not all right. “What was that?” he demanded.

Grandfather sank wearily to his sleeping mat and Kintu curled protectively against his side. “That,” he said, “was a very old enemy.” He lay back, utterly exhausted, and heavy snores soon filled the room.

Song stared at him in amazement. How could he sleep so soundly when something was in the sky outside? The grass roof provided no protection. In fact, Song could see the stars through the thatch in one corner. He traveled from the window to the door and finally stepped out into the clearing, but whatever it was had gone. The night buzzed with the sounds of crickets and tree frogs, and not far away an owl added two notes to the evening symphony. 

Song reentered the hut and lay down on his mat, but the night was far gone before slumber overtook him.

~

The next morning Grandfather woke him before dawn. “I must go,” he announced.

Song rubbed his eyes. They felt gritty. His mind felt fuzzy as wool. “What do you mean?” he yawned.

Grandfather rummaged in the wooden chest, withdrawing a folded piece of parchment. “My task is much more urgent than I guessed. I must send word to those who can help.”

Then his memory cleared and Song bolted upright. “You are not going to leave me here alone, are you?”

“You will be safe,” Grandfather assured him. “Stay in the hut.”

Grandfather slipped on his walking slippers and Kintu followed him to the door, eager for another journey. “Not this time, my friend. Today you must stay with the boy.”

Kintu whined once. Then he lay down next to Song and watched Grandfather with pleading eyes.

“I will not be gone long,” Grandfather promised. “Stay in the hut!” 

Song stood at the window and watched the old man disappear down the darkened forest trail. He glanced nervously into the sky. Dawn was just casting a silver sheen behind the heads of the Kindoli. How long was “not long” he wondered.

He helped himself to breakfast, munching on some vegetables stored in the pit. The day stretched before him as long as the Chin-Yazi. Without the comfort of his grandfather’s presence, the empty hours terrified him. But what did he expect the old man to do against the unseen enemy? 

His fear evaporated with the rising of the sun. Plucking the hoe from against the wall, he spent the cool part of the morning defending the garden from the forest’s relentless attack. Then, after a short rest and a drink from the stream, he took up a whetstone and sharpened the curved blade of a sickle. 

Each spring the villagers harvested their wheat with such a tool. The handle was long and the blade grazed just above the earth, felling stalks at their base.

When the newly sharpened blade cut easily through a piece of straw, Song carried it to the thick grass at the center of the clearing. With muscles straining, he swung it in wide arcs. The grass fell in swaths. After it dried, he would gather it in thick bundles to repair the roof. 

By noon the sun burned hot. Song drank deeply from the stream again and withdrew to the shade inside the hut. He found a heel of bread and carved a sliver of cheese from a round purchased in the village. Kintu watched his hand travel from the bowl to his mouth. The boy laughed and tossed him a crust of bread.

The dog snatched at the morsel, missed, and watched it roll across the floor and bump into Grandfather’s wooden chest. With a panting grin, he looked from the boy to the bread and back again.

“You want me to get it for you?” Song grumbled. “I have been working all morning while you have slept in the shade. Go get your own bread.”

But the dog lay in his place, and the boy stood up muttering about old dogs. He crossed the room and stooped against the chest to pick up the food. Then his fingers tightened around it. 

Grandfather had forgotten to lock the chest!

The crust fell away as he rubbed the smooth, wooden lid. It stood slightly ajar. He slid his fingers under the rim and tested the weight. It lifted easily.

But opening it felt criminal. Grandfather had never let him peek inside. 

He jerked back his hands. What if Grandfather came home suddenly and found him snooping? 

Rising, he glanced out the hut’s only window. The old man was not in sight, but he had set no time for his return. Wisdom urged Song to leave the chest undisturbed.

Reluctantly, he returned to his meal, but while he had wavered, Kintu had cleaned out his bowl. The dog now lay stretched in the corner happily licking his muzzle. 

Song tossed the empty dish aside. He was too distracted to eat anyway. Unwittingly, his eyes flickered back to the chest.

What had Grandfather been hiding all these years? 

Against his better judgment, he knelt before the box, drawn like a bee to a flower. He examined the scarred surface. It was very old. He rubbed the lid again, tracing scratches etched deeply into its wood. Then, holding his breath, he lifted it.

On the very top lay a sheaf of parchment and several fine brushes. Song had seen them before. Sometimes Grandfather wrote out his stories and used them to teach Song to read. He gently lifted them out. 

Below, he found a robe of fine blue silk as dark as the midnight sky, and wrapped within it was a broken dagger. The blade was sheared off—only a jagged shard remained—but the hilt of the knife was set with gems and engraved with runes. Song could make no sense of them. 

Beneath the robe lay one more item, a wooden box. It was small, only the size of a mandarin orange, and its finish had yellowed with age. A pattern of flowers and trees had been inlaid on its surface, each leaf, each petal a separate creation. Song lifted it out carefully and carried it into the sunlight to admire the intricate craftsmanship. His fingers traced over many colors of wood but were unable to feel any seams except those created by the cover. Tentatively, he lifted it off. 

Inside were three shallow compartments that didn’t reach the full depth of the box. One of them contained a scrap of yellow, brittle parchment. Unfolding it he read two words: Song Wei. 

The boy blinked with surprise. 

He turned the box over. Even the bottom had been inlaid with colored blocks and felt as smooth as the sides. It echoed when he tapped on it, but when he shook it, it made no sound. Flipping the box upright once more, he tried prying up the bottom of the open compartment, but it refused to budge. The box was tight, hollow, and empty, and it offered no further information. 

He replaced the parchment and the lid and sat down in the shade of the hut to puzzle over the treasure. 

Perhaps the box had been a gift. In his younger days, Grandfather had wandered far and entertained some important people. The box might have been a token of appreciation. 

Or it could be a family heirloom. Perhaps his grandmother had cherished it, and Grandfather had locked it away for safekeeping. 

Then Song’s eyes grew round. Maybe the box was stolen! Perhaps Grandfather kept it hidden so his crime would never be found out. And the valuable blue silk and the knife? Where had they come from? Maybe Grandfather’s travels had been less innocent than Song always assumed.

The boy snorted. He was being ridiculous. And none of these theories could explain the scrap of parchment. Somehow he was tied to the contents of the chest.

He frowned. Could it be that this box held a piece of his personal history? Was it a link to the past he knew so little about?

The desire to know grew strong within him.

Just then Kintu let out a warning bark. Forgetting the box, Song sprang to his feet, trembling with a sudden memory of the night. 


Chapter 7

Song peered out the window. He heard no sound and felt no chill. Kintu was not barking at anything overhead, but staring intently into the woods. 

There was silence except for Kintu’s low growl. Then Song caught a flash of gray and a black-ringed tail. A mountain cat. 

Kintu saw it too. He bounded into the woods, crashing after the silent shadow. 

“No, Kintu! Come back you old fool!”

“Song!”

He whirled. Karina was just entering the clearing, waving a happy greeting.

“Karina! Come on!”

Song sprang away after the dog, not waiting to see if the girl followed. The cat was not large, but if Kintu managed to corner it, it would fight like a devil. 

“Kintu!” he called again.

The dog led him up the side of the mountain through thick underbrush. Only when the way grew steep enough to require the use of his hands did Song recall the box they still clutched. 

At last, the embankment leveled out into a long, narrow meadow. Breathing heavily, he sat on a rock to rest. He could no longer hear the dog. 

The valley was unfamiliar, and Song drank in its beauty. Golden light poured down into a carpet of green grass blazing with wild mustard blossoms. Thick briars secluded it on all sides except the steep bank where he had climbed up. All around him a tumbling of gray boulders thrust up through the green like the protruding bones of the mountain. 

A shallow stream gurgled nearby, narrow enough to straddle. After catching his breath, Song set his box aside and drank deeply of the sweet water.

Moments later, a rustle sounded behind him and Karina emerged over the embankment. “Song!” she cried, rushing toward him. “What happened?”

He had forgotten her.

He waved away her concerns. “It is only a mountain cat. You appeared just as Kintu decided to give chase.”

She paused to catch her breath, then swatted at him reproachfully. “You frightened me!”

“I did not mean to.” He took in her wildly disheveled hair, the pulse pounding against her throat, and the hot, red color staining her scar. “I’m sorry.”

“As you should be!” 

She attempted to finger her hair into submission, but it refused to cooperate. The unruly tangles were so out of character that Song could not contain a snicker. When she glared at him, he burst into full laughter.

“Let me help you,” he grinned and smoothed back the long, black strands. They felt as soft as flowing water and smelled of dried lavender. How had he never noticed the scent before? He breathed deeply and found that his fingers remained twined in her hair.

“I am sorry,” he repeated, looking down into her flushed face. “When Kintu gave chase, I did not stop to consider how it might look.”

“Then you are forgiven—” she allowed him a begrudging smile “—this once.”

Kintu bounded out of the underbrush, his thick coat ragged with twigs and burrs, and Song dropped his hand. “Kintu, you fool,” he called again, relieved to find the old dog well. 

As Kintu lapped at the brook, Song sprawled on his back in the thick, cool grass. The sun dotted his face with perspiration. All around him the meadow held perfectly still, a haven for a thousand droning insects. 

Karina still looked weary. He patted the ground beside him. “Rest a few moments,” he suggested, “then we’ll return.”

Karina sank beside him readily, lying with her arms behind her head. She sighed contentedly. “If I were ever to leave, this is what I would miss most about the mountain. The solitude and beauty. ”

Song propped himself up on one arm, his brow furrowed. “Is your life really so terrible that you think always of leaving?”

“Of course not,” she answered. “I am happy enough. But a girl can harbor dreams, can’t she?”

Kintu came to lie protectively beside Song. His soft panting merged with the meadow’s buzz. 

“What would you miss the most, Song?”

Still looking down at her, he did not hesitate. “You.”

She giggled softly. “Look!” she exclaimed. “That cloud looks exactly like Li-Min’s beard.”

He laid back, and together they soaked in the season’s waning sunlight and pointed out shapes in the passing clouds. The afternoon was so fine, the company so comfortable, and the magic of the meadow so hypnotic that both children soon dozed. 

The rumbling in Song’s stomach awakened him. He sat up. The shadows were beginning to lengthen. “Karina,” he whispered, nudging her gently. “Wake up.”

The girl stretched, blinking dazedly. “What time is it?”

“Nearing supper hour.”

Karina rose, stretched again, and caught sight of Grandfather’s box. “What is that?”

Song reached for it, feeling again its smooth finish. “I do not know. I found it in Grandfather’s chest.”

“His locked chest? Oh, Song, why did you take it?”

“He left it unlocked. I was looking at it when Kintu charged into the forest, and I forgot to put it down.” 

Grandfather would be angry. How could Song replace the box without his knowledge?

“You shouldn’t have taken it out of the chest. You know how secretive he is.”

Song’s face darkened. “But why is he so secretive?”

She shrugged. “I cannot make such a guess.”

Song jumped up and paced the meadow. “Why would he hide this from me? Why keep it locked up for so many years?”

“He must have his reasons.”

“Of course he does. And trying to figure them out is making me suspicious and angry!”

He stopped his pacing and pulled the box open, showing her the parchment. “Look, the box has my name in it. For some reason, my name was placed in this box a long time ago.” 

His eyes blazed. “There were many things in the chest: wonderful things, mysterious things, things I must be connected to in some way.” He fingered the parchment and scowled. “But my past is as unknown to me as the origins of the Chin-Yazi.”

Karina laid a gentle hand on his arm. “Song, you must trust Li-Min. He holds a great amount of wisdom. He will tell you all you need to know when the time ripens.”

But Song broke away and stood at the edge of the embankment watching the sun ease itself past the heads of the distant Kindoli. Karina knew her parents and her history. She could never understand how he felt. Even he wasn’t sure where this hot emotion had come from. It sprang up suddenly where only curiosity had stood before. 

He could not explain the compulsion he felt to find out what the box meant, as if his past and future were somehow tied up in it. He knew only that the time had come for him to find his own identity apart from the habits and fables of an old man.

He stared far off the mountain, hoping to find answers written on the horizon. 

“Song, come here.” 

Karina’s voice came from the east side of the valley. While Song mused, she had wandered across the meadow. He turned to find her peering into an open space between two boulders.

“I think I found the mountain cat’s den,” she called.

He scoffed and turned back to his pondering. “No cat would sleep where sun, wind, and rain are such easy houseguests.”

Karina didn’t move. “I think you’d better come look.”

He walked the few dozen paces to where she stood. To his surprise, the space between the rocks was indeed lined with gray fur and the remains of a season’s worth of meals. The floor was bare, hard-packed earth.

“It looks like an underground den,” he admitted, “but it sits in the sun.” 

“I think it used to be underground,” she said, her voice tight. “Look.” 

She pointed beyond the den to a round crater eight feet across and several feet deep. When Song wrestled rocks out of the garden plot in the clearing, they left holes just like this. Small holes. 

This hole was huge!

“Karina,” he realized, “there used to be a boulder sitting there.”

“That’s what I thought,” she answered. “And there. And there.”

The ground was littered with fresh craters. At one time, the cat must have dug its den deep beneath a mountain of rock. 

Karina’s face blanched. “Where did they go, Song?”

They scanned the valley frantically, as if it was suddenly haunted by ghosts. 

“There!” Song yelled. He ran toward a rock slab so huge it must have been planted by Mutan himself at the birth of the mountain, yet it sat in a fresh gouge of earth. The rock had come to rest recently, tossed there like a child’s toy. And the top, not the bottom, was stained with earth, just like the stones in Grandfather’s garden. Rain had not yet washed the dirt away. 

Looking with new eyes, they found other signs of violence. More displaced boulders, uprooted trees, rocks newly split into sharp splinters, a grove of plum trees shattered, their foliage hardly wilted.

“Song, what did this?” Karina whispered.

He shook his head. “I’m too afraid to guess. Let’s get out of here!" 

Already the valley was draping itself in shadows. Kintu had led them far up the mountain, and they must start for home before the evening grew any later. Nothing could bring Song to stay in the valley after nightfall.

But the climb down took more time than the reckless chase. Song set a course for the river, glancing nervously at the purpling sky. Hadn’t Grandfather told him not to leave the hut? Surely the old man would be home by now, worrying. 

Despite their haste, dusk overtook them before they reached the village, making the unfamiliar route hard to follow. Stars twinkled overhead then disappeared as the children ducked into a copse of heavy timber. Fear of an unseen menace pressed heavy against Song and mixed with terrors conjured up by his own imagination. He had to force his feet to maintain a careful, steady pace.

The silhouette of an elm tree loomed in the darkness, and Song’s breath loosened at the familiar sight. The village lay just ahead. After Karina was delivered safely home, his own dear hut would be only a short walk away. He heaved a heavy sigh of relief. 

Then the slap of canvas cracked against the black dome above.

Song threw himself, cowering, against the trunk of the tall tree, clutching the box to his chest with one arm. The other he threw around the neck of the growling dog. His eyes, huge as full moons, stared up through the canopy, searching for a glimpse of the enemy. He could feel its presence, sense its evil, and taste the fear it cast like a shadow around itself.

But this time he could not feel its seeping chill.

The demon passed. Song remained pressed against the bark of the trunk, his breath coming in short gasps. 

Karina grasped his arm. “S-Song!” she shuttered. “Wh-what was that?”

Before he could answer, the night’s stillness was shattered by the shrill scream of a woman. 

The village!

Another scream. 

Pounding footsteps. 

A flurry of shouts battering the air like stones flung from a slingshot. 

Suddenly, all sound was swallowed up by a single roar. Loud as thunder. Powerful as heaving earth. Terrible as death. 

And then, only mangled silence. 

A soft crackle whispered at the edge of the stillness, rising in volume till Song could see an orange glow illuminating the trees where the Chin-Yazi flowed over the toes of Kamiratan. 

The village was burning!


Chapter 8

Most mornings, Kamiratan awoke with a dazzling display of color, green and gold and rose, cheerful and happy to greet the new day. But this morning brought forth only a somber, gray dreariness. Smoke hung low along the ridges like toxic vapors escaped from a pit. Above, the mountain mourned, its sides wet with dewy tears. 

Song knelt beside the cook fire and dished himself a bowl of gruel. Last night, the soft murmur of flames had grown to a raging snarl, louder than water pouring off the mountain after a storm. Orange flames licked hungrily at the mountain’s feet. While Karina raced ahead to the village, Song had fled away home, pausing to stash Grandfather’s box among the carvings in the rock crevice, both to preserve it and to avoid punishment.

But the hut had been empty when he stumbled inside. At first he feared his grandfather might have returned and, not finding Song, left again to search, but the unlocked chest in the corner put those concerns to rest. Grandfather had not been back. Alone, Song had clung to Kintu during the long hours of the night. 

From the window of the hut, it appeared the sun had lost its way and wandered in the direction of the river. For a time, Song was afraid the fire might spread over the entire mountain. But in an act of self-preservation, Kamiratan had breathed down enough wind to blow the flames into the quenching grasp of the Chin-Yazi, and the light had gone out before dawn.

Gray ash continued to swirl among the breezes, and the reek of burned timber sullied the cleanness of morning. Song ate his breakfast in silence, his thoughts as dark as the smoky air. 

Moments later a faltering step sounded on the village path, and Grandfather dragged himself across the clearing. Weariness bent him almost double, and his eyes held sadness enough for ten lifetimes. Settling painfully beside the cook fire, he sat cross-legged with Kintu pressed against his knee. Sooty smudges blackened his skin and clothing. 

Song ladled him some breakfast.

“I have sent for help too late, I fear.” He shook his head regretfully. “Two have perished.”

“Who?” Song asked sharply. He had called Karina back from the flames, begged her to follow him, but she would not abandon her family.

“Little Tamina was lost in the fire, and Lonzi Sanochi has disappeared. Carried off, I suspect, but he may still turn up in the rubble.”

Carried off? The man was as big as an ox!

Grandfather wiped feebly at his face in a gesture of pure exhaustion. “The villagers will rebuild, as they always have, but I fear this time their heartache has just begun.”

Song’s hand trembled as he offered the old man the bowl. “Grandfather,” he whispered, “I have to know what’s out there.”

But the man was busy shoveling food into his mouth. When he began to slow, Song fixed him with a level gaze. “Twice I have felt evil pass overhead, trailing fear like a ship trails a wake. You cannot protect me by hiding it from me. Please, you must tell me what it is.”

The old man seemed to sink beneath the weight of the foul air, but he nodded in agreement. “It is time you heard the very first story.” He took one last, huge bite of porridge, as if for strength, set aside the bowl, and began:

“Long, long ago, when the earth was molded of new clay, Mutan built upon it the city of Zuminka. All about this city he planted sunny meadows that rippled with grasses and flowers. To cast shade, he fashioned groves of cool, dark trees. And everywhere he set gentle animals, and birds of every song and color. He caused waters to flow and trees to bloom and bear fruit. And at Zuminka’s very center, he placed an ancient tree, old beyond the beginnings of the world.

“He fashioned a man and a woman and placed them in a fine hut. He fashioned others to fill the city, but Zumari and his wife he set above every created thing. They were to rule over the people and the creatures. Yet, the ancient tree they must not touch. It was sacred and old, out of the land beyond time, and it was called the Guardian. 

“The man and woman lived long in their hut, at peace and at rest, discovering daily the many blessings of Mutan. The animals multiplied, and the man and woman brought forth children of their own. The city grew and filled. And always the old tree stood guard above them, but against what, the people could not tell. 

“Over time, Zumari developed great skill in carpentry. He constructed many handsome buildings and filled them with beautiful things. He crafted bowls and utensils, tools and carts. He carved likenesses of the animals for the children to play with. He was highly esteemed by all for his skill, but the man’s heart grew prideful. If only he could create something truly great, he might set himself apart from all other craftsmen.

“One day, Zumari’s path took him beneath the spreading branches of the Guardian. No breeze played against his cheek, yet the ancient giant swayed from side to side. The man stopped to watch its motion, wondering, as he often did, if the tree was recalling some storm beyond the memory of the world. 

“As he watched, he saw that the wood never cracked. In fact, not even one severed twig lay on the ground. The tree was strong and supple and perfect, with no blemish or shriveled branch. Its wood, he realized, was better than any other tree in Zuminka. 

“Disregarding Mutan’s orders, he took hold of a branch. It felt warm in his hand, and throbbed with life, yet he applied his blade and severed the limb.

“When the branch lay at his feet, the tree shuddered. A groan issued from its roots, passed through the trunk, and trembled the leaves nearest heaven in a desperate prayer of supplication. Then as the man watched, the Guardian suddenly wrenched apart, torn and splintered in an angry explosion, its proud form lifeless on the ground.

“From its wreckage arose fire and thunder and the form of an evil, black dragon. The serpent clawed itself free, shrinking from the light of the day. With a shriek of triumph and terror, it unfurled its wings and spiraled skyward, seeking refuge in the darkest bowels of the mountain. 

“From that time on, Zuminka was scattered and fell into decay. For on the day the Guardian died, the Ancient Terror entered the world.”

In the silence that punctuated the end of Grandfather’s story, Song could almost hear his hair stand upright.

“A dragon?” he cried incredulously. “That thing flying around at night is a dragon?” 

“Not just any dragon.” Grandfather’s voice sounded low and thick. “It is Ju-Long, the Ancient Dragon. The Father of Dragons. He has emerged from the mountain after twelve years.”


Chapter 9

Two hours later, Song was startled from his brooding thoughts by a rhythmic pounding. He peered blearily at his grandfather. The old man still lay where he had crumpled into an exhausted slumber, the fire smoldering low beside him. 

Song rubbed at his face. What was that infernal throbbing?

A low growl cut through the fog of his mind. Kintu stood alert beside Grandfather, peering down the path, his coat molten in the golden rays.

“Grandfather!” Song called out, just as a figure in blue and gray stumbled into the clearing. It was the keen-eyed captain, a curved sword hanging at his side.

The old man sprang up, fully awake. “What is it, Asito?”

The messenger panted for breath, disregarding formalities. “Lord Dolisu calls for you.”

Grandfather immediately grasped his staff, which still lay beside him. “He would have heard about the village,” he nodded. “Kintu, stay!” he commanded and trotted toward the manor. 

The soldier gave Song one sharp look before turning to follow.

The sound of their leaving died away, and Song found himself alone once again. Resentfully, he stumbled to the stream and splashed his face with cold water. Already the sun had burned off the grayness of morning and lightened the terror of night. But dragon or not, the chores must be done.

He turned to survey his home. The garden needed harvesting, the chickens had been fending for themselves for days, and the last of the firewood had disappeared beneath the morning’s porridge. There was also grain to pound into meal, bread to bake in the clay oven, vegetables to prepare and store, and dinner to cook. But most importantly, he must go in search of firewood before night fell.

After the garden had given up its bounty, Song took up the ax and tested the blade against his thumb. Satisfied, he called to Kintu and fitted the dog with a soft harness. Finally, he picked up a loop of rope and started into the woods.

The forest was full of deadfall, but any limbs that fell close to the hut were quickly used up. Song had to walk for some distance before coming to a dry, broken tree. He pushed the skeleton onto its side and began chopping off branches. These he gathered into huge bundles that he tied down tightly. Next, he chopped the trunk into manageable pieces. Kintu stood patiently while Song tied the end of one six-foot length to loops on either side of the harness. Then the boy hoisted a giant pile of brush to his own back. It would take multiple trips to move it all, but the single tree would give them fuel for several days.

As Song trudged through the woods with his third load, his eyes lifted to the forest canopy. He wondered how much truth his grandfather’s tale held. He had heard of dragons, of course, though he always suspected the stories were exaggerated, maybe even fanciful. But something had moved the boulders. Something had burned the village and carried off Mr. Sanochi. Something had passed overhead. 

Song’s toe struck a tree root. Unbalanced, his bulky load carried him off the path and he sprawled headfirst into a scrubby patch of autumn olive. Heaving and panting, using a heavy branch as a prop, he managed to right himself. But the shrubs claimed a chunk from his newly mended tunic.

He regained the trail, straining as if the branches were rocks. His legs trembled beneath their weight with unaccustomed weariness. He hadn’t slept well in days. And he was heartily sick of his own company. 

“A plague on dragons!” he suddenly burst out, beating his prop against a tree until nothing remained of it but a pulpy stump. “I wish I never heard of Ju-Long, or the Keeping Stone, or—or Grandfather’s wooden box!”

The box! It was still hidden in the rock crevice!

His weakness forgotten, Song shuffled back to the clearing and dropped his load beside the fire pit. Hastily, he untied Kintu. A glance at the sky promised several more hours of daylight. Perhaps he could still return the box without Grandfather’s knowledge.

“Come on, Kintu!” he called, trotting down the path toward the village. But the old dog remained behind, curling up reproachfully beside the empty harness.

“Suit yourself, then.” 

Within ten minutes, the elm at the edge of the village came into view. Song could see the secret cleft in which the box was hidden. He could also smell the smoldering remains of the settlement. He hesitated.

The air was unnaturally quiet. No sounds of children playing among the huts met his ear. No mothers called to them. Not even a dog barked. Only the thwack of a distant ax proved that life remained in the once lively community. 

Curiosity overcame caution. Bypassing the elm, Song made his way to the edge of the forest. With his first look, the hazy detachment that had claimed him since the fire gave way to raw emotion. 

The village was devastated. Where a score of huts used to stand, there remained only smoking, charred rubble. Everything had burned: carts, tools, mats, food. The ground was featureless all the way to the river, covered with soot and gray ash. 

On a swath of grass that somehow escaped the inferno, a few hasty shelters had been constructed of leaves and sawn bamboo poles. Beneath them huddled a handful of old women and young children, but most of the residents were in the forest gathering food and wood and the means to sustain themselves.

Then Song’s eye rested on a tiny box—a casket—with sides of bright, new wood. 

Sorrow welled in his heart for the people of the ruined village. Even so, he looked on them as a starving man eyes fish at the bottom of a deep pool. Though they suffered, still he longed for a share in their world. They were his people, molded of the same clay as him. But he could only gawk from the edge of the forest, showering them with an outsider’s pity.

“Have you seen your fill?”

The bitter words were spit at him from behind. Turning, he found Keeto watching him, a load of bamboo poles wrapped in his corded arms. Keeto, the knife that had carved the gulf between him and the villagers. Yet Song felt too numb to summon any resentment.

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered, “for all of this.”

The older boy leveled him with a cold stare. “Are you?” he asked. “Or did you come down the mountain to gloat?” 

Song shook his head sadly. He couldn’t understand the boy’s animosity. He had never done anything to provoke it. Could there be another reason for it, as Karina had once suggested? 

“Keeto, why do you hate me so much?” he asked.

The boy sneered, “Because you are pathetic and weak.”

“Is it because I am friends with your sister?”

“Friends?” Keeto’s eyes narrowed and his lip curled up in a snarl. “You presume too much, dung beetle.”

“I presume nothing. Karina admits our friendship freely.”

“Then she is foolish and naïve. She doesn’t know what I know.”

The boy’s words hit Song like a slap in the face. What did Keeto know? Was he just talking, or could he truly hold some of the answers Grandfather would not share? 

Keeto rammed one of the bamboo poles into Song’s chest. “My sister is too good for scum like you. But I promise you this, Great One,” he scorned, stepping forward threateningly, “if you mistreat her, I will kill you.”

Song stared at Keeto, but he was too preoccupied to show fear. “What do you know?” he asked. “About me. What do you know?”

Keeto smirked, looking like a child who had just licked clean a honey jar. “You would like it if I told you, wouldn’t you?”

Song frowned. Grandfather was as tight-lipped as they came. Keeto could know nothing. His hatred stemmed not from Song or anything he had done, but from himself. 

“It’s you,” Song whispered.

Keeto regarded him with deep suspicion. “What did you say?”

Song looked up, unaware he had even voiced the thought. Now, warily, he struggled to explain. “All of this. The names, the beatings. It’s not about me at all. It’s about you.”

“What about me?” Keeto asked, his arms tightening around the bamboo. 

Song stepped back a pace and didn’t answer.

“I already told you, dung beetle, I don’t like you because you’re pathetic and weak.”

“And beating me up makes you strong?” Song asked quietly. “It makes you important?” 

Keeto tossed the poles to the ground with a clatter. “Yeah,” he said. “It does.”

Song took another step backward. He knew he should keep his mouth shut. He knew he should start running for the woods, but he didn’t. Like an idiot, he lifted his chin. “A lot of snakes feed on dung beetles.”

Blind rage contorted Keeto’s face as he leaped on Song and pinned him to the ground. Grabbing the front of Song’s shirt, Keeto pulled his fist back and struck Song again and again.

Song struggled to free himself, but he was no match for Keeto in size or strength. He threw up his hands to block the blows. Still they rained down on his face and body like hot fire. A gray haze began to creep in the sides of his vision.

“Keeto! Stop! Stop it!” 

Dimly, Song was aware of Karina throwing herself against her brother.

Just before he lost consciousness, Keeto grabbed him by the hair. His face contorted with pure malice. “You and the Old One do not belong on our mountain.”


Chapter 10

Song lay on the ground after coming to, listening to Karina and Keeto argue. But this time the tears didn’t flow. They dried up with the heat of his anger. 

Keeto was pure evil! Grandfather might warn him of the perils of such bitterness, but he didn’t care. He let his defiance harden like fired clay. He hated Keeto! 

He climbed weakly to his knees, pausing to let his head stop spinning. When it stilled, his stomach revolted and he vomited in the dirt. 

Then Karina was by his side, her cool hands touching his face. “Song, are you hurt?”

Song moaned. 

“I brought you some water.”

She held a clay bowl to his lips. He took a few sips then splashed the rest on his bleeding face. “Help me get away from here.”

She scowled. “He will not come back.”

“I would rather not test that.”

With Song’s arm around her shoulders, Karina supported him, half-lifting him from the ground. He stood shakily beside her.

“Where do you want to go?” she asked. “To the river?”

“To the pool.”

“Kamiratan’s Pool?” she asked incredulously. “It is half a league away!”

“Grandfather says there is healing in the mountain’s tears.”

“Well, I hope you do not die getting there.”

With her hand on his elbow, Song staggered back up the mountain trail, away from the village, away from harm. As he passed the elm tree, he remembered the wooden box. 

“Karina, please retrieve my grandfather’s box from the rock cleft.”

She brought it to him. “You have not given it back yet,” she stated.

“I did not want it to burn.”

“We should return it now,” she admonished gently.

“Not yet. I do not want Grandfather to see me like this.” Again. 

Grandfather would have only words, words, words to fix a shameful situation. Stories and advice that Song had no wish to hear. He knew Grandfather loved him, but Song found no identity or comfort in the old tales. Song’s hope lay in the future, while Grandfather was forever looking back.

Karina, on the other hand, walked far with him in silence, never needing to fill the air with talk. Though the continual beatings embarrassed him, Karina never made him feel inadequate. It was that unconditional acceptance that made him crave her company. 

A hint of dried lavender touched his nostrils, and he had to admit he was discovering other reasons, as well.

“You are walking better,” Karina noticed.

Indeed, with the exercise Song’s head had begun to clear, and some of the stiffness had worked its way out of his muscles. Karina removed her hand, and they walked again in companionable silence.

Kamiratan’s Pool lay at the head of Mamuri Valley, collecting the crystal waters that fell from the mountain’s heights before they flowed away to the Chin-Yazi. The valley lay open to the sky. Gentle breezes lifted Karina’s long hair and carried the fragrance of damp earth. On one side, a grove of crab apple trees opened their arms to embrace the airy light, and clusters of vibrant pink camellias bloomed in the valley’s shadiest corners. 

Song’s step lightened as he descended into the lush valley guarded by the high crown of the mountain. It held a reassuring promise of peace and safety.

“I’ll go look for some elderberry leaves for those wounds,” Karina said, and left him beside the pool.

Kneeling at its edge, Song took long swallows of the cold, clear water. Then he stripped off his tunic and sank into its depths. The coldness took his breath away and sent shivery tingles to the ends of his fingers and toes. But it also eased his wounds, washing them, healing them. 

He floated in the crystal waters until numbness began creeping up his limbs and his teeth chattered with cold. Only then did he crawl on shore and don his garment. Sprawling in the thick grass, he let the warm rays of the sun soak into his bones. 

His eyes blinked open when Karina sat down beside him. She handed him a fistful of leaves. “Crush these and apply them to your face for an hour.”

“I cannot sit here for an hour!” 

“You can if your hands hold these.” She dropped the panda carving and his knife into his lap. “You have had no opportunity to work on it, and I am eager to see it born.”

He smiled and grimaced as his lip cracked.

“The leaves,” she reminded him.

Feeling foolish, he ground them in his hand and plastered them to his battered face. Then taking up the knife, he shaped the wood with small, delicate strokes, carving away whatever did not resemble a panda.

Karina smiled. “He will be beautiful when he is finished.” She watched him for several strokes of the knife. “I am sorry Keeto did this to you. I will speak to him again when he regains his reason.”

Song remained silent—her words would change nothing—but his knife strokes grew jerky and erratic. 

Karina laid a gentle hand on his arm. “Song,” she asked quietly, “have you never wondered how my face became disfigured?”

He frowned, the question unexpected. “I have never wished to bring you pain.”

“The pain is long gone. And when others try to inflict it anew with their barbed words and pointing fingers, I do not allow it to linger.”

Song let his eyes rest on the ugly scar. It looked pale and fragile, spreading across one side of her face like pottery glaze. “You do not have to tell me this,” he said. “Your scar makes no difference to me.”

Her eyes grew warm. “I know. But the time has come for you to hear it.” 

She took a deep breath. “When I was very young, my father used to hold tightly to my hands and spin in a circle. My feet would lift off the ground and I would thrill with the sensation of flying. This was my favorite game, and I begged my father to play it again and again.

“One day my father was drying a large catch of fish and could not play. Keeto, three years older than I, thought himself strong enough to take my father’s place. Grasping my hands, he began to spin, but my weight was too much for him. His grip slipped and I was flung into the drying racks. The racks probably saved my life, yet my face was burned in the fire.”

Song’s face was an unreadable mixture of emotions.

“It was an accident, I am certain, though I do not remember it well. I do recall the agony of the burn—and the agony I caused myself by harboring hatred for so long toward my brother. 

“Song,” Karina continued, holding his eyes, “Keeto has never learned to handle his guilt. He has made himself tough to hide his shame. But if I could learn to forgive him, so can you.”

Song tore his gaze away, returning to his panda with strokes smooth and controlled once more.

“Song?” she prompted.

He carved for one minute, then two. When he met her gaze again, the look in his eyes had grown stony. 

Karina sighed. “I wish I could stay longer, but my help is needed in the village. And you must return this to your grandfather.” She set the wooden box beside him and stood expectantly. When he didn’t rise, she sighed again and strode away.

Song set down the panda and rotated his tense shoulders. Karina’s story, instead of generating compassion for Keeto, had filled him with anger. Keeto had made himself what he was, and Song wouldn’t forgive him. He couldn’t!

He pulled the dry elderberry leaves from his face and rolled onto his back. The sky arched above him, covering the earth like an upside down bowl. The mountain scraped at its highest point, and clouds floated past like foam on the river, tainted yellow from the listing sun. 

Suddenly Song froze. Something was out of place. Something on the pinnacle of the mountain. Something that seemed to suck the light from the sun and cast the peak in shadow. 

With an effort, he forced his eyes to the mountain’s heights. He could see nothing, but he knew without question what filled him with dread. And he knew the entire valley was open to an unobstructed view from the mountain’s peak. The illusion of safety vanished.

“Karina!” he called. “Come back! Run for the falls! Now!” He snatched up his belongings and shifted anxiously from foot to foot as he waited for her.

She ran back, alarm showing in her face. “What is it?” she gasped.

“No time! Come on!” He grabbed her hand and dragged her behind him.

Scrambling up the rocks beside the tumbling stream, they climbed the cliff face. Halfway up, hidden behind rock and scrubby brush, a narrow, slippery ledge ran beneath the curtain of water. Here, the rock had been carved away, leaving a shallow cave. Song had wandered across it one day purely by accident, so well was it hidden, but from its mouth the whole valley lay exposed. 

“Song, what did you see?” Karina asked breathlessly.

“Watch,” he whispered.

They crouched motionless in the safety of the cave opening. Their vigil was soon rewarded. A shadow, tiny as a sparrow, flowed over the valley’s blowing grasses. Looking up, high, high above the mountain’s crown, Song could see the dragon soaring over the valley, twisting, circling, searching—for them! A shudder of fear shook him. 

Moments later, a dark shape flowed low over the waterfall, following the stream down the mountain, and Song got his first look at the serpent as it leveled out over the pool below. The monster was black and snakelike, with a huge, triangular head and an impossibly long, trailing tail. The span of its wings was wider than the clearing at home. It glided smoothly on air currents with movements as graceful as ripples on the pool below.

Karina gasped and clung to his arm.

The dragon floated low over the valley floor, its monstrous head shifting back and forth. Song could almost imagine it sniffed for him, like a dog on the trail of a hare. Suddenly, the serpentine body bent over itself, twisting in midair, and with a sharp snap of its wings it shot heavenward, out of view over the top of the mountain.

Only then did Song draw a breath. His strength melted away and he oozed to the floor of the cave. He had seen the dragon! 

And there was no way he and Karina could leave the valley without the dragon spotting them. Already afternoon was merging into evening. The west side of Kamiratan was dulled with shadows, and the yellowing sun gilt the faces of the Kindoli to the east. Surely Grandfather was home by now, but how was Song going to join him?

Karina squeezed his arm. “Look!” she whispered.

Following her finger, Song caught a glimpse of a girl emerging from a path at the edge of the valley. She strolled gracefully toward the pool in the middle of the meadow, heedless of the danger. With his belly full of dread, Song watched her bend at the water’s edge. 

Then he saw a tiny shadow form on the grass beside her.

“Go back!” he screamed. “Take cover in the woods!”

The girl jumped up, startled by the cry, and searched frantically for its source. “Who is there?”

Song sprang to the end of the ledge, waving recklessly. “Get away from here! Beware the dragon!”

She saw him then. “What did you say?” Her voice distorted in the distance that separated them. “I can’t understand you.”

“Dragon! The dragon!” He pointed in the air.

The girl looked skyward, her hand up to shield her eyes. Suddenly, her body went as rigid as an oak plank.

Song glanced up also, even though he knew what he would see. The dragon was lower now, its shadow larger on the valley floor. “Get out of here, girl!” he cried.

But she remained rooted to the ground.

Song watched the dragon twist again, writhing snakelike and then stretching its body into a dive. It had seen her!


Chapter 11

Without thought, Song flung himself down the waterfall trail, bounding over ledges until he reached the level ground beside the pool. Then shrieking like an angry wind, he careened through the meadow grass. 

As the girl’s figure loomed closer and closer, time seemed to slow. He stumbled and fell, catching a whirling glimpse of the dragon closing the distance above their heads. He pushed himself to his feet and found he still held the wooden box. He rushed on, driven by pure instinct.

He could see the girl clearly now. It was Lord Dolisu’s daughter, escaped again from the manor. She was leaning forward, her arms raised toward the dragon, her face not terrified but expectant!

He reached her at the same moment as the dragon. Just as the monster’s clutching claws opened to grasp her, Song flung himself between them. With a surge of adrenaline, he screamed, throwing up his arm and thrusting Grandfather’s box like a shield before the dragon’s face.

The dragon shrieked with rage and snapped its billowing wings. It hovered overhead, twisting its triangular head back and forth, glaring at one child and then the other. Song could see the monster’s overlapping scales. He could smell its rancid breath and feel the red heat of anger behind its slitted eyes. But the box protected him from the seeping chill. He held his arm stiff, each beat of his heart sounding like a gong in his own ears. 

With a mighty flap and another screech of outrage, the monster beat its way back to the mountain’s heights.

The girl crumpled on the ground like a doll whose support had been snatched away. Song gave her no time to collect herself. Grabbing her by the arm, he yanked her to her feet. “Come on!” he demanded. “It could come back!”

He hauled her up the steep path just as he had hauled Karina, dragging her to the mouth of the cave and shoving her inside. She stood panting, her cheeks flushed with color, her eyes sparkling like diamonds. She looked—thrilled!

“Are you crazy?” Song burst out. “Did you want the dragon to eat you?” 

She didn’t answer. 

A wave of exhaustion overtook him and he collapsed in a heap on the cave floor. The shock of his actions was wearing off, and his body began to shake so violently he could hardly sit upright. 

Karina went to the girl and draped a comforting arm around her shoulders. “You are safe now,” she murmured. “The dragon is gone.”

But the girl brushed her off and went to stand in the doorway of the cave, her shining eyes searching the heavens.

“Why didn’t you run?” Song asked her.

The girl ignored him. She remained a long time in the doorway.

Karina knelt beside Song. “Are you hurt?” 

“I do not think so,” he panted. “Just shook up.”

Her eyes shone admiringly in her scarred face. “That was a very brave thing you did.” 

“Foolish,” he corrected. 

“How did you know?” Karina asked with a significant glance at the box in his hand.

Song stole a quick peek at Lord Dolisu’s daughter, who still scanned the sky, and hid the box behind his back. “I didn’t. I simply reacted.”

They looked at each other, both realizing the importance of the discovery.

“You must speak with your grandfather when you get home, Song.”

He heaved a weary sigh. “I know.”

They sat in silence, watching the waterfall catch the light of evening and project its colors onto the cave wall. And they waited, none of them exactly sure what it was they waited for. 

At some point Song must have slept, for when he awakened, it was fully dark.

“I heard something,” Karina whispered, sitting stiffly upright. 

Song strained his ears, listening for any sound in the darkness. For long moments, the air was dead silent. Then he heard it, too, an indistinct voice wavering across the valley below. 

Lord Dolisu’s daughter lifted her head from where she slumped against the wall near the cave’s mouth.

The sound came again, stronger.

“It sounds like someone calling,” Song said. 

“It’s my father,” the girl said, jumping to her feet to peer into the darkness.

Other voices joined the first, now clearly repeating a name over and over. “Nori! Nori!”

“Here!” she yelled into the night. “I am here!”

Now torches could be seen flickering among the trees and pouring out into the meadow, their light reflecting off the pool’s still water.

“I’ll help you to the valley floor,” Song offered, but she had already skipped over the ledge to join her rescuers. He watched her climb nimbly down the cliff face. Soon her shadow merged with the crowd of armed troops. She would be safe. 

He picked up the wooden box. He and Karina would be, too.

~

Grandfather was waiting up beside a small fire. Song dragged himself across the clearing, forcing his hand to hold the box in plain view, and stopped opposite the old man. 

Mutely, Grandfather observed the heirloom. His eyes traveled to Song’s battered face and furrowed brow, and he waited for the boy to speak.

Song fidgeted. Facing the dragon had been easier than this.

“I took it,” he finally blurted, “the day you forgot to lock the chest. I found it, and I took it, and I’m sorry.”

Grandfather looked long into Song’s eyes, his gaze unwavering beneath bristly, gray brows. “You are forgiven.” 

Relief flooded Song. But the age-old weariness that now seemed to characterize Grandfather stole over the old man’s features. “You were wrong…but perhaps I was, too. Perhaps I should have shown it to you before now.”

Song’s apprehension instantly morphed into eagerness. Dropping to his knees beside the fire, he studied the box in the light. “Can you tell me where it came from?”

“It was your father’s.”

Song sat back, stunned. In all his speculations, he never once considered his father. “Where did he get it?”

But Grandfather had picked up the handle of his staff and was muttering to it. “The boy is still so young—so young. How is an old man to know what to do?”

“Grandfather, it repels the dragon.”

The old man cut off his murmurings. “How did you learn of this?”

“Today in Mamuri Valley.” 

Starting with the day he found the box in the chest, Song explained everything that had happened, ending with the rescue of Lord Dolisu’s daughter. 

“I thrust the box in the dragon’s face out of pure instinct,” he concluded, “and the dragon flew away up the mountain.”

Grandfather considered his words for many minutes. “I am glad, then, that you had the protection of the box, but you should not have left the hut. You have been lucky. In the future you must do exactly as I tell you. Do you understand? You must not take any more chances. Promise me!” he said with sudden intensity. 

“All right, I promise.”

The old man relaxed. “It is far more important than you realize.”

“You are still keeping something from me,” Song prompted, but Grandfather’s eyes had grown vague as he stared into the fire.

“At least tell me where my father got the box,” the boy insisted.

“It was passed down from his father.”

“It used to be yours, then?”

For just a moment, the man looked up, startled. Then his eyes resumed their preoccupied stare. “Yes, I suppose it has belonged to me.”

“But where did it come from? I mean, where does it get its powers?”

Grandfather was quiet for such a long time, Song thought perhaps he had dozed off, as he sometimes did in the warmth of a blaze. When he finally spoke, his voice seemed to rise out of the flames.

“It was made from the limb of the Guardian Tree.”


Chapter 12

Despite his fatigue, Song could not sleep for the questions swirling in his head. Could it be true? Were Grandfather’s stories all true? Had he really descended from Zumari, the first man Mutan had fashioned with a touch of his hand? But Zumari must have countless descendants. Out of such a multitude, how had the priceless heirloom passed to him?

He had asked that very question of Grandfather, but the man would say no more.

The sun traveled high in the sky before Song awoke the next morning. Feeling refreshed, he worked for several hours in and around the forest clearing. But Grandfather, whose hands were seldom idle, lounged in the shade of the chestnut tree.

“Have you solved the riddle, Grandfather?” Song asked, coming to sit beside him.

The old man looked up. “Riddle? What riddle?”

Song smiled. “The one written in the bark of the chestnut. You have spent three hours staring into it.”

Grandfather relaxed and chuckled. “I am expecting visitors today.”

“But you sent for help only three days ago. That is hardly time enough to travel from the nearest villages, even if you sent word by the swiftest runners.”

“I did not send a runner. They will come.”

The old man did rouse himself to prepare the noon meal, but afterward settled again into his chosen place, keeping watch over the village path. He was, therefore, the first to spot their visitor.

But it was not an expected guest. It was Asito, Lord Dolisu’s captain.

The man took in every detail of the clearing in one sweeping glance before bowing in front of Grandfather. “Life and good fortune to you, Honored One.” He clasped his sword hilt in salute. “My master requests the presence of your grandson this afternoon.”

“Then it is he, not I, you must speak with. He is there, in the garden.”

Asito planted his feet just outside the tilled earth and called to Song. “The manor echoes this day with rumors of you. Will you come? My master is most eager to speak with you.”

Song knew it was not a choice. No one refused Lord Dolisu. His hands began to sweat. “I will come.”

He leaned the hoe against the hut, and Grandfather rose stiffly to his feet. “If you would wait only a moment,” he asked of Asito, “I will pack a small meal for the boy.”

“He will be well-tended,” the soldier countered.

Grandfather bowed. “Please extend my gratitude for your master’s generosity. Even so, the boy has worked hard, barely stopping for a morsel at noon. I will fetch him something to give him strength.”

Asito nodded, and the old man shuffled into the hut. He returned with a hemp bag that he thrust into Song’s hands. 

Puzzled, for his noon meal had been both relaxing and sustaining, Song peered inside. The parcel contained a small loaf, some dried jujubes—and his father’s box. 

Wisely, Song pulled out the bread to eat on his walk and tied the bundle around his waist, keeping the box discreetly hidden against the folds of his tunic.

During the walk to the manor, Song’s thoughts kept pace with his steps. Lord Dolisu would wish to speak about the events in the valley, but his daughter was so unpredictable. She had been spellbound by the dragon and seemed distracted after her rescue. He feared to recall the words he had yelled at her in the heat of excitement. What had she told her father? 

Passing into the manor was twice as frightening without the reassuring presence of his grandfather. The splendor of its furnishings seemed to emphasize the plainness of Song’s simple tunic and bare feet. He did not belong here among these great ones.

Without expression, Asito showed Song into an empty room and closed the door behind him. The room, though small, was hung with two beautiful silk paintings, and the corner opposite the door held a large porcelain vase. 

The door opened and a stately, heavyset man entered wearing a robe of liquid silk. Though he had never met him, Song had no doubt this was the wealthy lord. He bowed over shaking knees. “Long life and good fortune, sir.”

Lord Dolisu placed his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “Please stand, my friend. According to my daughter’s story, it is I who should bow in gratitude to you.” He pulled Song to his feet. 

Lord Dolisu’s daughter had followed him into the room. “Nori,” her rescuers had called her. She stood now at her father’s side, gracing Song with the full favor of her smile.

Song felt his cheeks grow warm. 

Nori, he thought to himself. Beauty. The name fit her perfectly.

“Is it true then, that you saved my daughter from the dragon?” the lord asked.

Song tore his eyes away from Nori, but he could not bring himself to look the great man in the face. Instead, his eyes rested at the tip of the man’s long beard, which he addressed. “I—I just pulled her away. I did not—” He stopped in confusion and stared at his feet.

Amusement crept into the voice of Lord Dolisu, though it was not unkind. “It is as I have been told then, Grandson of the Bard. Such a great service does not go unnoticed. In token of my deep gratitude, please accept this.” 

He removed a golden chain from his own neck and placed it around Song’s. From it dangled a bright, round charm studded with tiny rubies. 

“This emblem is embossed with my family seal. May it remind you how my family is forever indebted to you for your bravery. It is justly earned.”

Song fingered the delicate seal. On it was a tiny star surrounded by the curved blade of a sickle. The unaccustomed weight, though slight, felt heavy around his neck. Proudly, he let the seal rest against his chest.

“Unfortunately, I am called away to settle a dispute among my officers, but my daughter wishes to offer you her own appreciation. She has arranged a meal.” He gestured to a low table set with porcelain dishes and two thick cushions placed on the floor on either side of it. “Please, be seated and I will send in the servants.”

Before he opened the door, Lord Dolisu bowed low. “Thank you, Song Wei.”

Nori took her place on one of the cushions. With another inviting smile, she gestured for Song to join her. He did so awkwardly, but she took no notice. She acted neither aloof, as in the cave, nor snobbish, as at the river and the fountain. 

“You were terribly brave yesterday,” Nori complimented him. “When I saw that monster swooping out of the sky, I was so frightened I could not move. I was completely frozen. But you ran down the mountain screaming like someone out of your grandfather’s stories. The next thing I realized, we were in that cave.” 

Song listened as one entranced. She was lovelier than the mountain in full bloom. He felt lowly and bumbling beside her, but at the same time, his skin tingled with her lavish praise. 

The servants began to file in with platters of food. 

“I hope you like roast peacock,” she stated. “I have asked the chef to serve it stuffed, with plum sauce.”

Song had never even tasted roast peacock.

“And there is poached salmon, lemon wolfberry tarts, fried…”

He listened as she chattered on and on, taking occasional bites of the rich food. But he barely noticed the taste. She was so different than the other times they had met. So warm. So appealing. Like a completely different person.

Abruptly, Nori pressed both of her hands over her mouth, stifling a giggle. Throwing her head back, she allowed merry laughter to fill the room and ring off the walls. “What a sight we must have been, dashing blindly up the mountain! Was it not glorious?”

Glorious? He recalled the terror and threat of the moment. “It was a nightmare,” he stated.

She didn’t seem to hear. Her eyes lit again with the same expectation he had witnessed in the meadow. “You were like a hero of old, a warrior fighting for the hand of his lady. The way you faced that dragon without flinching was simply remarkable! Not one of my father’s soldiers could have matched it!

“How did you do it?” she asked, leaning forward eagerly. “How did you drive the dragon off?”

Apprehension rose within Song. He could not share the secret of his father’s box. But what had she seen? How much had she figured out already?

“I am not sure,” he evaded. “It all happened so suddenly. I suppose the dragon was not used to being challenged.”

“But surely you knew you could best him before you ran into the field,” she prompted, her eyes gleaming.

“I never stopped to think about what might happen.”

“You held something up,” she pressed. “What was it?”

Her eyes bored into his, and he squirmed under pressure. “It was just a—a stick. A block of wood. I am not sure. I just grabbed the first thing my hand touched,” he lied. 

Her eyes narrowed in disbelief, but she quickly masked her displeasure. “Do you know what I think?” she asked with a coy smile. “I think you and the dragon are the answers to the wishes I floated downriver. Do you remember them? One for excitement, and one for danger.”

Song looked up, horrified at being included in such an awful pairing but flattered that she found him a fulfillment to her hopes.

“And to think we met that very day, that very moment, but I did not realize what you were. Oh, I was unpleasant to you!” She laughed again, not in apology but in amusement. 

“And now, a few days later, here you are eating with me, enjoying the favor of my father, and wearing my family seal.”

Much had happened since that day at the river. Song lifted the golden emblem to his eyes. “It looks so familiar,” he mumbled. 

“It is on all of my father’s ships. Surely you have seen it a thousand times.”

“What does it mean? Is there a story behind it?”

She shrugged. “If there is, I do not know it. Your grandfather is the storyteller.”

“Grandfather always teaches with stories. But I am not sure I always believe them.”

She rolled her eyes. “I should hope not. But they are entertaining. Far more than others I have heard.”

Nori kept up a lively stream of conversation throughout the entire meal, and Song hung on her words. Only after the dishes were cleared did she stand up to walk him to the door of the manor.

She smiled warmly at him again. “You amuse me, Song Wei. I think we shall be great friends.” And with that, she left him alone at the door.

Song was greatly encouraged by her simple statement. This beautiful daughter of a mighty lord desired his friendship! It was beyond a dream! 

He made his way down the garden path to the massive gate with its guards. Asito stood apart from his fellows, his sharp eyes watching the boy approach, though his face gave away no emotion. 

“Do you go home tonight to your grandfather, young one?” the captain asked, breaking into Song’s rosy thoughts.

“Of course,” Song answered with some surprise. As always, those eyes seemed to see through him. 

Asito leaned forward, speaking low. “Then take heed. Your grandfather may be other than he appears.”


Chapter 13

Song heard the murmur of voices before he entered the clearing. The sounds were indistinct and carried no meaning, so Song continued toward home without hesitation, as he had a thousand times before. 

He drew close enough to see Grandfather sitting beside the cook fire in earnest conversation with three old men. The visitors had come, just as Grandfather said they would, though how such ancient fellows could arrive so quickly he could not guess. 

Song stopped, his eyes focusing on the huddled figure of his grandfather. He was wearing the blue silk robe, the one from the locked chest. In fact, all the men wore identical robes, each in a different shade, and they were so absorbed in conversation they did not notice the boy standing nearby. As Song watched, he overheard snatches of their talk.

“…must be considered,” Grandfather was saying. “The dragon has been driven off for now, but it has seen the boy, and it knows what he carried. He will draw his own conclusions.” 

After a dramatic pause, the man in dark purple asked, “But we must be certain.”

Grandfather nodded. “I have been slow to act after my last mistake cost us so dearly.”

The voices dropped so Song could catch only snatches of what was said.

“…the evidence is compelling…”

“…always seeking the One…”

“…must take precautions…”

Song felt a vague uneasiness. He cleared his throat and strode noisily toward the fire as if he had only just arrived from the manor.

Grandfather stood up. “Gentlemen, this is my grandson, Song Wei.” 

Song bowed low before the old men. “Long life to you, sirs.”

The three men exchanged glances and chuckled, as if they shared some secret amusement. 

“And good fortune to you, son,” answered one of them with a nod. He was dressed in dark green and had a shriveled walnut of a face. “Your grandfather tells us you have won the favor of the lord.”

Song shifted from one foot to another and felt his face grow warm. He was glad the emblem he wore was hidden beneath his tunic.

“Song,” Grandfather broke in, “these are my dear companions. They have come to help.”

Help what? Fight the dragon? Song looked doubtfully from one lined face to another. “Did any of you travel with my grandfather in the old days?” he asked.

All three men nodded soberly. “Our feet have often trodden the same path,” answered the man wearing purple so dark it nearly looked black.

“Around this fire,” Grandfather began, “there is a great store of knowledge. From these men I seek wisdom, and wisdom begs prudence. Before all else, we must consider the ancient words. Much has been spoken of, and much has come to pass. In the words of the old ones we find guidance.”

The slight hope Song had allowed himself splintered. Of course Grandfather would turn to his old tales, even when it was obvious they needed a dragon slayer.

Grandfather leaned back. “My child, it is time to tell you the Tale of the Token. 

“In the days after Ju-Long escaped to haunt the deep places of the mountain, life became difficult and painful for men, for they had chosen to disregard the voice of Mutan. The dragon drove them from their city, and it fell into disarray. The people were scattered and endured hard toil. Fear and viciousness entered the wild beasts. And greed, envy, malice and death sundered man’s relationships.

“But Mutan looked on them with compassion. Not always would Ju-Long plague the earth. The number of his days was limited. One day a new tree would grow, and it would bring about an end to the dragon.

“To a son of Zumari, a token was given as a sign of Mutan’s promise. It was carefully hidden away and kept as a reminder of this hope, but with the passage of time, it has fallen from the memory of mankind.”

Song squirmed, resisting the story, but he was compelled to ask, “What was the token?”

Four ancient faces exchanged glances. 

“We know not,” Grandfather said gravely. “It, like the secret of the Five Great Gifts, has been lost.”

Song jumped up. “Then why do you tell me these things? Why hold out hope only to snatch it away again? I am not even convinced of their truth! In fact, I am quite certain they cannot be true.”

Yet, once he heard them, the stories never went away. They lodged in his memory, plaguing his thoughts. Against his will, they became a part of him.

“There is more you do not know, young one,” spoke the purple-robed man. “The story grows bleaker still, yet in it may be found wisdom and the hope you seek.”

The man with the walnut face picked up the thread of the story. “Zumari lived to an age far beyond the years of other men. Before he died, he blessed his elder son. The Elder was a mighty man; strong, ambitious, and handsome—his father’s favorite. He was given a double portion of everything his father owned. Then Zumari called down from Mutan blessings of wealth and success upon his head, and Mutan granted them.

“This provoked envy in the heart of the younger son, who cared more about gain than honor. Envy gave birth to anger and anger to hatred. One day, after the time of mourning their father had passed, the Younger gave vent to his jealousy. He struck his brother and killed him. In the end, the family was divided, with great bitterness and anger on both sides.”

Song waited for the story to continue, but only the creak of the chestnut tree filled the silence. “That’s it?” he asked. “That is supposed to give me hope?”

The man cloaked in deep crimson spoke for the first time. “No, Song Wei. It is to help you understand the prophecy. Within the prophecy lies our hope.” 

He leaned forward and recited:

“Mud and mire shall birth a tree,

A sprout shall grow of ancient seed.

The five unite to break the one;

The curse of man shall be undone.

But brothers rise ere dragon’s bane;

The last shall smite the first again.”


Chapter 14

The men stayed only one night. 

The next morning, as Song twisted the dried leaves of garlic bulbs into long braids, he had much to think about. Did he really believe the tales? He wasn’t sure. But the dragon was certainly real. And the box had repelled it. And his name had been placed inside the box. Somehow, he fit into whatever drama was playing out. 

Was he a descendent of one of the brothers predicted to rise again? Was he a son of the good, mighty Elder? 

Despite his name, he was not mighty. 

Could he be a son of the Younger? Did he have treachery and hatred in his blood? 

He hoped not. 

Yet, didn’t Grandfather warn him about not letting hatred and bitterness fester? And hadn’t he done exactly that? Even now the thought of Keeto made his blood heat.

Perhaps Keeto was one of whom the prophecy spoke. Perhaps he was a natural, blood enemy. Perhaps there was reason for their feud that went beyond what either of them understood. Would one rise to smite the other down, as the prophecy said? Was it happening already?

Song shuddered.

But what about Karina? She couldn’t possibly be a blood enemy, could she?

At that moment he heard her humming on the village path, her voice as sweet as the song of the thrush. It brought him pure, honest pleasure just to hear her.

No, Karina could never be his enemy.

The girl entered the clearing and her face lit up at the sight of him. “Good morning, Song.” 

He waved. Lifting the long braids with their dangling bulbs, he carried them into the hut to hang within easy reach.

“Hello, Karina.” Grandfather looked up from the parchment he wrote on. “Does the village hold so few chores that you seek more elsewhere?”

“It is companionship I seek, and chores hold no repugnance for me. Have you work that needs completing?”

Grandfather gazed at her affectionately. “I hold no claim to your aid, but if you were to wash the laundry in that basket, my aging back would thank you.”

Song reached it before her. “We’ll do it together,” he said.

“Many hands make a burden lighter,” she agreed, grasping one of the handles.

They set the basket on the bank of the stream. It contained only a few garments, but each must be soaped, scrubbed, and beat upon the rocks to loosen the soil that clung to the fabric. Then they must be rinsed, wrung out, and draped over a bush to dry completely.

As they bent to the work, Song noticed Karina looked dingy and sooty, as if she, too, might need a good ducking in the mountain stream.

“How is it in the village? I have not been there since Keeto...” his voice trailed off.

Karina gave him a sympathetic look. “The village is being cleaned and rebuilt, but much is still in turmoil. We have nothing, and two ghosts haunt our thoughts.”

“I’m sorry I have not been able to come.”

“You need not apologize.” 

She stopped work and considered him. “I spoke again with Keeto. Perhaps this time—” 

“Keeto will not change.” His voice sounded brittle, even to his own ears.

“There is always hope.”

Song’s eyes were drawn unwittingly to her scar, which was turning purple with the exertion of her labor. After Nori’s flawless complexion, the disfigurement seemed gross and unnatural. Repulsive. 

“Why do you look at me in such a way?” she asked with a small smile.

Song felt immediate shame. “No reason. You just look tired.”

“I am.” Her eyes grew weary. “Sometimes I wonder if things will ever return to how they used to be. I find myself looking for little reminders that life is, indeed, normal.” She gave him a keen glance. “Little details like your panda. Have you finished it?” 

“I forgot it at the waterfall. Honestly, I have not thought of it since. A figurine seems silly now, after everything that has happened.”

“You must not give up on it. Your art is an important part of you, one you must not forget. Especially when life gets hard and you feel insignificant in the face of tragedy, as I do,” she whispered. “That is when you must remember who you are.”

“But I do not know who I am!” he burst out. Did she still not understand? He’d never known his parents. He didn’t even know how they died. He didn’t know anything about himself.

Karina sat back on her heels, her coarse tunic bunching about her knees. It was shapeless and ugly, tied with hemp at her waist. 

These things had never bothered him before. Could the poison of the brother’s feud be staining their friendship? Could Karina really be his enemy?

She looked at him piercingly. “You are my friend, Song Wei. That is of no small consequence. And there is honor in your heart.” 

The words made him feel worse.

She softened. “Would you like me to go back to the waterfall with you and retrieve the panda?”

“No carving is worth risking our lives for,” he muttered. 

“We cannot live our lives around fear,” she countered.

“I don’t want to go, Karina!” he exclaimed, more harshly than he intended.

She paused, stung by his outburst.

He hung his head. “Karina, I’m sorry.” 

What was wrong with him? What was happening to the friendship he had so long treasured? Anger and confusion were ripping him apart. He wanted to confide in her as he had always done, but he wanted to protect her as well. Maybe it would be best if they put some space between them, just until he figured out if the stories were true. “Karina, I don’t think—”

But footsteps sounded on the village path. 

Nori sashayed into the clearing looking fresh and beautiful in a pink silk tunic that clung to her figure and rippled when she walked. Song hated himself for noticing. On her feet she wore walking slippers, not of straw but of soft leather. Asito followed in her wake, bedecked in blue and grey and his ever-present sword.

“Song!” the girl trilled. “I’ve come to speak with you.”

Turning to her chaperone, she ordered, “You may go, Asito. Song is perfectly capable of walking me home when my business is concluded.” 

With an emotionless glance at Song, the servant vanished.

“Song, do come here,” she commanded.

Song could not look at Karina as he approached Nori.

The girl arched her eyebrows at Karina. “I’d like a private word.

“I have a proposition to make,” she announced after pulling him a few steps away. “I have not spoken yet with my father, but I am sure he will agree. I want you to come live in my father’s manor.”


Chapter 15

Song stared at her, stunned. Live in the huge estate on the mountain? 

“Why?”

“Because I would feel safer knowing someone was nearby who could watch over me all the time. You hold some kind of power over the dragon. You are a natural choice.”

Song shivered with excitement at her words. He glanced at the bamboo hut he had lived in all his life. It looked small, rustic, and squalid. “I could never leave Grandfather,” he answered regretfully.

“Bring him with you. We have room.”

“I—I will have to think about it.”

His head reeled. What would it be like to wear silk, to have servants cook and clean for him, to sleep on soft cushions and have anything he wanted to eat, anytime he wanted it?

He could see Karina glancing at them from the creek, listening to every word. He turned away and gazed into Nori’s brown eyes, taking in her perfect teeth, her smooth cheek. Like a dog waiting under its master’s table, Song coveted every scrap of attention the beautiful girl might throw him. 

He smiled. “I should not need to think too long, I imagine.”

Her imperial manner dropped away and she laughed, the sound like raindrops on Kamiratan’s Pool. “Just tell me when you are ready and I will have the servants fetch your things.” She glanced at the hut, her nose wrinkling. “It shouldn’t take much effort.”

She slid her arm possessively through his and pulled him toward the path. Her touch tingled. “See me home. It is a beautiful day for walking.”

He glanced behind him. Karina still washed his clothing in the creek. “I have chores to finish,” he protested weakly.

But Nori pulled at him. “Let your servant girl do it.”

Karina straightened and met his eye. 

He glanced at Nori—beautiful Nori—and he did not correct her.

“Tell my grandfather I will be back shortly,” he called to Karina.

Her face stiff and expressionless, she watched them leave.

“Slow down,” Nori commanded, pulling him back to a leisurely walk when they lost sight of the hut. “I do not want to catch Asito on the path.”

Song glanced at her sharply. “Is he not trustworthy?” 

“I didn’t mean that,” she said with surprise. “My father would never elevate anyone to a position of trust if that person had not earned it.”

“He has worked long in your house, then?”

“Twelve years. Since I was a baby.”

Lord Dolisu trusted the man. The thought did much to set him at ease. 

“Come, let’s take a detour,” she encouraged.

“Where shall we go?”

Her eyes sparkled with mischief. “To the waterfall cave.” 

Song wavered for just a moment. The cave had always belonged to him and Karina. And what about the dragon?

He reached his hand down to feel the hemp bag he always kept tied there, and the hard object within. The box was there. And Nori was smiling at him. At that moment, he would have followed her anywhere.

She laughed again. “Come on, I’ll race you!” she challenged, and set off down the path.

Song grinned and gave chase, catching her easily and staying just beyond her reach.

“Wait for me!” she called and held out her hand.

He took it and they romped into the valley. Laughing, they fell into the soft grass. Song could feel no evil lurking on the mountain today. 

Nori leaned back on her elbows to catch her breath and he followed her lead, surveying the green slopes that towered above them. The trees climbed up, up, until they bowed to the mountain’s high, rocky crown.

“This valley is one of my favorite places,” he shared—hesitantly at first, but the mountain lent him strength. “Kamiratan overlooks it like a mighty lord, holding back his power. The stream gives it life, the forest clothes it with majesty, and the pool shimmers with light. Each serves a purpose. Each balances the others.”

She listened with rapt attention. “These slopes will always remind me of you.” 

The words filled him with warmth.

She leaned toward him. “Do you know what your name means?”

Song reddened. He knew perfectly well and wished she did not. 

“Do you?” she insisted, sitting up to look at him more closely.

“It means Great One,” he muttered with a glance at her, “and I hate it, for it does not fit me as yours fits you.”

“But it fits you perfectly,” she said with a laugh that was not unkind. “For it also means Forest—Mighty Forest. And that, perhaps, is why it was chosen for you.”

He considered her words, and new pride swelled within him. No longer was he just a dung beetle, beaten by village boys and pitied by a disfigured peasant girl. The daughter of Lord Dolisu admired him! She desired his friendship, and she had likened him to the very slopes of the mountain he loved.

Mighty Forest!

As he ran his eyes over the scenic landscape, they fastened on the waterfall, and he remembered his carving. Suddenly, it seemed important again. Important enough to share.

“Follow me,” he cried.

He led her up the rocky path.

“Where is the dragon?” she wondered, looking about them unafraid.

Song was recalling his frantic climbs, first with Karina, then with Nori. But now the memory seemed dreamlike, the terror softened like a nightmare upon waking. He pushed aside the shrubbery at the cave entrance and retrieved the unfinished carving. Holding it out to her, he felt strangely vulnerable.

Nori took it and examined it in the light that flowed through the waterfall. “What is it?”

“It’s a panda,” he said with some disappointment. He thought she would see the shape, as Karina had. But in her hand, it looked like a formless lump of wood. 

“It will be a panda,” he corrected, “when I am done.”

“You are an artist, then?” Her face lit up. “Have you others? If the craftsmanship is very fine, my father would be interested in seeing them. He has no skill himself, only a passion for beautiful things.”

“They are not here. They are hidden near the village.”

“Then you must show me another time,” she said, handing back the wood, “for right now I’ve a mind to find a dragon.”

“You what?!” It was one thing to walk about the mountain and ignore the presence of danger. It was quite another to go searching for it.

“Oh, don’t be a child,” she scolded. “Today I am free of my father’s stuffy old house, and I will enjoy myself.”

The black, serpent-like face; the slitted, hate-filled eyes; the writhing, twisting body all came back to Song with renewed terror. 

But Nori’s eyes blazed hungrily. “You have protection from it, do you not?”

He faltered, “Perhaps.”

“Then what are you afraid of?”

He remembered her arms outstretched, leaning forward in anticipation of the dragon’s grasp. Had she no fear? Or was she mad? 

It was madness, he knew, and he began to feel like a toy in her hands. “Where?” he asked unhappily.

“The summit. From there, we can see far.”

“And be seen from far,” he muttered.

But Nori became even more animated, more charming on the hike up the mountain, and despite his growing fear, Song followed.

And so they came to the place that had always brought him peace. But today, with the full force of the sun revealing details softened by moonlight, he could see that things on the mountaintop were not always peaceful. Though the signs were veiled by the passing of many seasons, there remained evidence of a great fire that had swept over the summit: broken, blackened trunks, cracked rocks, and sooty smudges on the face of the cliffs that had not been altogether erased by the rains of time. 

Song stood with Nori on the very edge of the precipice that overlooked the Chin-Yazi River Valley. As always, time and space seemed to stream past like a ribbon blowing in the wind, one he could reach out and grab. But this time, he hoped it would blow on past. This time, he wished only to go home.

“I cannot see the dragon,” Nori said, disappointed. 

She was crazy, he realized. She was obsessed with the thrill of peril. 

Nori pulled strands of whipping hair back from her face. “I wonder where it hides, where its lair might be.”

She turned to circle the mountain’s crown, peering down into valleys and hollows, but Song retreated to his boulder. He had no wish to uncover the sleeping beast or travel the dark, evil tunnels it occupied.

As she circled behind him, thrashing through waist-high vegetation, Song gazed across the heads of the Kindoli. Suddenly, on the edge of the cliff, in the very spot where they had just stood, an image of his grandfather shimmered into focus, solidifying before his eyes.

“Grandfather?” he asked mildly, believing perhaps it was a vision conjured up by his imagination or the magic of the mountain. But the figure jumped at the sound of his voice and turned toward him, scuffling a rock over the side of the cliff that bounced and echoed on its downward path.

Song stood, terrified, atop his boulder. “Grandfather!” he whispered.

As suddenly as it appeared, the figure vanished, leaving behind nothing but the sound of a crashing rock to testify to its presence.


Chapter 16

Song heard little of Nori’s idle chatter on the walk down the mountain. He hardly even noticed when she grabbed his hand. Unable to command his attention, she finally fell into sullen silence. But within sight of the manor, she took up her game again, lacing her fingers through his and flashing her most inviting smile.

Asito swung the gate wide for them. Grasping his sword, the guard bowed and let them pass, though his eyes flickered over their entwined fingers. In that brief moment, the blunt end of the sword tilted toward Song, and he caught a glimpse of a sickle design worked into the metal. It looked exactly like Lord Dolisu’s seal, minus the star. 

Song’s eyes flashed to the hilt of the second guard. It bore the full seal.

Nori drew him into the courtyard beyond the walls, to the very fountain he had hidden beside during his first visit. 

“Shall I send servants to move you here tonight?” she asked sweetly, but her smile now seemed a thin veneer, her devoted attention mere connivance. She had never cared about him, he realized, only about what she could gain from him. 

“My grandfather has lived long in the hut,” Song hedged, eager to escape to its comfort. “Allow me some time to persuade him.”

“All right,” she frowned, glancing into the sky. “But I will feel safer if you are firmly planted here.”

He laughed out loud. After chasing the dragon all over the mountain, he finally understood. She wanted him to draw the dragon. That was the reason she invited him to dinner, the reason she persuaded him to abandon Karina and join her on the mountain.

Dear Karina. How he must have hurt her. 

“No, Nori,” he said, pulling his hand free. “You care nothing for safety, only for chaos and drama, with no regard for who might get hurt. I’ve no wish to live in your manor.” 

Nori’s eyes filled with indignation.

Before the girl could work into the tirade he knew was coming, Song turned to leave. “I need to go home,” he insisted. “The hour grows late.”

Behind him, he heard a squeal of rage, and one rock, then two, struck him painfully in the back. 

As Asito opened the gate, Song saw a tiny smile, the briefest glimmer of smug satisfaction, on the captain’s lips. It was the most emotion he had ever shown. 

Song walked away, more ill at ease than he had been on the mountain’s summit. He never should have angered Nori. What mischief would she now work to repay him?

So preoccupied was he that he forgot to skirt the village within the cover of the trees until the first hut came into view. Quickly he backtracked, hoping, praying he had not been seen.

“Song!” rang out a voice. It was Keeto, jogging toward him.

Song froze, glancing around for the other boys. They were nowhere in sight. “What do you want?” he scowled as the boy stopped in front of him.

Keeto licked his lips and glanced awkwardly down at his feet. “I—I want to apologize,” he muttered.

Song narrowed his eyes, prepared to flee at the least sign of treachery. 

“I promised Karina I would.” 

Song waited. Keeto’s eyes looked everywhere but at him. Finally, the older boy sucked in a deep breath. “My sister explained to me today how it is between you. She made me understand how—” he struggled to get out the word, “—lonely it is for her in the village, and how her—scar—never discouraged your friendship.”

He paused, biting down on his lower lip, and his agonized eyes rose at last to Song’s. “I never, never meant to hurt my sister,” he whispered.

But the memory of the beatings wouldn’t die so easily. “That never stopped you from thrashing me before,” Song reminded him accusingly.

“I know. And I am sorry. I did not understand. I thought I was protecting her from getting hurt.”

Song studied the boy more closely. Could this be true? Was he finally to be allowed passage through the village like a respectable human being? Or was this simply another of Keeto’s cruel tricks?

Keeto folded his arms in front of himself and explained, “One of my earliest memories was of the fire on the mountain twelve years ago. I was only three, but I remember the horror of it, the death it caused among my people. I guess, since your grandfather came to live on the mountain at that same time, I’ve always associated him with it—blamed him, perhaps—and never accepted either of you as part of the community. My sister showed me that I was wrong.”

But Song had stopped listening. What did he mean, Grandfather came? Grandfather had lived on the mountain longer than Keeto had been alive. He had raised Song’s father there. 

Song opened his mouth to ask but saw one of the village boys sneaking up on his left. He cut his eyes to the right. There was another. And another. 

It was a trick!

Hatred blazed through Song, and he focused all his bitterness into one powerful thrust of his fist. It collided with Keeto’s jaw. 

The boy cried out in surprise, and Song used the moment to flee. But he was an instant too late. At the edge of the woods, one of the boys dove and just managed to close a hand around his ankle. Down he went. Again.

“Stop! Do not touch him!” Keeto called out.

Song curled himself into a ball, waiting for the bully to assume the honor of pummeling him himself. But the blows never fell. Instead, Keeto reached down and pulled Song to his feet. Song watched the expressions of disbelief spread across the faces of the other boys.

“What are you doing, Keeto?” one of them asked. “Aren’t you going to smash the little cockroach?”

Keeto glared at the boys. “There will be no more fighting. You are going to let Song pass through the village unharmed, do you understand?”

“But we always—” another began.

“Not anymore. This is my sister’s friend, and I will honor that.”

Song brushed the leaves and dirt from his tunic. Slowly, the expressions around him changed from confusion to sullen obedience. And then, their chance at fun stolen away, they began to drift back to wherever it was they came from.

“Are you all right?” Keeto asked.

Song nodded, having trouble overcoming his own disbelief. “Are you?” he asked, seeing the blood on the older boy’s lip.

Keeto touched the tender spot. “I suppose I deserved that,” he grimaced. Then he gave a rueful smile. “If you had gotten in a few more of those over the years, I might have been persuaded to give it up sooner.”

He chuckled, and in a moment the two of them were laughing together. Keeto clapped him on the shoulder. The gesture of acceptance melted the last of Song’s suspicion.

“Keeto, you said my grandfather came to live on the mountain twelve years ago. You must be mistaken.”

But Keeto shook his head. “No, I am certain of it. He came just after the two strangers, a man and a woman, died on the summit.”


Chapter 17

Grandfather was waiting for him beside the locked chest. Song stepped up to him with grim determination. He had put many facts together.

“I have questions that need answers,” he insisted angrily.

The old man nodded once, his shoulders slumped, his eyes resigned.

Song folded his hands in front of him. “What happened twelve years ago on the summit? Twelve years ago, when Ju-Long last visited the mountain? Did he cause the fire? Why did you let me believe you have lived here forever when you and I both came here at that same time?” He narrowed his eyes. “And tell me the truth. Are you or are you not my grandfather?”

The old man drew a breath that seemed to give him strength beyond what his fragile figure could boast. “I am a member of the ancient council of the Wise, and I have been sent to Earth for one purpose alone. To defeat Ju-Long the dragon.”

Song felt the air rush into his lungs. “I would not believe you if I had not seen you on the mountaintop tonight.”

“I did not know you would be there.”

“Or you would still be veiling the truth from me,” Song seethed. “Why have you allowed me to believe a lie?”

“To protect you.”

“From what?” He nearly yelled it.

“From Ju-Long.”

Song began to pace. “He is a dragon, it is true. But I have heard stories of dragons before. And of dragon slayers.” He let sarcasm color his words. “Why does this one require your services?”

“I have told you. This is Ju-Long, the Father of Dragons. It was he who set the mountain burning that night twelve years ago. 

“For thousands of years he has been biding his time in the bowels of the mountain, waiting, gathering strength. He comes up occasionally to torment, to burn, to play, but he is not satisfied merely to toy with mankind. He desires no less than total destruction.”

Song stared at Li-Min incomprehensively. “How can this be so? He is just a beast. Like Kintu.”

Li-Min shook his head. “His offspring are mere animals, devoid of reason or emotion, but within the heart of Ju-Long dwells understanding and treachery beyond the knowledge of this world. 

“A day will come, indeed it may be at hand, when he will call the lesser beasts to himself. He will drive them with the strength of his own malice—for it was this reason alone that he spawned them—and they will answer his call. It will be a time of terror, of annihilation, of complete and utter destruction.” 

Song considered his words, his spine prickling. He did not know what to believe. “And your companions whom you summoned,” he asked, “they are also members of your council?”

“They are.”

“Are they all sent to fight the dragon?”

“We work in cooperation with one another, but each member of the Wise has his own appointed task.”

“They seek other dragons?”

“Not dragons.”

“Then what?”

“It is not my place to share their assignments. But there is much more to the world than what can be seen with the eyes.”

Song paced to the window and looked up into the darkening sky. “So now what? How do we deal with Ju-Long?”

“We wait for the fulfillment of prophecy.”

“For the tree to grow again?”

“And for the brothers to rise.”

Song’s heart thumped. The feud with Keeto had been resolved. He could not be a brother, could he? “How will you know who they are?”

“I know one already.”

Song sucked in his breath. “Who?”

Instead of answering, Li-Min pulled the brass handle off his staff and handed it to him. “Tell me what you see.” 

Song lit a candle in the waning light and held it close to the hollow tube. “I see runes covering the entire face, but I cannot read them. I have seen them before, on the hilt of the broken knife.”

“They are the same,” the old man confirmed. “It is the language of Zuminka, the first city. They tell the stories I have told you, of the gifts, and the tree, and the dragon, and the brothers.”

“A recorded history,” Song breathed.

“So it would not be forgotten. What else do you see?”

“Nothing.” He turned the handle carefully in the light. “Wait, I see…” he pulled the medallion from under his tunic. The star and the sickle were duplicated exactly on the top of Li-Min’s staff. “I see Lord Dolisu’s family seal!”

“The star and the sickle. The sign of life accompanied by the sign of death. It was the coat of arms of the royal family of Zuminka. Lord Dolisu is a direct descendant of Zumari.”

Song’s eyes grew round in the darkness. “But which one?” he gasped.

“Think for yourself. Remember the story.”

Song recalled the tale told to him by the walnut-faced man. The Elder son was murdered by the Younger. But why? He was jealous of something. Of the blessing. Of the promise of greatness and success.

“Lord Dolisu is a son of the Elder!” he exclaimed.

Li-Min smiled. “You have guessed correctly.”

“But who is the Younger?” Song asked.

“The Wise do not yet know. But finally, after many long years, I believe the time is ripe. Soon you will see many things come to pass. Tomorrow, we must travel again to the Keeping Stone. I must consult my council.”

Song rolled the staff handle slowly between his hands. He had learned much, but something still disturbed him. 

“I have one more question,” Song asked in a subdued voice, “though I think I know the answer. Who were the people who died on the mountain in the fire that night?”

It took Li-Min several moments to work out the words. Even so, they came out as a whisper. 

“Your parents.”


Chapter 18

“Do you usually materialize yourself to the Keeping Stone, as you did on the mountaintop?” Song asked Li-Min as they walked along the Chin-Yazi path at dawn the next morning. The big, golden dog trailed at their heels.

“Rarely. Kintu cannot travel in such a manner. And I cannot foresee who may be waiting nearby when I reappear,” he replied pointedly.

“Then why did you do so yesterday?”

“Because I had so little time. Karina spent all day in the clearing, waiting for you to return.”

Guilt dug a hollow in Song’s stomach. He would have to make it up to her.

“Why did you need to go to the summit anyway?”

“To keep my eyes open for Ju-Long’s next move. He often returns to the same haunts. It is why I took up residence here twelve years ago, near the scene of your parents’ death.”

They walked in silence. Song could think of no more questions, but he knew one thing the wise man did not know. “Nori asked us to move into her house.”

Li-Min looked up in surprise. “Why has she done such a thing? I am available anytime her father summons me.”

“She did not want you. She wanted me. She thrives on danger.”

The old man nodded. “She is bored.”

“She is also manipulative,” Song added.

“I am pleased that you have seen this. Then you will not be manipulated.”

“I fear she molded me to her will quite easily yesterday. I was flattered by her attention.” He felt so foolish now. “But she cares nothing for me.”

“And in learning this,” Li-Min nodded with understanding, “you did a great disservice to one you truly care about.”

Song groaned. “And I may have placed us in jeopardy. When I turned Nori down, I angered her.”

Li-Min pursed his lips together, musing over the situation. “Nori may be Lord Dolisu’s weakness, but he is no fool,” he stated. “He will act judiciously.” 

The miles fell away under their walking slippers. Before the sun rose straight above their heads, they were climbing toward the circle of cypress trees.

As before, Song felt like he was stepping into another place and time. The air within the glade felt cool and damp and knowing, as if its memory stretched beyond the lifetime of the giant trees. The thick carpet of moss and needles absorbed sound, and the interlaced boughs guarded against all other intrusions.

The members of the Wise, in their colored robes, waited around three sides of the Keeping Stone. Li-Min opened his sack and pulled out his own blue garment. Then he took his place on the western point of the compass.

Together the Wise took up their staffs and began chanting in a language unfamiliar to Song. As he watched, their earthly veils slipped away, and he saw them revealed in their true form: tall, straight bodies with rounded muscles and coal-black hair, brows high and proud and unlined, eyes burning with the light of truth.

They were no longer fragile, bent old men. They were formidable forces with the strength of Mutan in their fists and the wisdom of the ages written on their staffs. They exuded power and majesty.

Each robe began to glow, softly at first, then brightening to fill the circle. And where their colors merged, in the exact center of the clearing, a globe of clear, white light settled above the Keeping Stone. In this globe, figures began to move.

Song watched, fascinated, as the old tales played out, pantomimed before his eyes. He watched the birth of mountains and the gathering of mighty waters. Grass and trees sprang up in an instant. A golden sun burst upon the scene. And then—he gasped—was he seeing the real image of Zumari and his wife and children? Was that truly the Guardian Tree splintering before his eyes? 

Suddenly Ju-Long flared up within the globe, and Song fell over backward in alarm. But the dragon flew away until he was only a small speck flying around Kamiratan’s miniature heights. 

Song clung to a branch of a cypress tree as he watched story after story: the fight between sons, the image of a star descending from heaven to rest in the palm of a mighty warrior, armies, battles. Ages passed in a breath. Civilizations rose and fell. And then a seedling appeared and blossomed in a moment into a beautiful young tree.

The glowing colors suddenly faded, and darkness filled the clearing. A red haze filled the bottom of the globe. Then flames leaped high, licking to the top of the sphere. A house appeared within; a large estate that sprawled like a lazy cat on the side of a mountain. Lord Dolisu’s house! And it was burning!

A great, winged figure suddenly blocked the flames, and the sphere of white light died away, spent.

The glade returned to normal, and four old men stood facing each other in the center of it.

Song trembled among the cypress branches. “What—what did that last image mean?” he whispered.

Li-Min turned to him, the weight of centuries resting on his shoulders. In a voice weary with sadness, he answered, “Ju-Long has attacked the manor.”


Chapter 19

“His power has grown if he has dared to attack in broad daylight,” spoke the purple-robed man.

“Or his arrogance,” said the one in crimson, “and that may be construed as a weakness.”

Li-Min turned to Song. “I must go now, even at the expense of counsel. Can you find your way back alone?”

“I—I think so,” Song answered.

“If you lose your way, Kintu will guide you. He has made the trip many times.”

“And you? What will you do?” Song asked.

Exhaustion filled the old man’s words. “Whatever I can.” 

And then he was gone. Vanished.

The other members of the Wise filed past Song, each laying his hand on the boy’s shoulder in a gesture of compassion. The last one, the one with the walnut face, comforted him. “Nothing happens beyond the will of the High One. When it is your turn to take your place among the players in this drama, you will find you have the courage and the strength already inside you.”

And with those words, they were gone. 

The air was suddenly stifling, the glade as still as a tomb. Without the presence of the men, the ancient circle felt eerie and oppressive.

“Lead on, Kintu,” Song commanded, following the big dog down the mountain trail. 

From the heights, Song looked far into the distance and could see smoke rising beyond the ridge of hills. He feared for Nori and Lord Dolisu and the scores of people who called the estate their home. It would be hours before he reached the scene of destruction. 

And once he arrived, what could he do? Even the Wise, whose power and strength and magic he saw revealed today, could do nothing but wait for events to unfold as they were predicted.

Yet there was encouragement in their words, in the thought that all this was foreseen. The old tales, the prophecies, the teachings of Li-Min, they were part of something that was meant to be. With that comfort, Song could go on waiting with the rest, trusting in a hope. 

The hours grew tedious with no one but the dog to talk to. He missed the company of Grandfather. 

Not Grandfather, he corrected. Li-Min. 

But the new name seemed silly. After all, the man had not changed. Only Song’s perception of him had changed. He was still the one who had raised him, and the bond of affection that tied them together had not vanished with the removal of the mask. 

No, Song resolved, he would continue to call him Grandfather. 

The path drew near the river, and Song gazed out across its vast expanse. Beyond, a fold of the Kindoli rose up to command the river’s course, and Song had an unobstructed view of its bulk silhouetted against the sky. What he saw there made him leap beneath the cover of a nearby tree. For circling above the mountain’s crown was the form of Ju-Long!

Fear locked the breath within his chest, and his knees trembled at the sight of the hideous, twisting body. He fumbled to remove his only weapon from the satchel tied around his waist.

The smooth wood of the Guardian Tree eased his panic, and he soon realized this dragon was not Ju-Long at all. This serpent was smaller, with a dark green body that glinted silver in the sunlight.

He watched the monster ride the updrafts that pushed along the cliffs. It glided as gracefully as a bird of prey. Then with a mighty stroke of its wings, it flew northward, straight for Kamiratan.

Ju-Long was calling his sons to himself.

He must tell Grandfather! Already, the sun dipped toward its rest. He must make haste!

He crept from beneath his shelter and jogged down the village path, his knuckles whitening around the wooden box. Then beneath his fingers, Song felt a movement, as if the face of the box had shifted.

Slowing, he inspected it more closely. He had not been mistaken. A section of one side panel had slipped out of alignment. 

A sick feeling rose in his stomach. In his carelessness, he had marred the only thing that connected him to his father, to his past. He had disfigured a priceless heirloom that had endured since the beginning of time. 

He pushed at it, trying to realign the edges with the rest of the box. At the slightest pressure, it slid back into place. He pressed it again, and it slid back out with a small click.

Songs lips parted and his fingers tightened around the wood. He had not broken the box. He had discovered its secret. The heirloom was a puzzle!

He walked along with hurried steps, but his whole attention was now focused on the box. With the first panel open, he turned it about, pushing and pulling at other areas. Under his probing fingers, the whole left side abruptly slid away, leaving a gap large enough to admit the tip of his pinkie. It would budge no further. There must be another step. 

The puzzle absorbed him, and by the time Song arrived at the intersection of Lord Dolisu’s road, he had discovered seven more moves. But still the box did not open. He worked by touch alone now, for full darkness had overtaken him.

The reek of burned timber lay heavy in the low river valley, yet the pillar of smoke that had darkened the afternoon sky had long since dwindled away to wisps. And the excitement, he was certain, along with it. There were many others who would have gone to the aid of the lord, and Song was weary. 

He continued toward the hut. Grandfather knew when to expect his return, and he would send word if he was needed.

“You are safe, then.”

Song started at the unexpected sound of a voice. The old man sat alone inside the darkened hut. 

“Grandfather! Why are you not at the manor?”

“I have been turned away.”

“What?” Song lit a candle and peered at the old man in the flickering light. “What do you mean?”

“I was not allowed inside the gates to help. On Lord Dolisu’s orders, I was asked to leave. He blames me for this tragedy, for reasons I do not understand.”

“I thought Lord Dolisu was a man of integrity and wisdom,” Song mumbled. “He is the good brother.”

“He has been a great ally. I confess I did not expect such an event. It fills me with foreboding. There is evil at work here that I have not discerned. Evil that will seek to thwart what we must accomplish.”

“But what are we to accomplish?” Song cried in frustration. “What can we do?”

“We can live and learn and prepare, and wait for the next sign.”

Song paced the hut from door to window, raging against his complete helplessness. He clenched his fists, squeezing his fingers around the puzzle box.

“Grandfather!” he remembered. “I made a discovery!”

He rushed to show him the unsolved box.

“A puzzle!” the old man breathed, taking the box reverently in his hands. “Never once did I guess!” He fingered one of the sliding panels. 

“I have a strong suspicion…” Grandfather murmured. “We must solve it as quickly as possible.”

“It has taken me the entire walk back to get this far,” Song told him. “I am not sure it can be done.”

Grandfather handed the box back to him. “It will open this night. Of this I am certain.”

“Then I will keep trying.”

Song settled on his sleeping mat with a stub of a candle, methodically testing every panel. Grandfather sat across from him, watching intently. Only Kintu snored.

Two hours later, the boy discovered the last move. The entire top compartment slid away, revealing a space about two inches square. Song peered in with bleary eyes. 

A small object was tucked inside, nestled snugly in its ancient hiding place. As Grandfather waited expectantly, Song tipped it out into his hand.

It was a seed, dry and dimpled, like the pit of a peach.


Chapter 20

“The lost token!” Grandfather gasped. 

Song gaped at him. “You mean this is the sign of the promise that Mutan gave to Zumari? That the curse of Ju-Long would not endure forever?”

“It is the very thing of which you speak. Long has it been hidden from the Wise, and yet all this time it has been under my protection, and I under its.

“Things are falling into place rapidly,” Grandfather went on. “Time grows short. Soon Ju-Long will raise his army and make a bid for dominion. Little now remains hidden from my sight.”

“Grandfather, I saw another dragon on my walk home!”

Grandfather turned sharply to him. “You are certain it was not Ju-Long?”

“It was green.”

“Then the seed must be planted without delay.”

“Where?”

“On the summit of Kamiratan,” he said without hesitation. “It is a place of strong magic, one of the secret places of the world. You have always sensed this.”

Song now saw that he had.

“We must go.”

Song blew out the candle and followed Grandfather, grabbing a shovel from among the garden tools that rested against the wall. 

The moon was veiled, and the path to the summit lay shrouded in darkness. Trees rose up to block their way, but both climbers knew instinctively where to dodge each stray branch. Their feet found sure ground, free of root and rock. Not long after midnight, they arrived at the mountain’s peak.

“Where shall I plant it, Grandfather?” Song’s whisper sounded harsh in the stillness.

The old man did not answer. Instead, he paced the boulder-strewn clearing in search of something Song could not guess. Back and forth he walked, kicking aside the grass and shrubbery.

Song rested atop his boulder. Its base lay sunken deep within the earth. He squeezed the seed, feeling the sharply pointed ends press painfully into his palm. 

In the sky above, the Great Sickle swung on its nightly journey around the Northern Star. The constellation made him shiver. Tonight, the sweeping blade felt like a bad omen.

“Here!”

Grandfather bent over, pulling handfuls of grass up by their roots. Beneath them rose a pile of small stones.

“This is the place,” he said again. “Help me move these rocks.”

Song placed the seed in his satchel and worked at the pile with both hands. Underneath was rich, black soil. 

He took up the shovel and loosened the ground, then scooped out a small furrow. Placing the seed gently in the hollow, he patted soil over it.

“What is the significance of this place, Grandfather?” he asked.

“Innocent blood has been spilled here. It is the very spot your father died.”

Song’s fingers clenched the soft earth. “My father,” he whispered. 

Grandfather placed his hand on Song’s head. “Your father was an honorable man. I deeply regret his passing.”

At that moment, a crescent moon broke from the clouds, touching the summit with the sheerest silver light. 

“Come, we cannot stay here.”

The thin moonlight lit their way to the head of the path where it abruptly disappeared, as if a door had slammed shut upon it. From there they traveled in shadow, arriving home in the blackest hour before dawn.

~

Song did not sleep. Rather, in his troubled state, he lit a fire and absorbed its heat and light, eagerly awaiting morning. He had enough darkness in his thoughts. 

At first light, he traveled to the village to find Karina. Walking openly down the center of the settlement felt strange, and his stomach knotted at the appearance of some of his former tormentors. Keeto was not in sight. Even so, none of the boys attacked him. 

He found Karina baking flat cakes over the fire beside her family’s newly constructed hut. “Am I welcome here?” he asked hesitantly.

“My door is always open to you,” she answered, but her eyes did not sparkle up at him as they usually did. 

He sat down beside her, determined to replace the shine.

“I am an idiot,” he confessed.

“Yes, you are.” 

“And I feel horrible.”

“As you should.”

He glanced at her. “You are not making this easy on me, you know.”

“Did you expect me to? Song Wei, you followed that girl like an ox on a rope. And you let her think I was your servant girl.”

Song hunched miserably over his knees. “What a buffoon I made of myself!” he exclaimed. “You should turn me out of the village. You should set me on the path back up the mountain and give me a shove. You have every right to, you know. It might even make you feel better.”

“Would it?”

“Yes, probably. I know it would make me feel better. I deserve it.” He glanced miserably up at her. “But you won’t, because you are kindness and goodness, and you’ll always remain the best friend I have in this world.”

Karina relented slightly. “You are not the only one to be swayed by a pretty face.”

“Her face has nothing on yours!” he exclaimed adamantly.

“Song, do not mock me. I know I am not beautiful.” 

He met her eyes. “I do not speak of beauty. Beauty cannot make another feel comfortable, accepted, and valued. Nori’s loveliness thinly veils her contempt. I was truly a fool to make such a trade.”

She smiled then, and the glimmer returned to her eyes. Song caught his breath. She looked, not beautiful, but radiant. And in her expression he saw his own worth.

He folded her hand in his own. It felt small and smooth, and their fingers fit together snugly. 

Song had come home.

~

Karina heard the sobbing first, coming from the direction of Lord Dolisu’s road. Song rose to his feet, dreading whatever new horror Ju-Long had caused.

A crash sounded in the underbrush. Song took off running.

It was Nori. She lay writhing in the fallen leaves, bloodied fingers clenching and unclenching around them. Her gown was blackened and torn, the hem shredded to her knees, and her slender body convulsed with deep, wrenching sobs.

“Nori! What happened?”

Song rolled her over as Karina caught up. The girl’s face was blood-smeared and dirty, but what frightened Song more was the stark terror etched on her normally fearless features.

“Nori!” he yelled, shaking her.

Karina pushed him aside. Laying a gentle hand on her brow, she murmured, “Tell me what happened, Nori.”

“It was Asito,” she sobbed, gasping for breath. “A rebellion. He attacked the manor before dawn.” She clutched Karina’s arms and her voice rose to a wail, “He killed my father!”

And with those words, she passed out.
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“Let’s get her to my Grandfather,” Song ordered.

Karina jumped up. “I will get my brother. He is cutting bamboo nearby.”

Keeto ran up within minutes. “What happened?” he asked, scooping the girl easily into his arms.

“The manor has been attacked. Lord Dolisu’s captain has risen against him.”

Keeto stopped, fixing him with a peculiar look. “Is Lord Dolisu well?” he asked.

“He is dead.”

Keeto moved briskly up the mountain path despite his burden, and Nori was soon laid on a mat inside the hut. Song quickly told Grandfather what Nori had said.

Grandfather sadly shook his head. “The Elder is stuck down,” he whispered. “Asito, then, is the younger brother. In twelve years, I have never seen one clue.”

Song slowly raised his eyes. “I have.”

Grandfather pulled him a little apart from the others. “What do you mean?”

Song paused to remember. “Little things. A look. A tone of voice. I did not trust him.”

“These are inconclusive,” Grandfather dismissed. “There are many dishonorable men.”

“But he spoke to me once. He warned me that you are not what you seem. And his sword,” he went on. “Instead of carrying the seal of Lord Dolisu, it bore only the sickle and no star.”

“Death without life,” Grandfather whispered to himself. “Of course the seal would have drawn Asito’s attention. Lord Dolisu made no secret of it. It would have led Asito straight to him, even as it led me.”

The old man’s eyes sparked with sudden annoyance. “Why did you never tell me these things before?”

“They were just impressions. I did not know to question him,” Song said in his own defense. “Besides, it was foretold. Could you have prevented it?”

Grandfather relented. “Perhaps not, though I may have lessened the damage. It is too late now.”

“Grandfather,” Song asked thoughtfully, “could Asito be in league with Ju-Long? His attack came so soon after the dragon’s.”

But Grandfather shook his head. “It is more likely that Asito saw his opportunity and seized it. Ju-Long is proud, and he despises men. He would never ally himself with one. Not even one as wicked as Asito.”

The old man padded to the corner where he pulled several leaves from the storage pit. “I will fix something to revive the child,” he declared.

Karina sat beside Nori, washing away the blood and speaking to her softly. Keeto hovered near Grandfather, watching him with the intensity of a stalking cat. But Song sat apart from them, staring blankly out the window.

The prophecy had reached its fulfillment. Both brothers were accounted for, and Song was neither of them.

Who was he? 

The steamy fragrance of herbs reached him. Grandfather brought an earthen cup to Karina. “Spoon this into her mouth,” he instructed.

Karina raised the girl’s head gently and worked a spoonful of the tea between her lips. After several moments, Nori awakened. Though she remained calm, her eyes spoke her heartbreak plainly.

Grandfather sat beside her. “Child, tell me, is Asito still alive?”

She nodded her head. “It was he who turned my father against you, to aid his own purpose.”

“You saw him unharmed?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “Just before I fled.”

“Then he is still a threat. Did he see you?”

“I do not think so. I hid under—under—” She broke into silent weeping.

Grandfather closed his eyes with relief. “Then we still have a little time. Very little. We must make plans to move from here. Nori is not safe, and we may not be either.”

“But where will we go?” Song asked.

“To the forest.”

Nori sniffled, overcoming her sorrow. “Song,” she said, “I am sorry. I have lost your panda.”

“My panda?” he asked in confusion. “My carving?”

“You must have dropped it in the courtyard yesterday. I saw it as I fled and I stopped to pick it up. It was foolish, perhaps, but I felt an overwhelming need to—to give it back.”

Her eyes pleaded up at him, and Song recognized her apology. He nodded in understanding. The past was behind them.

Grandfather shot her a keen glance. “A carving, you say? Made of wood?”

“Yes, and it was just beginning to take shape,” Nori answered regretfully.

“It does not matter,” Song assured her. “I can make another.”

“I did not know you had a talent for such things,” Grandfather remarked.

Song looked embarrassed. “It is only a silly amusement.”

“That is not true!” Karina exclaimed. “I have seen his work and it is masterful. But his carvings reflect his heart, and that makes him hesitant to share them.”

Grandfather considered Song for so long the boy became uncomfortable under his scrutiny. “I think it is best that we do not linger,” he finally said. “Song, Keeto, help me carry some things.”

Song stepped forward, but Keeto was not in the hut.

“Keeto?” Grandfather opened the door and glanced outside. “Where has he gone?”

Song’s suspicions were immediately aroused. Too long had the boy been an enemy. Karina’s face turned chalky white.

“What is it?” Grandfather asked her. “Tell me what you know!”

“I know nothing, but I fear for my brother,” she whispered. “That man, Asito, has been twice to my father’s house. I have seen him speak with Keeto.”

Silence froze the small group. Hatred and bitterness burned like bile in Song’s throat. Keeto had betrayed them! 

Grandfather moved first. “Go!” he called. “We must flee to the mountain!”

He threw open the locked chest and stuffed its contents in his hemp sling. The broken knife he handed to Song. “It is yours now. You are the Chosen One.”

“What do you mean?”

Grandfather drove them all across the clearing and into the woods. He no longer bothered with secrecy. “You are the seed spoken of in the prophecy! I was not certain until Nori spoke of the carvings.”

“The carvings prove nothing! I am nobody. I am not descended from either of the brothers.”

“There was a third brother.”

Song jolted to a stop.

“Keep up, child, we cannot stay here. Kintu, come!”

Song started on again, his mind struggling to take in what he was hearing.

“There was a middle son,” Grandfather continued, “neither handsome and mighty nor given to violence. He inherited his father’s skill with wood. It is he, I am certain, who fashioned the puzzle box and hid the token. This talent he has passed on to each of the great ones among his heirs.”

“Did my father work with wood?”

“No. Your father was tall, handsome and strong, and he feared nothing. I believed he was the one. I did not trust to the signs, and my folly led to his death.”

“Your folly? What do you mean?”

“I raised him as I raised you, but in passing on knowledge I exercised neither caution nor restraint. He assumed his role wholeheartedly. He lived for it, bent all his thought toward it. And when he met the dragon, though well-prepared, alas, he was not the One. And Ju-Long slew him.

“It is the reason I have been so slow to teach you. I was afraid of making another mistake, but now I fear I may have waited too long.”

“My mother?” Song asked. “What happened to my mother?”

“She died of terror and a broken heart.”

Song felt sorrow welling up for the parents he had never known. How different his life would have been had they lived! Li-Min’s mistake had also cost him dearly.

“Your father struck the dragon a severe blow that shattered the ancient blade. His bravery bought peace for twelve years, but soon, I fear, you will stand in his place on the mountain. For it has been written.”

Abject terror flooded Song’s brain. “But you will help me!” he begged.

Grandfather shook his head. “I have not been chosen. I was sent to protect, to train, to prepare the One. My job ends where yours begins.”

“But I do not know what to do! I cannot defeat Ju-Long!”

“You have faced him once already.”

Song remembered the wild run down the valley, the lifted box, the instinct that took over. He had not failed that time. The memory gave him courage.

“Use your knowledge,” Grandfather instructed him. “Everything you need you have been given.”

They followed the old man in silence for many minutes. Then Nori asked hesitantly, “Where are we going?”

“To the summit, of course. It is where our fate must be decided. It is where Zumari’s curse must end.”
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The climb took many hours, for Nori was weakened and slow. Song and Karina walked at either side of her, supporting her. Even Song felt dizzy with fear and lack of sleep. Grandfather stumbled in the rear with Kintu at his heels.

And as they walked in silence, fear and dread began to grow in Song’s mind. Perhaps he could face the dragon, but how could he defeat him? He had no weapon. How could he use his little store of knowledge? With his small body and short years of experience, how could he bring down one of Ju-Long’s greatness? He felt altogether inadequate.

Grandfather sensed his thoughts. “Fear,” he told him, “is of the enemy. It is his most potent weapon. He will use it to disarm you, to freeze you where you stand. Do not let yourself be stricken with it. Instead, dwell on the stories. Find your courage in their words.”

“I cannot,” he whispered. 

“Then I will repeat them to you.” And as they walked, Grandfather told him again the stories recorded on his staff: of Zumari and the city of Zuminka, of the Guardian and Ju-Long’s evil plan, of Zumari’s three sons, of the token of Mutan’s promise hidden so long within the puzzle box, of the son of Pavu and the Five Great Gifts, of the secret name for the Maker of Stars. And last, he recited the prophecy:

“Mud and mire shall birth a tree;

A sprout shall grow of ancient seed.

The five unite to break the one;

The curse of man shall be undone.

But brothers rise ere dragon’s bane;

The last shall smite the first again.”

The girls listened in rapt attention, Karina hearing the stories for the first time, Nori believing them for the first time.

And Song felt his fear lessen.

The words of the prophecy. Song went over them again and again. He was the seed spoken of in the riddle, Grandfather had said, rising from obscurity. The brothers had played out according to what was written. Only the middle couplet had not been fulfilled. And on these he pondered.

The five unite to break the one;

The curse of man shall be undone.

The curse, he knew, was the consequence of Zumari’s disobedience, the long years living under the threat of Ju-Long. And Ju-Long was the one that must be broken. But the five unite? The five what?

Of course the answer was obvious. The gifts! Mutan had given Pavu’s son the gifts of water, fire, earth, wood, and metal. Hadn’t they defeated evil once before? The old story was a picture, a miniature, of the battle that was yet to come. And in the union of the gifts, Pavu’s son had found strength. 

If only Song knew the secret of their power!

Just yards away from where the path broke out of the forest that crowned Kamiratan’s bald dome, Karina told them gravely, “We are being followed.” 

Within minutes, the others also heard the tramp of many feet on the path behind them. They were discovered!

“It is Asito,” Grandfather said, turning on the path. “Song, take Kintu and the girls to the tree.”

“What tree?” 

“The heir of the Guardian.”

The seed? It could not have grown already! But Song obeyed, pressing slowly on, guiding Nori upward.

The noise of confrontation soon followed them, and they turned to glance behind.

A score of men faced Grandfather, swords at the ready. Song saw Keeto trailing at their rear, and Asito stood at their head. “I have come to claim my inheritance,” he said. “Get out of my way, old man.”

Grandfather stood firmly in his path, garbed in his blue robe. “You may not hurt the girl.”

Asito’s smile held arrogance and malice. “Long has my line awaited this moment. Today, the wealth and blessing of my forefather will pass to me.”

“I was deceived by you, Asito. Your path merges with that of Ju-Long because your heart is infected with the same evil. Yet I offer you a warning so that you may turn from your path. Heed my words: your own destruction will come of this plan.”

The warrior’s face twisted with hatred. “Not my destruction, old fool. Only that of the girl—and the boy, for I can be Zumari’s only heir. Did you think I would not find him out? I have made this mission my life’s work. And it is written that I will succeed.”

“You are wrong. It is written only that you will raise your hand to smite, not to conquer.” 

Beside him, Song heard Karina gasp, “Li-Min!”

For with his words, Grandfather revealed his true form, as it had been revealed to Song at the Keeping Stone. He stood tall and powerful. His staff was in his hand, and blue light shone around him.

The men on the path cowered in fear.

“Asito, Son of the Least, you have chosen your end!”

The soldier growled and tried to push past Grandfather. “Out of my way, sorcerer!”

Even as he spoke, the black face of Ju-Long rose from the cliff beside them.

Asito whirled, his sword drawn, and faced the monster eye to eye. 

There was stillness in the forest, broken only by the beat of the dragon’s wings. Then Ju-Long let out a roar that trembled the rocks and split the trees.

Asito lunged, striking a blow on the dragon’s snout that bounced off with a clang of metal. 

The dragon laughed. “Fool!” His voice was black as his scales. “I cannot be defeated with pinpricks.” And he laughed again.

Asito used the moment to rush him, jabbing the sword far up the dragon’s nostril.

Ju-Long roared with pain and fury. Eyes blazing, he rose to the height of the mountain’s crest. Then, with a graceful twist, he swooped downward like a striking eagle, snatching the man up with huge, taloned feet. 

Asito’s sword clattered to the ground. Dangling helplessly above the cliff, the struggling man groaned with terror.

“This is what will happen to the next man who threatens me,” Ju-Long growled. Beating over the valley, he dropped Asito into darkness, to the boulders far below.

The man’s followers fled to the forest, fighting one another in their panic, but Keeto stood frozen on the path, his eyes wide with horror.

Li-Min transformed into Grandfather once again and spoke gently to the boy. “Keeto, though you played a part in this evil day, you may yet change the course you have chosen. Follow me.”

Grandfather turned and saw Song and the girls still watching. “To the tree, Song!” he called. “He will be back!” 

But Song’s attention was focused on Keeto, twice his enemy. And as he watched the boy accept the comfort and safety of Li-Min’s invitation, hatred froze within him. It chilled all his compassion and filled him with cold, hard fury. 

“Song!” Grandfather shouted. “Your moment has come! Fly!”
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Song turned and ran into the clearing, leaving the others in the old man’s care. There, where he had planted the seed, stood a strong, young tree, its silhouette black against the light of the stars. He fled to it, clutching his knife and his box in trembling hands, and stood waiting, all emotion save hatred locked up cold within him.

There was a sharp flap of canvas and Ju-Long dropped onto the summit.

The dragon laughed. “Here is another one. A mere child!” His amusement burst out in a low rumble. “Do you think you can defeat me, puny human spawn? I, who have lived far beyond your comprehension of time and space? I, who came before you? I, who was displaced by you? I, who by all rights should have inherited the earth!”

He snarled and flew into the air. Twisting, he came to land behind Song. The boy whirled, his broken knife at the ready.

“Instead I was bound in torment and in agony in the wood of the Tree. But the heart of men is dishonorable, and I escaped. 

“Long have I waited. Long have I gathered strength in the bowels of the earth. Long have I brooded and planned my course of action. My moment is at hand! Tonight, I will call my armies to myself!”

With that, Ju-Long beat the air with his giant wings. High above the mountain, he roared out his summons. Louder than a mighty clap of thunder, it splintered the mountain. The ground heaved, sending cascades of rock tumbling down the cliff face, and still the echoes rang out far across the Kindoli. 

Song staggered beneath the assault and fell to the ground, hands pressed tightly to his ears.

Ju-Long landed again, and Song rose unsteadily to face him. 

“I am invincible!” the dragon raged. “After I dispose of you, dog, I will wipe out mankind from the face of the earth. Disgusting, powerless men, so favored of the Most High. When I have been avenged upon them, I will rule in their stead!”

Song cowered beneath the dragon’s threats. The monster was huge. He was furious. And he was driven. There was no way a boy could stand against him.

And yet, his ruin had been foreseen in ages past. It had been written. Had Song not seen enough prophecies come to fulfillment to trust this one as well?

New resolve thickened his spine. He was the seed. He was the Chosen One. 

He stood, facing Ju-Long, ignoring the tremble in his knees. “It will not be this day,” he whispered. He felt a surge of strength, and his voice rose in volume. He dug deep, focusing all his hatred at the dragon. “It will not be this day!” he declared. “By my life or by my death, I will stop you!”

“Fool!” Ju-Long roared. “I killed your father, and now I will kill you!”

The dragon lunged at him. Song dodged and held up the puzzle box. Ju-Long shied away and snarled. “The Guardian could not hold me before. It will not stop me now!” He aimed a stream of fire.

Song leaped, barely escaping the inferno.

“Song!” Grandfather stood at the edge of the clearing, blue light shrouding the little group he guarded. “Remember the gifts!”

Song held the box in one hand and the knife in the other. He had wood and metal. Sidestepping to the tree, he knelt at its roots and filled his knife hand with dirt stained with his father’s blood. He had earth. 

“I have only three!” he called.

“There is power within them. Use it!”

Song held the gifts high. Ju-Long drew back. But the power was not great enough. He was missing two of the five. Nor did he have the lost secret given to Pavu’s son. 

The dragon lashed his tail, knocking Song to the ground and scattering the gifts.

“It is not enough!” Song yelled in desperation.

“He lost the knife!” Karina ran out onto the summit. The dragon saw her at the same moment as Song. 

“Karina! Get back!” Song screamed.

Karina grasped the hilt. “You will die without it!” 

“Then I am dead! Go back to my grandfather!”

“If you die, we all will soon follow!” She threw it, and her aim was true. It landed at his feet and he picked it up.

But Ju-Long’s eyes had turned to thin slits. “So here is one you love,” he hissed. “I will begin with her.” 

“You will not!” Song screamed. Blinded by cold fury, he rushed the dragon, slashing at the unyielding scales with the broken dagger.

Ju-Long sent him sprawling with a flick of his tail. Then, with one massive, clawed hand, he swiped at Karina, ripping her, tossing her across the summit. She landed in a broken heap and did not move.

Slowly, Ju-Long advanced toward her to finish the job.

“Song! Throw her the box!” Nori called. “He fears it! Throw it near her!”

But Song was unable to tear his eyes from dragon. They were fixed, dilated. The anger in his chest swelled to uncontrollable malice, and then it was no longer the form of Ju-Long that he saw but the face of Keeto.

The dragon laughed. “You hate deeply, my friend,” he mocked.

“Song!” Grandfather yelled. “He is using your weakness against you! You must not let your heart be consumed with bitterness and anger!”

Song heard the advice, but he was powerless, unable to tear his gaze away and redirect his thoughts. 

The dragon laughed again. “He will soon be mine. He cannot avert his eyes!”

But Song could close them. 

He shut out the view of Keeto, of the dragon, of the summit, and focused on the memory of Karina’s face. Her beloved face with its beautiful scar and sparkling eyes full of acceptance and forgiveness. 

His anger could not stay. It began to drain away. Slowly. Too slowly. He could hear Ju-Long pacing again toward Karina.

Nori broke away from Li-Min and raced onto the summit, coming to rest between the dragon and the injured girl. “I do not fear you!” she screamed, taking up a rock and throwing it at the dragon.

Ju-Long halted, his attention diverted. His pupils focused on her slender form.

“Nor do I fear death.” She threw another rock that bounced off the dragon’s snout. “I have tasted of it tonight already.”

Ju-Long shook his head and snorted out a stream of smoke.

“Song!” Nori screamed. “Give Karina the box! You might still save her!” 

Song opened his eyes to watch Nori fly straight at the face of Ju-Long, pummeling him with rock after rock. “I. DO. NOT. FEAR. YOU!”

Song raced to Karina and crouched by her side. She lay as still as death. At the sight, the last of his hatred melted away and spilled out as tears. Nothing mattered but saving her. Gently, he placed the box on top of her.

With a roar of rage, Ju-Long descended on Nori. His jaws closed around her tiny form and he flung her high in the air. With a crash, she landed among the distant trees.

“NO!” Song screamed and raced for the sapling tree, wholly focused on his purpose. Stripping off a branch, he took up his knife and another handful of dirt. Then, with the fourth gift streaming down his cheeks, he faced the dragon. 

“You have plagued men long enough, Ju-Long! You have killed my parents and my friends. Today you will meet your doom!”

Ju-Long advanced threateningly.

Song continued, “I have been chosen from generations of my people to destroy you. As it is written, so shall it be!” And with a battle cry that echoed across ten thousand years, he charged headlong at the dragon.

Ju-Long rose up and aimed a stream of flame at Song.

A circle of light, bright as lightning, enveloped the summit. With his own breath, the dragon had supplied the last element. The star was complete.

“By the power of Yong-Zay, Maker of Stars, I call down your ruin!” Guided by some unseen hand, Song shouted out the name given to Pavu’s son and discovered the final secret so long sought by the Wise.

For a moment, all creation hung suspended, holding its breath. 

Then a blinding flash crackled on the mountaintop. Ju-Long was cast backward, over the edge of the precipice. His fiery shrieks echoed off the cliff face as he tumbled to his death in the depths of the Chin-Yazi far below.

And Song crumpled to the mountaintop, utterly spent.
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“Wake up, my child.”

Song cracked open his eyelids. In the midst of a rosy light, Grandfather was smiling down at him. “You have done well, Grandson. The dragon is defeated.”

Song slowly sat upright. His body felt stiff and weak. His vision blurred.

“Where am I?”

“You are still on the mountaintop. After you fell, Keeto and I wrapped you in my robe and let you rest. I have been tending your friend, Karina.”

“How is she?” he cried, grasping Grandfather’s arm.

“She will live, but she has been badly wounded.”

“She saved my life.”

“And she will bear the scars. But I think she will consider that an honor.”

Song relaxed. Wonderful Karina. 

“And Nori…?” he asked, afraid of hearing the answer. 

The old man looked on him with compassion. “Nori is…no longer a part of this world.”

“She is dead then,” Song said flatly. 

“She has passed on to the hereafter. But do not trouble yourself over Nori. We found the place where she fell, but she is no longer there. For her sacrifice, she has earned the highest honor. She has been received by Mutan’s own hand.”

Grandfather held out his hand. “Come. Karina has been asking for you.”

Song rose to his feet. Dawn was breaking around them. The sun had not yet risen, but it sent fiery heralds to announce its coming. All about them the sky burned in shades of pink and orange. High above the world, they floated in a flaming sea.

Karina lay on a soft pallet of pine boughs. Her face bore new wounds, and blood stained the blanket she lay under.

She smiled at him and held out her hand. “Song, you have lived up to your name at last. I never doubted that you would.” 

“I do not feel great,” he admitted.

“That is the mark of true greatness. Momentous things have been accomplished here. I do not understand them all, but long will they be remembered.

“Only one thing could mar the victory of this morning.” Karina gave a tiny nod toward her brother, sitting apart from them, hunched over his knees. “He has changed much this night. Go to him.”

Song glanced at Keeto with mingled revulsion and distrust. He had known only abuse at his hand. Abuse and betrayal. Their relationship was beyond mending.

Yet hatred had almost defeated him once. 

“Even as I have forgiven,” she murmured.

He approached Keeto.

The boy did not look up. Song sat down beside him, and together they watched the sun inch over the eastern horizon. A bird wheeled in the air currents above their heads.

After a long moment, Keeto looked up. His eyes bore fatigue and the agony of regret. “I am sorry,” he whispered brokenly. 

Song watched the bird soar in a circle, as the dragon had once done. 

Keeto cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Tonight, when I looked at the dragon, I saw in him what I have become.”

Still Song said nothing.

“I have let bitterness consume me until it has eaten up any honor I once possessed. But tonight I have found peace. My sister has forgiven me, and I have forgiven myself for something that happened many years ago. And now I must beg forgiveness of you as well.”

“How can I know you will change?” Song demanded fiercely. “You have played this part once before.”

“I know I have given you no cause to trust me. I have taken out my own self-loathing on you. It is I who agreed to help Asito in his schemes. And it is I who almost destroyed everything. But whether you choose to forgive me or not, I hereby pledge to you my help and my friendship.”

Song scowled and turned back to the morning. He wanted to continue despising Keeto. He wanted to make him pay for all the hurts he had inflicted. 

Yet Keeto would not feel his hatred. It could do Keeto no injury. Hatred, Song had learned, destroyed only the heart that harbored it. And as Song considered, he found he had no strength left for it. 

“We will make a new start then,” he offered.

“It is a morning for new starts,” Grandfather said from behind them. In his pleasure, his face folded into many creases, much like the pink-tinged lands below them. “To begin, we must bear Karina down the mountain.”

But Song turned to the little tree. “Please, I would like a moment before we leave.” He knelt beside the sapling, letting the black dirt sift over his fingers. 

Grandfather laid a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Their grave, child, is there,” he pointed, “beside that boulder.” 

Then the old man left him. “Keeto, come help me build a litter to carry your sister.”

Song approached the boulder reverently. It was the very one he had lain upon as he gazed into the midnight sky and counted the stars. He could see now the sunken dirt, the stones set up as markers. Kneeling, he picked a handful of wild chrysanthemums and laid them on his parents’ grave.

At last, Song knew exactly who he was. Neither handsome and mighty nor given to violence; skilled with wood; a descendant of the Middle son; grandson of Li-Min; the child of parents who had loved him and died fighting evil. He was the “Great One,” the Chosen One. He was Song Wei, dragon-slayer. 

And up on the mountain, with the gifts in harmony all around him, Song found his moment of peace.

“I am ready, Grandfather.”

He and Keeto picked up the ends of the litter. Between them, Karina weighed hardly anything. With Kintu ranging ahead, they picked their way down the mountain path. 

“You are the lord of the mountain now, Song,” Grandfather told him. “As his only heir, Lord Dolisu’s estate will pass to you.”

Song remembered the fountain, the garden paths, the exotic meal, the exquisite art, the ships laden with treasure, the servants to do his bidding. It was in shambles now, after Ju-Long’s attack and Asito’s rebellion, but it could be repaired. And it could all be his.

After only a moment’s hesitation, he shook his head. 

“Let’s go home.” 

And he led the way back—to a humble bamboo hut set low on the shoulder of Kamiratan.
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What really happened on the mountain twelve years ago?

Prologue

The side of Mount Kamiratan was scarred with the debris of failure. Song heaved the cartful of burnt and fragmented bricks into the gully and paused to wipe the sweat from his brow. Deep sorrow laced his features. Though he had overthrown the ancient dragon four years ago, he hadn’t been able to save his friend Nori or the countless others who had lost their lives that autumn. The rubble of Lord Dolisu’s estate stood like a ghostly reprimand.

Song would abandon the place altogether if he could. He was content to occupy the small hut he shared with his grandfather, but the villagers suffered without a governor. Song could see how disputes tore apart relationships with no one left to mediate them. He watched as laziness settled over men no longer accountable to authority. He observed the vulnerable left with no protector. These were simple, uneducated peasants, and Song had come to understand how the wealthy lord had served them. As Lord Dolisu’s only heir, that mantle was now his to take up. 

So he had begun clearing the overgrown manor, chucking his past mistakes over the side of the mountain one by one. He would rebuild the house and gardens. He’d re-form the protective wall. He’d restructure a system of government and renew trade along the river. With the help of his grandfather and the council of the Wise, he’d start new. He’d remedy his neglect.

“Song!”

He held a hand to his eyes to shield them from the sinking sun. A young woman picked her way up the village path, supporting a tottering old man. Song set aside his handcart and strode to meet them. “Karina! Grandfather! What brings you so far up the mountain?”

Grandfather’s face crinkled in pleasure. “I just wanted to see how you are progressing, my child. Karina was taking a stroll, and she offered to drag me along with her.”

“Li-Min, I said no such thing!” the girl protested.

The old man chuckled. “Not in so many words. But you knew what your offer would entail.”

She smiled. “Your company more than made up for any inconvenience. I believe your wealth of stories has no end.” 

“Perhaps, but I am afraid my strength does. Help me to sit, my dear.”

Song fashioned a hasty seat from the rubble and Karina eased the old man onto it. His figure seemed incomplete without a big golden dog tagging at his heels. But as the old man’s power faded, Kintu had at last succumbed to his many long years. Song had laid the faithful beast to rest in a place of honor on Kamiratan’s peak.

Grandfather sucked in a contented breath and looked about with pleasure. “You are progressing well, my son. Another season and you should be able to start building. And then, perhaps a wedding?” 

Karina smiled shyly. Her scar burned a deep crimson. “Keeto has arranged for a community work party once the harvest is in,” she told them.

Not all the villagers had been keen on acknowledging a seventeen-year-old orphan as the new lord. Jealousy and resentment often walked beside Song when he visited the village. But Keeto, Karina’s brother and Song’s one-time enemy, had become his most loyal supporter.

Grandfather’s eyes sparkled with affection. “I believe I may even live long enough to see you established.” 

Song bit his lip, detecting the loss that statement implied. “Grandfather, what will I do without you?

“Oh, I will not leave you till one is sent to take my place.”

“Who?”

“One who will watch over the affairs of men and counsel with the Wise.” He pulled up his sleeve to reveal the star imprinted on his forearm. It was the symbol of life, the sign of unity and balance, an identifying mark granted the Wise before their birth.

Grandfather’s eyes grew intense beneath his unruly gray brows. “As long as Mutan chooses to sustain the world, the struggle between good and evil will go on. I cannot foresee what the next age will bring, but I know mankind will be well equipped with whatever strength and power the Highest One deems necessary.”

Song had learned to trust the words of the old man. He knew his stories held truth and wisdom. But Song felt so inadequate. How could he possibly accomplish the task set before him? 

Grandfather must have sensed his doubt. “You, too, will be given all you need.” He tapped Song’s chest with a gnarled finger. “It is already here, within you.”

All Song felt was an anxious fluttering. Suddenly, he longed to hear one of the old tales. He needed the assurance, the sense of purpose they awoke in him. “Grandfather, will you tell me again about my father?” It was the one he never tired of hearing.

The old man beamed a toothless smile. “It is well that you hold to the past. The stories must be passed down from generation to generation lest the young ones forget the Hand that wrote them.” 

Song settled his back against the charred remains of a statue, and Karina pressed in snugly at his side. Her nearness made him feel warm and alive, like the dancing flame of a fire. She was the best reason he could think of to finish the work at the manor site. He passed an arm around her waist and pulled her closer.

Grandfather cleared his throat and began a melodic singsong. “I entered the world after the first age of men had passed away, long after the sons of Zumari had left it. Water and ice scoured away all trace of their existence. The land healed, and I was sent to remember.

“For countless generations I wandered the earth, overseeing the lingering bloodline, preserving its history, and observing the activity of the great enemy of man. Much that was lost has been uncovered. Much that is yet to be has been revealed. But my greatest task was ever before me. Always I watched for signs that it was near at hand.

“I traveled from realm to realm, earning my bread with a tale or a song. When the enemy stirred, when tragedy struck, when a descendent arose to prominence, I took notice. For companionship I was granted a great dog of molten gold. And many were the meetings with my council. Thousands of years continued thus. 

“At last, my eye fell on a young child named Quon…”

 

Fire on the Mountain

is now available in the Kobo store.


 

If you owned a pen that wrote the future, would you use it? What if it demanded tribute...in blood?
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The Quill Pen

by Michelle Isenhoff

If you owned a pen that wrote the future, would you use it? What if consequences spread like ripples in a pond? What if they raged out of control? What if the pen demanded tribute…in blood? Micah Randall has found such a pen. One that’s ensnared him in a curse dating back generations. One that’s devastated two families and now threatens his whole New England village. But how can Micah destroy the pen when it offers him his only chance at the future he dreams of? 

Watch the trailer.
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Michelle Isenhoff writes for tweens and teens. Her titles include works of historical fiction, fantasy, and one humorous action/adventure series. When she’s not writing imaginary adventures, she’s probably off on one. She loves roller coasters and swimming in big waves. She’s an enthusiastic runner and cycler. She likes big dogs, high school football games, old graveyards, and wearing flip-flops all winter. Her dream vacation would include lots of castle ruins, but so far she’s had to settle for pictures on Pinterest. Once an elementary teacher, Michelle now homeschools two of her three kids and looks forward to summer adventures as much as they do. 

Michelle is also a firm believer in the death, burial, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. As such, she will never include profanity or objectionable content in books meant for children. Works intended for older readers are written with conscionable restraint. Michelle writes in the religious genre under her nickname, Shell Isenhoff, and shares thoughts of a more personal nature on her blog, The Book and the Author. 

 

Visit MichelleIsenhoff.com for additional titles as well as free downloadable lesson plans to accompany them. 


 

Michelle Isenhoff is a proud member of Emblazon: 

 

A wise man once said, “Write your name on the heart of a child.”

We hope to emblazon our stories there.
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Twenty authors

Dozens of tween books

Creating thousands of lifelong readers


 

Titles by Michelle Isenhoff:

The Candle Star – now FREE! 

Divided Decade Trilogy, Book One

Detroit, 1858

After a tantrum, Emily Preston is shipped from her plantation home to her inn-keeping uncle in Detroit. There Emily meets Malachi, son of freed slaves, who challenges many ideas she grew up believing. But when Emily stumbles upon two runaways hidden in her uncle's barn, she finds that old ways die hard. And Mr. Burrows, the charming Southern slave catcher, is only yards away, lodged in the hotel.

Historical fiction, ages 10+

Watch the trailer. 

The Color of Freedom

Nominated to the 2012 Maine Student Book Award 

Massachusetts, 1774

Meadow McKenna hates the British. Turned off her Irish farm and forced to book passage to America as an indentured servant, Meadow understands why the rebels wish to throw off the yoke of King George’s rule. But is freedom worth the cost? And in Puritan Boston, will liberty extend to Catholics like her? Meadow remains skeptical, but she cannot prevent the war from claiming the souls of her father and the man she loves.

Historical fiction, ages 12+

Watch the trailer. 

Taylor Davis and the Flame of Findul – now FREE! 

Taylor didn’t want to follow his parents to the Caribbean. When he’s sucked into a world of angels and their supernatural adversaries, he wants the mission assigned to him even less. The Flame of Findul–the sword that guards the Tree of Life–has been allowed to burn out. The only way to avoid worldwide disaster is to relight it in the forge of Findul the Firesmith. Taylor has been chosen for this task. But there is One who stands in his way.

Fantasy/Action and Adventure, ages 12+

Watch the trailer.
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