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			PROLOGUE

			WONG AWOKE WITH a start. A pang of fear coursed through his body as though a rabid animal had attacked him in his sleep. He could not remember the nightmare, but it was haunting, and it kept him from sleeping. Sitting up in his rigid bed of bamboo and straw, he rubbed his face, groggy and confused.

			He made his way over to the window of his treetop watchtower and peered out for signs of trouble. He slept thirty feet above the forest ground, in a tree house made of thatch and branches. It was cradled in the boughs of a large and winding oak, hidden from the earth below by the tree’s thick and leafy branches, yet easily distinguishable once amidst the treetops. There were other watchtowers scattered in that section of the forest too, all within proximity and similarly camouflaged.

			The watchtower guarded a road that passed by the outskirts of the town of Tzhiang Doon, extending south from a broad range of mountains and valleys that dotted the territory. The air was musty and chill with a night’s cooling and the road was empty and quiet. Wong looked for signs of anything unusual. He followed the trail with his eye up toward the mountains, barely lit by the new light of dawn and misty with the morning fog, and noticed nothing out of place. Nothing could be heard either, save the shrill cry of a hawk in the distance.

			Still, Wong felt uneasy. He looked toward the opposite watchtower and saw Ming, the head lookout ranger, on guard. Ming waved, and Wong nodded in return. He then looked southwest toward the dark of the forest and stared there at length.

			A great uneasiness stirred within. It was as if something called out to him.

			Breathing in the morning dew, he tried to settle his nerves and clear his mind. Still he could not shake the feeling. He shivered in the morning air and drew a cloak, shrugging off his restlessness. He walked back to his bamboo bunk, leaned back, and closed his eyes.

			[image: 41957.png]

			The ring of heavy metal jarred the forest. 

			Once again Wong was shaken from his sleep, but this time with reason. A guard in another tree was banging wildly at a gong—its sound spreading warning through the forest and down into the village below. The sun had barely crept higher in the sky since Wong last saw it, and he figured it couldn’t have been more than twenty minutes since he was last awake. There was commotion and movement on the forest floor. Three strange figures bolted away from the tree where the gong was being sounded, with a pair of rangers in pursuit.

			Wong looked for the closest weapon at hand and grabbed a sheathed sword and a bola hanging from the wall. He leapt out of the window and onto a thick branch, not wanting to lose sight of the action.

			He scurried along its length and jumped onto the bough of a neighboring tree, continually tracking the action and moving across the treetops as easily and gracefully as a squirrel on the run.

			Moving in covertly for a closer look at what was transpiring below, he spotted the three hooded figures. One of the figures was much larger than the other two—curiously large for a human. The shape and movements of the others seemed odd and unnatural too.

			Up in front popped two more forest rangers, alerted by the warning gong and closing in.

			“Halt!” they yelled, drawing their weapons. 

			The strangers did not waver and continued on.

			When the parties were within reach, one of the rangers lunged at the foremost trespasser with his sword. The large hooded intruder raised an arm from beneath his robe and blocked with a small buckler. He plowed into the ranger and slammed him with a shielded backhand, the force of which threw the ranger into a tree trunk some distance away.

			The intruder then slashed at the remaining guard with a wicked looking blade that was long and sharp, with wavy edges that culminated into a spade-shaped axe head. The guard managed to raise his sword to barely knock aside the swing, but the stranger kept on, slashing and thrusting, finally overpowering him.

			A shade of unease came across Wong’s face. He recognized the blade of the enemy. It was a spaded sword-axe, a weapon typically used by zhuk kwais—large mountain demons covered in hair with horns like that of a ram. They stood almost eight feet tall with wide bodies and thick muscles. Mostly keeping to the mountains of the wild lands, they were powerful creatures rarely seen—but here stood one in the outskirts of Tzhiang Doon. Its sheer presence was concerning and led Wong to believe that something more insidious was afoot.

			Reaching for the bola by his side, he took aim, wishing instead that he had chosen a more powerful weapon from the tree tower; a bow and quiver full of arrows would do nicely now. He whirled the bola above his head and unleashed it at the larger creature. It hummed as it sailed through the air, and with a snap, wrapped itself around the zhuk kwai’s legs. The beast jolted forward, crashed headfirst into the forest floor, and slid for several feet, kicking up leaves and mounds of dirt with its momentum.

			Instantly, Wong dropped from the treetops and materialized on the ground behind the fallen creature. He crouched with his back to the zhuk upon landing and then stood to face the other two.

			“Don’t be shy,” he said as he unsheathed a sword strung across his back. “Let’s see what’s beneath those hoods.”

			The two replied with a hiss and a snarl.

			Wong made a face.

			The first figure pushed back its hood to reveal a cruel and twisted snake-like head. Dagwai, Wong thought, or devil lizard, as the farmers and villagers called it.

			It lifted up a sword and rushed while the second lizard produced a spiked mace. The sword-wielding dagwai closed the distance quickly and bore down on Wong with an overhead slash, but he knocked it aside and lifted the butt of his blade to meet the lizard’s face, leveling it to the ground. The second creature followed by charging and swinging wildly, but Wong anticipated and dodged every stroke.

			Despite being distracted by the dagwais, he felt the sudden presence of the more dangerous zhuk behind him and glanced back just in time to catch the glimmer of its sword-axe in his eye. He jolted to the side and watched the mountain demon’s blade slice past his face, into the mace-bearing dagwai in front of him, splitting its head in two.

			Wong grabbed onto the zhuk’s outstretched arm as leverage, kicked it once in the head, and followed with a punch to its thick neck that rocked the creature back on its heels.

			The pursuing forest rangers finally caught up to the party to see the first dagwai rising to its feet, recovering from its earlier blow from Wong’s hilt. The foremost ranger clashed with the dagwai, but was knocked off his feet when the lizard swept him with its tail. Fortunately, Ming, the second ranger, backed his attack with a spear thrust, stabbing and killing it.

			Angered by the turn of events and the loss of its companions, the zhuk backed off and howled thunderously, exposing long and sharp incisors that gave it the look of a rabid dog. Its powerful lungs shook the earth, a primal scream carrying throughout the valley. It stood tall on its heels and stretched its arms up in the air, shedding its cloak and adding length to its already massive frame. 

			A chill ran up the spine of the forest rangers and their faces grew pale. Wong could tell they had never seen a zhuk before.

			The beast lowered its arms and snorted, allowing silence to return to the forest except for the sound of its heavy breath. Without moving, it did something that terrified the rangers—it shifted the pupil of its eye in their direction.

			The rangers panicked and Ming clumsily fumbled for his spear. He finally managed to hurl it at the zhuk, but the beast plucked it out of the air and snapped it in two with a single hand. It snarled and charged.

			“Get back!” Wong cried. He positioned himself between them, cutting off the attack and giving his companions time to escape.

			The zhuk kwai paused and watched as the rangers pulled away. Then it refocused its attention on Wong. He was the greater threat.

			It stampeded, swinging its sword-axe with both hands—playful slaps at the air meant to test his defenses rather than kill him outright. Wong leapt back with each swing, choosing to evade the blows rather than block or deflect them.

			The rangers attempted to move in closer, but Wong signaled them back for their own safety. He could not afford any distractions while engaged with this enemy.

			The beast escalated its assault, thrusting its horns like a rampaging mountain goat, chasing him and crashing into tree trunks. Leaves rustled and the boughs of the great oaks shuddered with each collision. The mountain beast did not let up and drove him into the thick of the forest. Though Wong managed to evade the attacks, he was in continual retreat, seemingly unable to mount a resistance.

			But Wong was a more cunning warrior than appeared. While he failed to even lift his sword in defense, he strategically led the zhuk into thicker forest where the trees would make it difficult to move around. There, he could use his agility and quickness as an advantage over the larger and clumsier foe.

			When he was finally satisfied with his whereabouts, he paused in front of a tree and lowered both arms, daring it to attack. Taking the bait, the beast clenched its teeth excitedly and swung, only to find that its target had disappeared. The momentum of its blade carried it deep into the trunk of a tree. As the sword-axe remained lodged, Wong reappeared to slash and wound it.

			The zhuk reeled and tore its weapon from the tree, sending splinters flying. Angrily, it hacked at Wong and pursued in a frenzied onslaught, severing branches and cutting down small limbs, but never hitting its intended target. The forest was being torn to shreds but all it could do was hack at the wood, branches, and leaves that filled the air while Wong danced through it.

			Suddenly—a spiked mace . . . now teeth and claws. One devil lizard, and then another. They appeared from nowhere and attacked. Wong backed off, pursued further by violent swipes of sword-axe. He wound intricately through the trees again and wondered if more undiscovered creatures lay in wait.

			A dagwai caught up to him. Wong reached for a tree branch and sliced through it, arming himself with a leafy appendage. The dagwai struck repeatedly, but he parried with sword and branch. He smacked the side of its head with his limb and buried its face in leaves, then thrust his sword through the foliage. The dagwai fell dead to the ground.

			The zhuk struck and sheared off half his branch. Wong tossed the remaining brush in its face, then pivoted to block a strike from the remaining dagwai and sliced low, cutting its leg. With an upward flick, he finished it off and sprang away.

			The destruction of the forest resumed. Tiring and aware of its futility, the zhuk started thrusting its weapon instead of slashing, to avoid hitting the trees. The strategy helped, but pinpointing Wong with an attack was difficult. It waited patiently for an opening and followed him eagerly, spotting him here and there only to see him disappear through the shadows again.

			All at once, it saw him clearly.

			It locked its sights onto his form and charged. When the zhuk was within reach, it thrust its weapon forward, but up leapt Wong, back over the head of the sword-axe and onto the side of a tree. Using the trunk as a springboard, Wong bounced and twisted, back-kicking the zhuk with tremendous force.

			The zhuk stumbled back and tripped, falling onto the recently severed trunk of a young oak—its weight impaling and killing it. Wong breathed heavily and kept his eye on the massive carcass, making sure it did not move.

			The silence that followed was broken by the sound of the rangers making their way through the woodland. Ming was the first to arrive on the scene. He slowed his pace and lowered his weapon when he saw them.

			“Never seen one of those before,” he said, gazing at the fallen beast in bewilderment.

			Wong sheathed his sword. “It’s a zhuk kwai demon. Very powerful.”

			Ming nodded, the image of the howling beast still fresh in his mind.

			“I am glad that you are here, Weapons Master.”

			At that, more rangers arrived to observe. They crowded around the beast and chattered, marveling at its size and strength, worried that more would come. Ming soon broke them up and ordered that the carcasses be disposed of, and their belongings gathered and examined.

			“We must prepare and be on guard,” he said to them. “There may be more of these things coming through. Already five dagwais have been slain this week.” 
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			High above the ground in a lookout tower, Ming and Wong settled in at a makeshift table. Hot tea and breakfast pastries awaited them. Ming also brought smoked sardines in case Wong developed more of an appetite after the fight, but he declined and waved them off. This morning, just plain tea would do for him.

			Wong sat quietly and looked out the window. He appeared aloof and distracted, listening to the sound of a chirping bird. Ming poured a cup of hot tea and placed it before him.

			“Thank you,” Wong said. He picked up the cup and sipped it.

			Ming spoke. “Tell me something—could you sense them coming?”

			Wong raised an eyebrow.

			“You looked troubled this morning when you first awoke. I thought perhaps it had something to do with the creatures.”

			“No . . . it wasn’t because of them.” He took another sip of his tea, but did not offer any more details.

			“Please continue,” Ming said. “You appear here soon after the first dagwais were spotted, and now this. This morning you stare off into the forest . . . your face full of thought and worry. I cannot presume to know the meaning of these things and have refrained from asking, but you have kept mostly to yourself and offered little explanation.”

			“That’s because I have little explanation.”

			Ming looked away and pressed his lips, unsatisfied by Wong’s response. He wanted to ask more, but found himself somewhat intimidated. They had barely spoken since Wong’s arrival and he knew him only by reputation; though he looked more like a young noble than a seasoned warrior, the stories about him marked him as one of the most dangerous fighters ever to come out of Shaolin. There was a cold look in his gaze that made Ming hesitant to ask too many questions, but he needed answers. He would have to do it tactfully.

			“Please,” Ming began again. “If you could . . . battle with a zhuk is a rare thing for us. Any information you could share would help us greatly.”

			Wong shot him a look that made Ming nervous, but his expression softened.

			“Sorry . . . I’m still trying to figure this out myself.” He sighed and then scratched his chin. “Let’s start from the beginning. You’ve heard about the destruction of Tanjin, along the eastern forest, right?”

			“Yes, it was one of the main posts guarding the forests against the Koon Gee.”

			“After it fell there was an influx of the enemy.”

			“Yes, that is why we are commissioned to guard these forests now.”

			“I was tracking this influx. I wondered why these creatures traveled so far inland and followed them here. I wasn’t sure if it was significant, but now a mountain zhuk appears, so I guess there must be more to the story.”

			“More to this story indeed. Did you find out anything from the creatures you were tracking?”

			“Your scouts killed them before I got here.”

			“Do you know why they would have come here?” “No.”

			Ming reached for a breakfast roll and pondered Wong’s statements. He took a bite and washed it down with some tea before offering his thoughts again.

			“Koon Gee do not usually travel during the day, which means they were in great haste. Also, they traveled with a zhuk, which means they traveled with purpose. Wherever they were going must have been of great importance.” He shook his head. “This does not bode well for us.”

			“No,” Wong replied.

			“There is nothing important in these parts. Do you think they could have run out of resources in the Koon Gee mainland—the Koon Kagi?”

			“I doubt they would expand here.”

			Wong debated something in his head and then spoke. 

			“I need to tell you something. You might not understand.”

			Ming sat up attentively.

			“Ever since I got here I’ve developed a sense I can’t fully explain to you. I am drawn to something in the southwest . . . it’s where the Koon Gee are headed. They’re on the hunt and more will come. They’re being drawn, just like me.”

			“Drawn? What do you mean, drawn?”

			“Called from afar. They are following a lo-shur mark I think—”

			“A lo-shur mark? How do you know?”

			“It’s just a feeling.”

			“And it calls to the demons, and you?”

			“Yes.”

			Ming’s expression was one of disbelief. He looked at Wong with crossed eyes.

			“Don’t worry,” Wong said with a smirk. “I’m no demon.”

			“No, of course not.”

			The head lookout ranger sat pensively. He did not know what to make of the news. He shook his head and refocused on matters at hand.

			“Are we to expect more trouble?”

			“Yes.”

			His face grew flush. “I do not like what I have seen this day. I can only imagine what may come at night.”

			“I wish I could tell you otherwise.”

			“What should we do now?”

			“Tell your men to be on guard. It’s going to get worse.”

			“More zhuk kwais?”

			“I would prepare for it.” Wong looked out the window and eyed the other lookout towers. “Keep your distance in the treetops with arrows first. You should be fine in the towers. And long spears—arm yourselves with them. They’ll be more effective than swords.”

			Something in the tone of Wong’s comment hinted at his departure.

			“Are you leaving us?” Ming asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Why? Where are you going?”

			“Southwest . . . to find out what draws us.”

			Ming sat quietly in thought again, noting Wong’s use of the word us.

			“Don’t worry,” Wong said, trying to alleviate some of the worry he cast on the ranger. “Zhuks don’t climb trees very well.” 

			“That is good to hear.”

			“But they may knock one down occasionally.” A quick smirk followed.

			Ming was not sure if he was kidding or being serious. He decided it was a little of both.

			“It’s good we have more than one tree then.” 

			He lifted his cup, nodded, and took a sip.

			After finishing their breakfast, Wong prepared to leave. He began to pack his belongings, including rations and an assortment of weapons. Ming stared at the weapons with great interest, unsure of what some of them were or how they worked. Various metal objects protruded from Wong’s traveling garb, and his carrying pack clinked when set down on the floor, hinting at more deadly weapons within. Curiously, he seemed extra careful when handling the most innocent looking weapon of them all—his plain black staff. The Dragon Arm, he called it, as he bounced it back and forth in his arms.

			With that, the Weapons Master wished Ming and the rangers well and stepped out of the tree post. 

			“Will you be back this way?” Ming asked.

			“I don’t know,” he said after furrowing his eyes. “I’ll try to send word back to you when I get to the bottom of this.”

			“Don’t worry. We’ll cut down anything that comes our way,” Ming said, trying to impress him. “And be careful. You’re not as tough as you think.”

			Wong flashed back a grin. He sprang from tree to tree and quickly disappeared from view.
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			IT WAS EARLY afternoon when Kai sat by the edge of the creek. He often wandered there after lunch to stare at the ripples in the water as they caught the sun’s rays. The liquid canvas was an endless pattern of changing shadows and reflected sunlight—a mixture of light and darkness. Kai dipped his hand in the water and swished it around gently, watching the waves he created interact with those of the creek.

			He was a young boy of about eight and lived in the farming village of Dailan. His father owned a small plot of land on which to farm and grow rice, beans, and an assortment of vegetables. Young as he was, Kai had already begun to take on many of the farm’s chores. Today he would take a break from his farming responsibilities to do some fishing, something he had become quite adept at. Though the creek that ran through their village had few fish, he managed to make a catch each time he went out. Often villagers would spend an entire day by the side of the stream only to return home empty-handed. Kai, however, had no such problems.

			With his fishing rod lying on the ground and off to the side, he appeared as if he was in a trance; his eyes were closed and his hand dangled lifelessly in the water. His breath was slow and steady, and he looked as though he were a monk in the deep of a daily meditation. The sun cast a warm glow on the earth and Kai could feel its rays on his back. All seemed calm in the world. All was steady.

			Violently, the water splashed up from where his hand touched the water. A large glistening fish appeared in its grasp, held high overhead. Drops of water sprinkled the air and sparkled in the sunlight. Kai opened his eyes and smiled, partially surprised by the weight of the catch and the speed of his reflexes.

			It was the twelfth time he had been able to catch a fish in such a manner, and each time he was wholly impressed. He continued to bring his fishing pole as a backup in case his skill failed, but each time it endured. He would always just walk back to the same spot on the stream and reach into the water with his eyes closed. He would feel the energy of the river as it passed through his hands, and then, as if by its own accord, his hand would jerk up and a juicy fish would appear.

			He looked over the writhing fish and examined its silvery scales, grasping it firmly with both hands. Satisfied with its quality, he dropped it into his fishing basket and set it aside. The fish by itself was large enough that he could afford to take the rest of the afternoon off. He hadn’t told his parents about his skill yet, deciding it was better to let them think he sat by the creek all day. This way, he could relax rather than attend to his chores shoveling cow manure and fertilizing fields.

			He spent the remainder of the afternoon daydreaming and flinging rocks into the water. He watched hawks hover patiently overhead before dive-bombing into the water, reappearing with fish in their talons. In fact, Kai’s idea to fish with his bare hands was first inspired by them. He would often wait hours for something to bite on his fishing line while the hawks easily swept up fish around him, so he lunged his hands into the water in an attempt to do the same. It was not long before he perfected his skill.

			Watching birds had become one of his favorite pastimes. He envied how they soared high in the sky and his curiosity was piqued further by the variety of colors, shapes, and sizes they came in. He noted their unique songs and the different ways they foraged for food.

			He rose up from his spot by the stream, an eye toward the forest where more birds could be found.

			A hawk landed in a nearby tree and let out several shrill cries. Kai made his way over to investigate when a sudden chill came over him. Something in the trees moved—not high in the branches, but lower, near the base of the tree. Abruptly, the bird he spotted flew away. He froze and stared at the spot where he thought he saw activity. It was as if a shadow shifted in the shade of the trees. His heart raced and his temples throbbed. The forest grew eerily silent. Even the birds stopped chirping. Though nothing looked out of the ordinary, he got the distinct feeling he was being watched.

			Perhaps it was just a rabbit or some other small animal he had frightened off with his approach. Regardless, he turned around and walked quickly back to his fishing gear. He glanced back over his shoulder several more times while doing so. It was about time to leave anyway and the bird he wanted to look at flew away. And though he didn’t want to admit it to himself, he was spooked. So he picked up his gear and started back home.
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			Kai arrived back in his village half an hour later. The village was a relatively small one, consisting of a dozen or so different families and their respective farms. Each family differed in size. Kai’s was the smallest, and in addition to himself, included just his mother and his father. The largest family had twenty.

			A main road led to a clearing that was the nerve center of the community. Here, the families gathered to interact and socialize. Simple public buildings surrounded the clearing and included a general store, a school, and a meeting hall. There was also a large bell that hung from a wooden post, used to call meetings and summon the children to school. A water well allowed the passerby to rest and stop for a drink. Although small, the town square afforded the village the luxury of community. Together, they tended to the upkeep of the buildings and took turns teaching at the school. They were a close-knit group and considered themselves fortunate.

			Kai passed by the well and looked around. Today, the clearing was being decorated and prepped for the upcoming Moon Festival. Lanterns were being hung from wires connecting the rooftops of the buildings overhead. He looked at them curiously and wondered how they would appear at night. Unfortunately, they would not be lit until the night of the new moon, which was a week away, and coincidentally, his birthday.

			“Hello Kai,” shouted Yi, who was standing on the roof of one of the buildings. 

			He held a hanging wire used to secure the lanterns, and was busy fixing it to a post.

			“Hi.” Kai waved back.

			“What’s that? Another fish?”

			Kai nodded and smiled.

			“How big?”

			He opened the basket.

			“Wai! That’s a nice one!”

			Other workers peered over the side of the roof to look. Kai grew embarrassed by the attention.

			“Maybe I will come by and sneak a taste later?”

			“Okay. Bye bye,” Kai replied and waved.

			He left the clearing and swerved onto a road that would take him home.
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			“Fish for dinner!” Kai proclaimed as he arrived back home.

			He put his gear aside and placed the basket on an outdoor table where meals were often prepared.

			“Aiya! Again?” Kai’s mother, Mae, exclaimed. “You are getting better every time.”

			She gave him a hug.

			“I will clean this up and cook it tonight,” she said as she peered into the basket. “What a beautiful fish.”

			Kai looked up and smiled, pleased with his work.

			“Are you tired?” she asked.

			He nodded.

			“Go inside and take a nap.”

			“Okay,” he responded, turning to the doorway of their cottage.

			He entered a small but cozy home made of bamboo and straw. A room off to the side served as the master bedroom where his parents slept, but Kai, being the only child, had no room of his own. Instead, he slept on a raised platform in the rear of the house.

			He walked past a common area that served as both a kitchen and a living room, and into an alcove. It was late in the afternoon now and the sun would set in a couple of hours. Once he woke up, he figured it would be just in time for dinner, so he climbed into bed and pulled a sheet over his head to block out the daylight.

			Meanwhile, Mae left the fish basket on the table and decided to attend to some fieldwork before preparing dinner. Her husband, Ben, was working in the fields and she wanted to tell him about Kai’s latest catch.

			She grabbed a garden hoe from the tool shed and walked over. Ben was dressed in white working clothes and wore a wide-brimmed straw hat. He was of medium build and was well-tanned from working in the sun.

			Mae settled in next to him and started tilling the earth. She looked tiny and gentle in comparison.

			“He’s done it again,” she said.

			Ben lifted an eyebrow.

			“The biggest one yet.” She held out her hands to show him the approximate size of the fish.

			“Wo,” Ben beamed. “Our little one is beginning to get quite scary. Not just the fish. The other day a bug flew by. He watched it fly around and then reached out and picked it out of the air. Just like that. He looked at it in his hand and then let it go and off it went.”

			Mae smiled. “Maybe he will grow up to be a Shaolin warrior.”

			Ben laughed. “Or maybe just a very good fisherman.”

			After tilling the fields for a little while longer, Mae decided it was time to start the preparations for dinner.

			“It’s getting late,” she said. “I’ll start dinner.”

			She stood up and brushed the dirt from her knees. 

			“Okay,” Ben said. “I’ll finish up shortly and join you.”

			Excited by the prospect of a nice fish dinner, she left the fields and hurried back to their cottage, wondering how she should prepare the meal. She would either steam it with ginger or fry it with black bean sauce. Since Kai caught the fish, she would let him decide.

			The basket appeared on the outdoor table and she eagerly went over to open its lid.

			She let out a loud shriek and jumped back in horror. The fish that had been fine just before was now foul and rotted. Unless Kai was playing a terrible trick on her, something very unnatural was occurring.

			Her mind then shifted to her son, as mothers’ minds often do when they are frightened. Remembering that Kai went inside to take a nap, she rushed to make sure he was okay. She passed by the front window of their house and peered in.

			A sudden chill came over her. Because it was late in the day, the interior of the house was only dimly lit, but in the back of the room, she thought she saw something move—a shadow that shifted in the darkness. She stared at the shadow and saw it had form—a head, and now arms that reached out. It was tall and immensely frightening.

			And it was looking straight at her.

			She tried to scream but could only gasp for air. The seconds that passed felt more like hours. Mae’s heart pounded, her breath grew heavy, and her gasps turned to shrieks.
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			Kai dreamed a most unnatural dream. He dreamt he was an eagle, soaring high above the earth. From the skies, he could see his tiny village and his mother and father in the fields. He could see the Great Wall stretching across the earth with all its magnificent towers and parapets guarding against the wild lands. Then he saw a bright light he thought was the sun and flew toward it. It drew him near, and when he got close, he found that it was not the sun after all, but a great white temple.

			His dream changed and he was no longer a bird. A dark figured loomed over him and reached out with large claw-like fingers. He held out his hands and tried to fight it off, but it grabbed his arm near the shoulder and held him tight. He thought he could hear it whispering words, but couldn’t understand it. His shoulder burned and he began to scream.
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			Mae worked up the courage to shout. 

			Hearing his mother, Kai shifted in his bed and sat up. He saw the shadow form above his head and thought for a second he might still be dreaming.

			Mae opened the door and ran into the house, shouting at the evil spirit to leave, gesturing it away with her hands. The figure hunched over like it was about to spring on her, but then jetted out of the house through the walls.

			Kai burst into tears and Mae ran over to embrace him. She rocked him back and forth in her arms and told him that everything was going to be all right.

			The room now seemed eerily quiet.

			Ben crashed through the front doors with his gardening rake held out like a weapon. He looked around the room and lowered his arms when he saw no danger. 

			“What happened?”
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			After enough time had passed to settle her nerves, Mae quietly explained to Ben everything she had seen: the rotted fish, the sudden chill, and the specter that floated above Kai.

			Stories of evil spirits coming to take away newborns had often been told before, but she always considered them superstitious old wives’ tales. Kai was also a young boy, not an infant. Yet she could not explain what had happened or shake the feeling that an evil spirit had indeed come to take her child away. She heard of evil creatures, demons, and devils inhabiting the Koon Kagi—but never here. And not one like this.

			Ben, too, thought it unusual. Without knowing what else to do or say, he sat quietly and embraced them, hoping his presence alone would provide enough comfort.

			The evening wore on with Ben hoping things would return to normal, but the fading sunlight only put their nerves further on edge. He put out several more oil lanterns than usual to provide extra light for the evening. Mae recognized his intentions and appreciated the effort, but did not feel much better. She tried to put on a strong face for dinner.

			A small and simple meal was prepared since no one had much of an appetite. They sat quietly at a table and passed around soup bowls of rice, filling them with vegetable, mushroom, and a piece of egg.

			There was a loud rapping at the door. Startled, their heads darted up and Ben jumped from his seat.

			“Hello?” a voice inquired.

			Mae sighed with relief. Ben looked around to make sure everyone was all right and then smiled. Though the knock couldn’t have come at a more inopportune time, it was enough to break the tension in the room. A visitor was a welcome distraction.

			“Come in,” Ben said.

			Yi appeared with a pot in his hands.

			“Trade you stewed pork for leftover fish?”

			He looked around and could tell by the looks on their faces that something was wrong; the feeling he got was one of walking into the middle of an argument. 

			“I’m sorry, I thought you would be done with dinner by now. I didn’t mean to disturb.”

			“We got a late start,” Mae said hesitantly. “Sorry, but there’s no fish.”

			“Oh . . . well you can still have some of our leftover pork if you want.”

			“Have a seat,” Ben said. “We just have some soup bowls if you’re still hungry.”

			“Soup bowls?” Yi’s eyebrows rose. “That could go well with pork.”

			He took a seat at the table.

			His presence helped them feel normal again. They kept the conversation light and did not talk about what had happened. Fortunately, Yi was somewhat of a chatterbox and kept the conversation going by talking about how he almost fell off the roof while hanging a lantern.

			When the meal was finally over, Ben stepped outside and told him the story of the apparition, sparing Mae and Kai the pain of hearing it recounted again. Yi was shocked and equally confused. He had never heard of such a thing, but suggested they burn incense to keep the spirits away. Since they did not have any, he fetched some from his house next door. He too would burn incense, fearful for his own children.

			That night Kai slept in his parents’ room. An oil lamp was left on and incense burned all night. Mae and Ben had difficulty sleeping, fearful that the spirit would return. Kai began to sense something strange about the cottage too, though he did not talk about it. It had lost its cozy, homelike feel and now appeared cold and frightening. Perhaps tomorrow, he thought, everything would be back to normal.

		

	
		
			 

			2

			IN THE DAYS that followed, strange things started happening in the normally uneventful village. Farmers reported slaughtered and missing livestock. Villagers claimed they heard wild animals passing through their property after dark—cackles and howls that echoed from afar and stirred them from sleep. Before long, rumors ran rampant and the villagers started panicking. They walked down roads while constantly looking over their shoulders, especially at night when they imagined they were being hunted and followed. The entire village was terrified. A town meeting was to be held to address their concerns.

			Late in the day, ringing could be heard in the town square. An old man stood at the base of the village bell tugging rhythmically on a rope, sending waves of sound scattering in every direction. The bell ringer was thin and bald, with a long white mustache and a goatee. Though his frame had shrunken with age, it was wiry tough and he moved with the energy of a man many years younger. 

			His name was Chi-Yun and he was the oldest and wisest member of the community. Through his efforts, the village school and town hall were established. He had seen much of the world and in his younger days fought as a soldier against the assaults of the Koon Gee. Often he would captivate children with stories of the various fiends and demons that roamed the land, of devilish lizard men and the walking dead, but also of the mighty warriors of Shaolin. If anyone in the village knew about the evil that threatened the village, it was Chi-Yun.

			Within minutes, members of each family trickled down from their farms into the town square. They congregated around the public well. Although a mixture of fear and anxiety could be heard within the low murmur of voices, there was also a little excitement, as there often was at a gathering of the townspeople. As soon as key members of each family showed up, Chi-Yun ushered them into the village hall.

			The main room was mostly empty, with clean wood-planked floors, bamboo walls, and a thatched roof that sloped downwards on both sides. A smaller room was attached to it and used to store supplies. Large windows let in the fading afternoon sunlight, but soon, oil lanterns hanging on the walls would have to be lit.

			The villagers entered and took seats atop floor mats strewn about in a circular fashion. Chi-Yun addressed them with the same tone of voice often used to lecture the school children.

			“Now let me begin by explaining why I called this meeting, as many of you may have already guessed. For days now, there has been much strange activity. Some of you have heard noises at night. A few have found your livestock slaughtered. Just this morning, in fact, Seng found two of his pigs butchered.”

			“Yeah,” Seng said. “They were torn apart. I do not know what kind of animal could have done this. I thought maybe a pack of wild dogs at first, but then I looked closer and saw that some of the cuts were clean. They were made by blade.”

			“Blade!” Yi exclaimed from across the room. “Are you serious? By people, then? Thieves?”

			“Maybe. But I do not think so. They were eaten right there and without fire. I do not know what kind of people would eat a pig raw.”

			Nervous chatter filled the room. At this, Chi-Yun held his hand out, trying to regain control of the conversation. He spoke again more earnestly.

			“There is more. Travelers from the north have brought news. There is much trouble throughout the land, not just in our village. In the past several days, dagwais and other beasts have been seen moving through the forests of the Jengzhi. Foul creatures!” 

			A collective gasp ensued. If the villagers were not afraid before, they were afraid now. Chatter filled the room even louder than before.

			“Devil lizards? Here in the Jengzhi?” a villager cried.

			“Beasts of that sort have not been seen in years,” another said. “What were they doing here?”

			To these questions, the elder could only offer simple guesses. Years ago, he explained, the vile forces that plagued mankind tried to make an insurgence into the lands, but they were beaten back by the warriors of Shaolin to where they were now held in check by the Great Wall. Though a remnant could be still found in the north because of all the chaos caused by warring tribes, the Jengzhi was relatively safe. Why they had come down from their strongholds of evil, no one knew. Perhaps they were scouting for another attack. Perhaps they had run out of resources. Whatever the case, the elder said, it was not to be taken lightly. They must all be on high alert.

			“So what are we to do now?” Yi asked.

			Elder Chi stroked his beard and sat quietly for a moment. 

			Finally, he broke the silence and said, “A night patrol! We will arm ourselves at night. If there are any problems, signal for help by using the town bell. Report any incidents directly to me. We should organize immediately.”

			“A night patrol?” exclaimed someone. “Has it come to that?” 

			Once again there was a low murmur of voices. Several of the smaller families expressed concern about the extra burden of having to take on night patrol while also tending to their farming activities. Others worried that they were not prepared to fight the kind of creatures mentioned, even if they did come across them. A few thought they were all overreacting.

			After all opinions were voiced, they came to an agreement—the mere possibility of creatures such as dagwais roaming the woods was enough to warrant a patrol. Several of the braver members of the village immediately volunteered, including Seng, who wanted revenge for the slaughter of his pigs. Even the elder agreed to take on patrol since he was the most experienced fighter there. When enough volunteers were gathered, shifts were sorted out amongst them. Patrols would begin the following day.

			As they finalized their plans, the villagers began to disperse and trickle away. Several stayed behind to discuss night duty since this was the village’s very first patrol. They conversed about patrol routes, where dagwais could be hiding, fighting styles, and the varieties of demons that existed and how they should be dealt with.

			Ben and Mae approached Chi-Yun.

			“Elder. May I have a word with you,” Ben said.

			“Ah, Ben. Good to see you. Of course you may.” 

			“You said that we should report to you any incidents. I do not know if this means anything, but I would think this constitutes an incident.”

			He turned the conversation over to Mae and asked her to describe what happened several days before. Carefully, she explained everything she remembered—the rotted fish, the sudden chill, and the black shadowy spirit that loomed above their heads. Chi-Yun listened patiently as Mae spoke, stroking his beard and nodding continuously until she had finished her tale.

			A concerned look fell over his face. He asked Mae for details of what the thing looked like, how it moved, and what it sounded like. His eyes closed and his face contorted in concentration.

			Hearing Mae’s tale, a couple other members of the village came over to listen too.

			Chi-Yun, still in deep thought, mumbled to himself in a barely audible voice. “No, no. It can’t be. It doesn’t make sense.”

			“What is it?” Ben asked.

			“I’m not sure,” the elder said, “but I have heard of such a thing similarly described. You say that the house no longer feels the same, but distant and unwelcome?”

			“Yes. And cold and unnatural,” Mae replied.

			“Then we must go to your house now.”
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			Elder Chi, Ben, Mae, and Yi left the village hall, carrying a lantern since it was dark outside. They proceeded into the clearing and headed to the home of Chi-Yun. While their ultimate destination was Ben and Mae’s farm, the elder said he needed to stop home first to pick up a few items.

			The elder’s house was isolated and tucked back in the woods. He lived alone in a house that had grown much too large for him, having outlived its other inhabitants. Tidy and well constructed, it consisted of five bedrooms and a stable. There was no farmland around it as he relied on the villagers for food, earning his living teaching at the school and managing the town’s affairs. He also had a little bit of savings to fall back on, which he accumulated during his younger years.

			Chi-Yun scurried inside and soon returned with a small woven sack. They hurriedly left the house and proceeded to Ben and Mae’s farm, keeping a weary eye out along the way. The light of the oil lantern cast shadows on the roads and trees, sending shivers up Mae’s spine. She could only imagine what lurked out there and was perhaps watching them now.

			A short while later, they arrived safely at their destination. Kai was playing at Yi’s house next door where some of his school friends lived. He often stayed there when his parents were out late.

			Elder Chi walked into the main room where Mae said the spirit hovered.

			“Let us see,” he said.

			He looked around and paced back and forth before he opened his sack to uncover an assortment of items.

			“What’s that for?” Yi asked.

			“Nothing to worry about. Just a simple ritual.”

			Ben wondered what that meant but did not ask, sensing that the old man was not receptive to questions. Mae, however, had no such reservations. “A ritual for what?” 

			“A ritual . . . of revealing.”

			He pulled out a metal container with a large handle and filled it with twigs and dried leaves. Next, he set the contents on fire and tossed in a powdery blue substance.

			“Put out your light, Ben.”

			Ben snuffed out the oil lantern and the room turned pitch black, with the exception of the flame from the container. The rest of the party looked on intently, unsure of what was about to happen, but captivated nonetheless.

			Chi-Yun pulled out a scroll with markings in blank ink written across it. He threw this into the fire and the flame flared up with a bluish hue. He held the container high in the air and cast the light around them.

			Red marks.

			Shock filled the room. The crowd gasped at what they saw and the elder closed his eyes in horror. Red claw marks appeared all around them—three red lines in parallel that glowed when touched by the elder’s light. They were all made by the horrific spirit, clawed across the walls and on the floors and tables.

			“What . . . what is this?” Ben said nervously.

			Chi-Yun fought for words, paused, and then slowly began to speak.

			“I am familiar with some of the practices of the darker forces of this world. In the heart of the evil land of the Koon Gee, there dwell creatures called lo-shur. Not much is known about them except they are at the head of the demonic order and they are fierce.” He clenched his fist for extra emphasis on the word fierce. “Outside of their domain, however, they have no power and travel as mere shadows of themselves. This is the dark specter you have seen, Mae.”

			Mae shrunk and moved closer to Ben.

			“They have been known in battle to draw lesser minions to themselves by making spirit markings on things such as trees and caves. Once these markings have been made, all forms of evil are drawn to it, even at great distances. This is what you see now.”

			The party gasped in horror. Mae started to cry. The markings that glowed around them were calling to all forms of evil and drawing them close—to the home of Ben and Mae, in the simple village of Dailan. They were all in terrible danger.

			“They’re coming here?” Ben said.

			“Yes. As we speak!”

			“And this is why the dagwais have come?” Yi asked.

			“It is.”

			“But why would they do this?”

			“I don’t know. This has not happened before . . . this should not be!”

			Mae shook her head in disbelief. “What do we do now?”

			“Take everything essential out of the house. We must burn it down.” He turned to Yi. “Gather the men now. We patrol tonight. Tomorrow morning we send word to Shaolin. These things are beyond me.”

			“Burn it down?” Ben said. He dropped back into a chair, dumbfounded.

			Mae stooped and took his hand. “What are we going to do?”

			“We’ll be fine. It’s just a house.” He tightened his grip.

			“You must bury your worry and sorrow for now,” Chi-Yun urged. “We are in danger and there must be action. We must move quickly.”

			Ben nodded. He looked up at the eerie demonic marks, which looked alive as they pulsated in the flickering light; it was if the spirit watched them now. He stood.

			“Okay. Let’s do what must be done.”

			They hastily began removing items from the house, wanting the marks destroyed as soon as possible. When Kai returned from their neighbors, he was told their home would have to be cleansed. They would stay with Yi until they could make new arrangements.

			Although Kai did not fully understand what was happening, he remained quiet and did not question it. There was an uneasiness about the situation that made him understand they had no choice. He heard it in his mother’s voice and saw it in the frantic movement of the others. Although Ben and Mae wanted to shield him from worry, they did not realize how perceptive he was. Kai already knew they were in great danger.

			They salvaged what they could out of the house and set it on fire. Chi-Yun said that burning the house alone would be enough to destroy the marks, but to make sure he placed special scrolls on the building before igniting it. He also burned incense throughout the night. Hopefully, with the marks destroyed, the Koon Gee would leave and the danger would pass.

			Fire engulfed the house and its walls began to collapse. 

			In the cool night air, Kai could feel the warmth of the fire against his face. He thought about the time he watched a teaspoon of salt dissolve when drops of water were added; his home now disappeared in a similar fashion. Though it grieved him to see his home being destroyed, he was also relieved, as he had felt increasingly uncomfortable within it. Perhaps now they would be able to get on with their lives and move past the haunting.

			“Goodbye, house,” Kai whispered.

			Ben, Mae, and Kai watched silently as their home turned to ashes.

		

	
		
			 

			3

			THE NIGHT OF the new moon fell upon the town square, highlighted by the villagers that had come to celebrate. Despite all that had happened, the Moon Festival would continue. Everyone’s nerves were on edge, and a celebration would give the people a chance to relax.

			Elaborate preparations were made in anticipation of the big event. Round and white decorative lanterns hung overhead to mimic the moon. They were suspended on wires that stretched across the clearing and cast a cool white glow upon the earth, acting as lighting for ceremonial dances that were to take place that evening. Long torches were also stuck in the ground along the perimeter. Once lit, their warm light would contrast and mingle with the cool light of the moon lanterns.

			Several large tables were brought out of the town hall and placed in a corner to hold refreshments. They were stocked with tea and an appetizing assortment of pastries. Moon cakes could be found in abundance, along with cinnamon and coconut buns that were loaded with taro paste and sweet beans.

			Kai loved the time of year. He loved the tradition, the festivities, and especially the food. The day was an especially happy one for him because not only was it the Moon Festival, it was also his birthday. Most of the day was spent in celebration with his parents and friends. He received red envelopes full of money (the tradition on birthdays) and was given a variety of treats to munch on throughout the day. He ate moon cake after moon cake and didn’t even bother eating the whole pastry; he broke them open, went straight for the gooey centers, and discarded the rest. On any other day he would have been reprimanded for his wastefulness, but not today. When dinner arrived, the fanfare continued with a small feast of fish, crab, and prawns that were transformed into delicate soups, savory dumplings, and mouth-watering entrees. It was a satisfying day for Kai and could only get better with the festival ahead of him.

			For at least a brief moment, the excitement of the day made Kai forget about all that had happened. This was an especially difficult task because there were reminders of the danger everywhere: most of the adults now armed themselves with weapons, regular patrols could be seen surveying the area, and villagers constantly burned incense for protection against the spirits.

			Even with the marks found and destroyed, Chi-Yun warned everyone to stay on guard. Shrieks could still be heard late at night and livestock continued to disappear. They still could not explain, after all, why the marks were put there in the first place. Was it the meaningless whim of a malevolent lo-shur demon or was there some greater purpose at hand? Chi-Yun feared the latter explanation, knowing that conjuring marks was not something lo-shur did whimsically. Never before had he heard of marks being placed so far outside the Koon Kagi and away from any battlefront. Dailan was just a simple farming village and had little significance in the order of things.

			The peculiar scenario concerned him enough that he sent word to the Shaolin Temple. A rider to Sheyet was dispatched with a message asking for help. From there, the message would be bounced from town to town until it finally found a Shaolin monk, who could then relay it to the temple. If there was an explanation to the marks, the elders at the temple would find it.
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			Kai sat at the edge of the clearing, positioning himself for a good view of a ceremonial dance that was about to take place. His friend, Ping, sat next to him and the two gazed wide-eyed at the assembly of dancers that had gathered before them.

			There were ten of them, dressed in lavish robes with their faces painted white like the moon. Ben and Mae were also there, although Kai found it hard to distinguish them from the rest of the performers. They carried out an intricate ceremonial dance in perfect unison while a small orchestra played music in the background. The crowd watched in delight, captivated not only by the individual actions of the entertainers, but by their crisp and fluid movement as a whole. Together, they moved in perfect harmony, much like a school of fish. They jumped, flipped, and flew across the stage in a series of acrobatic steps. Some of the dancers performed with large and beautiful silk fans, closing them during quick movements, and flashing them open for bursts of color. It was an amazing thing for Kai to see.

			After several routines had been performed, the festivities drew to a close. The finale took place and fireworks were lit. The performers bowed to an appreciative audience and then dispersed into it, embracing their family members as they came across them. They lingered at the refreshment table for tea and pastries immediately after. It became a loud and boisterous event, full of laughter and merriment.

			As the night drew on, the number of villagers began to dwindle as they retreated to the comfort of their homes. While Ben and Mae chattered with their friends, Kai wandered alone along the edges of the clearing. His mind was consumed with thoughts of the festival, with visions of fireworks still in his head. He walked around picking up the stubs of burnt out firecrackers and examined their insides, wondering how they worked.

			In one of the darker parts of the clearing, he heard a rustle in the grass. Startled, he looked up and peered into the trees. Nothing could be seen except for shadows. He was about to turn away when something in his gut warned him of danger and told him not to turn his back. He stared a little longer and found it—a pair of eyes behind a thicket of bush. At first he thought it was a forest animal that had been attracted by the smell of food, but this pair of eyes looked far more sinister.

			He took several steps back and reached for a torch burning dimly behind him. He yanked it out of the ground, never removing his gaze from the pair of eyes that followed, and tossed it into the shadows. The torch landed a couple of feet in front of a threatening form, illuminating a face with lizard-like features.

			Kai stumbled. The creature let out a terrible cry, but did not charge as expected. Instead, it shifted its head upward and let out several more shrieks. Kai began to back away and noticed movement in the trees further away. It then occurred to him that the creature wasn’t crying out because the torch had startled it; it was warning others that it had been discovered.

			He turned and ran.

			The dagwai leapt from the thicket in pursuit. Kai ran toward his father, who heard the cries and came to his aid with a torch pulled out of the ground. Seconds before the dagwai caught up to him, Ben stepped in and swung wildly. The beast stopped in its tracks and jumped back. It stared at Ben, drew its sword, and hissed. Sizing him up for a fight, it slowly reapproached.

			On the other side of the clearing, two more dagwais appeared with drawn weapons. Ben stepped back and nervously waved his torch, dismayed by the show of force. Fortunately for him, Seng, Yi, and elder Chi were all close at hand, already armed for a patrol that was to take place later that night. They had numbers on the foremost Dagwai.

			“Attack!” Chi-Yun screamed, wanting to press the action while they had the advantage.

			Seng rushed and stabbed at the dagwai with his halberd, but the beast parried the blow and stepped away. Yi followed with another strike, but the creature eluded until its comrades could reach them. The lizards dived into the fray and caused the battle to temporarily degenerate into a muddled melee. The villagers and creatures parted, selected a foe, and re-engaged. One dagwai advanced on Yi, the other at Seng, and the third took on both Chi-Yun and Ben.

			Chi-Yun held his hand out. “Take this.”

			Ben gladly accepted a long knife, which he balanced in his grip along with his torch.

			The dagwai tried to break up their teamwork by advancing on Chi-Yun, but Ben rushed with his flame and thrust it in its face, blinding it. Chi-Yun took advantage by flicking his sword and gashing it on the side. He shook his head. If he were young again, he thought, he would have been able to kill the beast with that stroke, but at least he had injured it, and if they could finish it off quickly, they’d have numbers on the remaining dagwais.

			Mae ran to the town bell and started ringing it furiously for help. Kai stood by his mother’s side and watched in horror as the fight unfolded before them. Ben and Yi were still adorned in their festival costumes with white face paint, making for an eerie scene as they squared off against the lizard-faced men. It was as if the festival had started all over again and the actors were out performing one final, terrifying act.

			Kai’s attention quickly shifted to the top of the town hall, where he noticed movement along its roof. Two dark figures could be seen moving silently into view. Sensing danger, he yelled out to his mother who was still tugging at the bell rope.

			Three flashes of light came from the hand of one of the rooftop figures and the sound of blades cutting through the air could be heard. The first ninja star cut through the rope that Mae held and a second pierced her right shoulder. A third wedged itself harmlessly into the bell post. Kai screamed and attempted to cover her, but the ninjas refocused their attention elsewhere now, satisfied that the bell had stopped ringing.

			More stars flew, one of them landing near the center of Yi’s chest—back he fell, and in charged his dagwai with a wicked swing. He managed to roll away from the deathblow in time but was wounded and unable to fight. Seng moved over to help, but was now outnumbered as his own dagwai followed. He slashed wildly to keep them away.

			Two ninjas jumped from the rooftops onto the fighting ground at the edge of the clearing. They were quick and agile, and made little noise as their feet touched the earth. In unison, they reached behind their backs and unsheathed two long, thin, shiny swords. They were completely dressed in black, with their faces partially covered by cloth—and from what could be seen, they did not look completely human. The features on their faces were sharp and skewed, with pale white skin and bright red eyes that took in the battle.

			The village fighters were now fully aware of the ninjas closing in on them. Yi was injured on the ground and they were outmatched. The situation had gone from hopeful to hopeless in a matter of seconds.

			Slowly the ninjas approached.

			From the trees came a rustle, which only Kai happened to notice, and from it sprang another dark figure. It too was quick and agile, and made virtually no sound as it landed in the clearing between the combatants and the approaching ninjas. For a moment, Kai’s heart sank again, as it appeared another ninja had joined the battle. But this ninja’s head was not covered like the rest, nor was its face white, or its eyes red.

			This ninja was completely human.
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			Leaping from the trees, the Weapons Master had already studied the situation—three dagwais, two dark ninjas, and four villagers. Upon touching down, he quickly scanned for more details. One of the villagers was on the ground, injured by a throwing star, while another was probably too old to be fighting. The other two had their faces painted white and looked to be in fair condition, though he could tell by their stances they were not experienced fighters. Of the enemy, one dagwai was bleeding from its side while the others were untouched. The lizards carried jagged Jinto blades that had heft to them while the dark ninjas carried light cutting swords. Concealed within the ninjas’ garbs were probably more throwing stars.

			By his estimation, the villagers were in serious trouble. They would have to be protected, especially against the dark ninjas. These demons were quick and skilled, and their intelligence made them more dangerous than the dagwais. Though their red eyes were sensitive to sunlight, it allowed them to see well in the dark and the current field of battle.

			He noted this and frowned, unhappy with the players involved. With his hand itching for something concealed at his side, he stood motionless between the creatures, keeping them at bay with a stare. One hand was held out in front of him while the other clutched his weapon.

			The dagwai that had been fighting Seng turned to charge him, but before it had taken a step, a steel weapon flew from Wong’s hand into its leathery hide. The battle seemed to come to a halt as the lizard looked down to examine a large multi-bladed shuriken stuck in its chest. It followed the blade with its eye to a long thin chain that was attached, all the way to Wong, who was holding onto the other end.

			Without making a sound, it glared at him, and then toppled over dead. Seeing this, the dark ninjas rushed as though a signal had been given to attack.

			With a flick of his wrist, Wong dislodged the shuriken end of the chain and sent it flying back over his head toward the ninjas. The ninjas dodged but were pushed back by the steel blade as it whizzed past their faces. He pulled out a second shuriken attached to the other end and set it in motion. By whirling the center of the chain over his head repeatedly, he had both blades moving through the air and whistling loudly. The chain and the blades caught the light of the moon lanterns above and glimmered in the night. It looked as though he wielded a large glowing disc in his hands.

			His choice of weapon was simple: he needed a weapon that would strike the dagwais at a distance while keeping the ninjas at bay since they were on opposite sides of the field.

			Wong directed his metal and sliced at his enemies. The dark ninjas cautiously advanced and parried the blows, but at each step, they encountered countless new waves of attacks as the shuriken blades spun round. With a slight shift of his wrists, Wong was able to vary the angle of his attack to keep his enemies off-balance. The chain buzzed over their heads, at their necks, and sliced across the ground, sparking against the stone floor in a flurry of unpredictable activity.

			Ben, seeing the dagwais distracted, charged his enemy and stabbed it with his long knife. The lizard spun in turn and pierced him in the upper chest and shoulder, causing him to cry aloud.

			Wong noted the danger and cursed under his breath, wishing instead that the villagers left him alone to fight. He swung one end of his chain around the neck of the dagwai to prevent it from advancing on Ben and yanked it, tugging the lizard backward to the ground. Chi-Yun jumped on the vulnerable creature and killed it.

			The chain stopped spinning once it wrapped around the dagwai’s neck and was no longer able to hold the dark ninjas at bay, so they too charged. 

			Wong recoiled and flicked the free end of the chain at the closest ninja. The ninja managed to get its sword up to deflect the death blow away from its chest, but it ricocheted awkwardly and gashed its arm. At the same time, a second ninja leapt through the air with an overhead slash. It missed Wong as he stepped aside, but managed to clip his chain and cut it in half.

			Angered by his damaged weapon, the Weapons Master punched the ninja on its side and followed with a hard open-palm strike to its face. He reached down and yanked on the severed end of his chain to send the shuriken end, which had just sliced the other ninja’s arm, flying back toward them and into the closest ninja’s back. The demon jerked its hands back from the shock and froze, then collapsed.

			Wong dropped the chain and reached for his sword. The sound of the metal blade against its scabbard rang in the air, revealing a sword that was simple, light, and sturdy, with clean lines that caught the light of the moon lanterns. Chi-Yun recognized it as a weapon of impeccable quality.

			The remaining ninja charged and the two clashed. Wong parried the first two blows and in a dazzling array of strokes, sliced through the ninja three times to kill it. The last dagwai pounced while his attention was focused on the ninja, but he effortlessly flipped out of reach. When he finally lifted his sword, he killed his opponent with a single efficient thrust.

			Kai looked at the stranger in awe.
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			“I AM WONG.”

			Seng stepped forward. “Then we are in much debt to you, Wong.”

			“I have heard of this name before,” the elder said. He narrowed his brow and touched his beard in thought. His eyes widened. “Ah yes, the Weapons Master . . . I can hardly believe such a young man could earn for himself such a name, but watching you fight as so, I cannot argue it. I am Chi-Yun, the village elder.” He brought his hand up from his side and bowed shortly. “I served at the temple for a small time, much as yourself.”

			Wong nodded back. He examined the scraggly old man who spoke excitedly, and instantly liked him. 

			“Nice to meet you.”

			“Tell me, how is it you were able to come this way, on a night that we were most in need? I sent word to Shaolin, but that was just a few days ago. It could not have reached the temple so soon.”

			“Word? To Shaolin?” 

			“Yes. A mark had been made here in the village. The mark of a lo-shur. We found it in the home of Ben and Mae. Mae saw the spirit demon.” 

			He nodded toward the couple across the clearing, sitting together on a mat in the town hall. They were brought there with Yi after the fight so their wounds could be tended to; fresh water, bandages, and medicinal herbs were available in the supply room. Although Ben’s and Yi’s injuries were serious, they did not appear life-threatening. Mae’s injury was more superficial, though she did have trouble raising her arm.

			“I didn’t come from Shaolin so I received no word,” Wong explained. “Tell me about this mark. Where exactly is it?”

			“We burned the house down. The marks were destroyed.”

			Wong stood quietly for a moment and looked off to the side, deep in thought. Something in his mannerism made Chi-Yun feel unsafe again.

			“The mark is still here,” he finally said.

			“Here? But how? How can you know? There was nothing left of the house.”

			“I can feel it. That’s why I came to the village. I followed the mark. And it brought me here.”

			The elder was stunned and confused. “Such a thing is impossible! How can it be that you feel a mark? You are not Koon Gee.”

			“No,” Wong said with a smile, “but that’s another story. What is important is that there’s still a mark in this village. Here. Now. It’s close, in the town hall, I think.”

			“Here! In the town hall?” Chi-Yun was somewhat taken aback by Wong’s even tone, but mindful of what he said nonetheless. “We must find and destroy it, then. That explains why the creatures are still being drawn here. That explains why they attacked us at the festival!” 

			The thought of more marks in the village was shocking. The possibility had not crossed his mind. And while it caused him great concern, it also left him partially relieved; a mark still present in the village explained why the danger seemed to grow even after the house was destroyed. At least now something could be done about it.

			“Let’s get a better look,” Wong said.

			They walked toward the hall from the clearing.

			Chi-Yun shook his head. “I am glad you are here.”

			With Wong’s appearance, the elder received the counsel he had not expected to get for weeks. Although Wong was a bit young for someone he would ordinarily seek advice from, he seemed confident and authoritative. Having felt the burden of the entire village on his shoulders, Chi-Yun was glad that the answers did not rest in him alone.

			They stepped through the doorway.

			“Tell me—can you see the mark?” Chi-Yun asked.

			“No, I can only sense it. But it is here.”

			“I can help. I have the tools necessary to uncover it.”

			“Where?”

			“In my house, not far from here. I can get them.”

			Wong nodded in approval. “Get them.”

			“Not alone,” Seng interrupted. “It’s not safe out there.”

			“But . . . ” the elder protested, glancing at the injured inside the building.

			Wong read his concern over leaving them unprotected in the hall that contained the mark.

			“Go with him. I can handle it,” he said.

			The elder hesitantly agreed and scurried off with Seng. Wong watched them leave, then paused and closed his eyes in meditation.

			He could tell the elder looked at him for direction. He saw it in his eyes. But he had no real answers at the moment, only questions. Why would lo-shur place a mark in such a remote farming village? The location was of no strategic importance. He had followed lo-shur marks before and found them placed in the camps of men, but they were always along key battlefronts. This made no sense.

			His breathing steadied and he held out his hands in front of him, attempting to focus in on his sense of the mark. It was definitely in the building, somewhere to the right. He opened his eyes and looked over to where the injured sat. Perhaps the mark was on the wall behind them.

			He scanned the walls with his eyes until they finally settled upon Kai, who was staring wide-eyed back at him. His expression softened in response.

			“Hello. Who’s this?”

			“This is my son, Kai,” Mae answered. 

			“Hello, Kai.”

			Kai continued staring but said nothing.

			“You don’t have to worry,” Wong added. “I can handle the Koon Gee.”

			“How do you glow?”

			“How do I . . . glow?”

			Wong thought it an odd question and was caught off-guard. What did he mean by this? Was he referring to his chi aura? When a warrior elevated his chi energy past a certain point, it could manifest itself as visible licks of fire. But he had not come close to building up that kind of energy during the last battle . . . at least so that it would have been visible to a boy.

			“He must mean because of the chain,” Mae said. “Your cutting weapon. When you spun it in the air, it caught the light of the moon lanterns. It was as if a bright ray of light was being swung around your head.”

			“Oh, yes,” Wong said, the confusion lifting from his expression. He turned to Kai. “The cutting chain took me years to master, but if you train hard enough, you can do anything.”

			Kai looked back at him blankly. Wong could not tell if he understood what he said.

			“Ouch,” said Ben, distracting them. His face was full of pain as Mae applied a poultice to his wounds.

			“Are you going to be okay?” Mae asked.

			Ben grimaced. “I’ll manage.”

			“Don’t move so much,” she chided.

			Yi stirred in the corner, also grimacing from his wound. Mae had a bandage around her arm and shoulder.

			Wong looked at the injured party and felt responsible. The sight of Kai looking up at him only made him feel worse. They were simple villagers and farmers, not fighters as he was. He should have gotten there sooner.

			He took an herbal substance out of his pocket and handed it to them.

			“Bitter root for the pain. Chew on it.”

			Yi tried some and made a face. “Bitter indeed.”

			Ben chewed on it with less reaction.

			“Thank you,” he said after some time. “We wouldn’t have made it without you.”

			Wong nodded but did not feel better.

			“Why is this happening?” Mae asked.

			Wong searched for something meaningful to say, but found nothing. “I don’t know.”

			An awkward silence followed and he began to feel restless. Waiting inside the town hall made him feel claustrophobic. He needed air. 

			“I’m going to step outside and look around, to make sure it’s safe,” he said.

			Mae nodded and Wong left.

			She sighed and looked over at Kai, who was examining a piece of the bitter root.

			“Don’t eat that Kai. It’s bitter.”

			She turned away and let her mind wander. How awful the night had turned out, she thought. She felt vulnerable sitting in the town hall, similar to the way she felt the night she saw the lo-shur spirit. Things had gone from bad to worse, and something in the pit of her stomach told her they had not yet reached the bottom.

			Before long, Wong returned through the doorway with Chi-Yun and Seng.

			“I have it,” the elder exclaimed.

			Out of a woven sack, he produced a metal container, a scroll, and a vial of blue powder, just as he had earlier in the week. Dried twigs and leaves were ignited within the container. The oil lamps in the hall were snuffed out, and the elder dropped the blue powder and the scroll of revealing into the fire. A bright blue burst of flame flared in the darkened room. He brought the light over to the wall where Wong indicated and looked it over.

			“Nothing. I see nothing,” Chi-Yun said.

			He moved the light up and down the wall, but could not find any marks. He then slowly moved the light across the room, with those able joining the search. They clumsily examined the walls in the dark, squinting wherever the bluish light touched the surface.

			Even Kai began to search, although he did not know what he was looking for since he had not been there on the night they first discovered the marks. He walked over to the opposite wall instead. On it, he found a scratch mark.

			“Over here!” he yelled.

			Wong shifted his attention away from the wall and turned toward Kai. 

			“Yes. I sense it there now,” he said, confused.

			The elder brought his fire over and looked where Kai was pointing.

			“That’s not it. That’s just a scratch in the wall,” Chi-Yun said.

			Wong didn’t understand. He felt the mark unmistakably. Except now it was coming from a different wall. Right where Kai was standing.

			It was then that a fearful clarity came over him. Blood rushed to his face and his breath stopped short. He stooped to his knees and closed his eyes with a pained expression. He could not believe he did not see it earlier. Kai was so young, but it explained everything. Had his reluctance to this day clouded his judgment so thoroughly? He felt afraid and suddenly foolish.

			He spoke softly. “Mae. Tell me about the lo-shur. The night you saw it.”

			Mae looked over, confused, but did as she was asked. She sensed something was wrong and it made her nervous.

			“It was just standing there. I felt a chill. The fish had rotted. It was just standing there over Kai. I screamed and it flew away.”

			Wong moved over to Kai and stooped once again.

			“Kai. Do you remember the lo-shur? Do you remember that night?”

			Kai kept silent and looked frightened.

			“It’s all right,” Mae said. She came over and held him. “Take your time. Just tell us.”

			“I was sleeping. I had a bad dream. It caught me and my arm burned.”

			His eyes watered with tears. Mae held him tighter and wondered why he hadn’t told her that before. Tears welled up in her eyes, too, at the confession. He must have been so afraid, she thought.

			“Tell me,” Wong said. He inched closer to him and held his hands. “Which arm?” he whispered.

			Kai looked down at his right arm and retracted it slightly. “This one,” he said.

			Wong grabbed it gently and pushed up his sleeve.

			There, in the light of revealing, glowed three unmistakable red marks.
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			“No. No, no, no,” Mae whimpered.

			A collective gasp in the room could be heard. Mae clutched Kai, tears streaming down her face. She softly rubbed the spot on his skin where the marks appeared, praying they would go away.

			Chi-Yun extinguished the flame, and the lantern lights in the hall were reignited. The marks on Kai’s skin disappeared as if everything was normal again.

			“What must we do now?” Chi-Yun asked.

			“I need to take him to the temple,” Wong said. “Only the masters can help him now.”

			“Why? Why Kai?” Ben said angrily.

			“I’m not sure. There is something to him. He is special and the Koon Gee fear him.”

			“Fear him?” Ben’s anger turned to confusion. “Why would they fear him? He is just a child.”

			Wong turned away. “There’s a prophecy.”

			Ben and Mae looked at each other and then back at Wong.

			“Tell us everything you know,” Mae said.

			“Please,” Ben whispered as he put a hand on Wong’s arm, flinching from the pain from his wound. “This is my son.”

			Wong sighed. “Is today his birthday?”

			Ben and Mae nodded.

			“There is a prophecy,” he said in a grave voice, “of a boy that would be born of great power on the night of the new moon. That boy would grow to deliver the people from the hold of the Koon Gee.”

			They listened quietly in astonishment. Kai did not know what to make of it.

			“Lo-shur are aware of this prophecy. They are in fact the ones who prophesied it. It is the reason they scour the earth in search of this boy.”

			“And when they find him, they mark him?” Mae asked.

			“Yes.”

			“To kill him?”

			“If need be.”

			“But why do they believe Kai is this boy?” Ben asked.

			“They probably don’t know for sure. Perhaps they’ve seen something in him. Lo-shur can see a person’s chi like flames of a fire, if it is powerful enough. Any boy who possesses a strong enough spirit may be considered a threat and marked.”

			“But he is so young. Could they be wrong?”

			“It’s possible.”

			“It’s possible? Has it happened before?”

			“Once. But it’s different this time. The grandmaster of the temple saw in a vision that my fate would be tied to this boy. So my appearance here is no coincidence.”

			Ben and Mae could hardly believe it. It was too much to take in one day. Too much had happened already. They had always felt that something was different about Kai, but what Wong told them was outrageous. Still, they could only believe what he said since there was no other explanation.

			“I must get Kai to the Shaolin Temple as soon as possible,” Wong said.

			“Must he go? Is there no other way to remove the mark without harming the child?” Chi-Yun asked.

			“Only the masters and the waters of the temple can help him now. His entire body and spirit are infected with the mark, not just his arm. Dealing with a lo-shur mark is no simple task.”

			“Then we will leave at once,” Ben said.

			“And me. I will go too,” Chi-Yun added.

			Wong looked at the injured party skeptically. His thoughts turned back to their encounter in the clearing where he had to protect Ben from the dagwai at the cost of his cutting chain. They were not prepared to face the kind of danger waiting for them on the journey north.

			He clenched his teeth. A difficult decision had to be made.

			“I know he is your son and I am a stranger to you. But you’re in no condition to make this trip. If you all come with me, you will all die. You will be three more people I have to protect and I cannot risk it.”

			“Nonsense! He is my son,” Ben said.

			“You are injured. You can barely move. Even Mae is injured. Enemies ten times more powerful than the ones you have seen tonight will hunt us. It has started already. I have seen it. They are converging on this point as we speak.”

			“Which is why you will need us,” the elder said.

			“Elder, I mean no disrespect. But a mere handful of Koon Gee was too much for you. I’m only thinking of Kai and how to keep him alive.”

			Wong searched for a way to make them understand.

			“We have to move as fast as we can while resistance is weak. You will all slow me down. He’ll only be safe once he gets to the temple, and the longer we take to get there, the less chance he’ll have of making it. I cannot protect you all . . . and you, elder, you . . .”

			“Are too old? Are too slow?” Chi-Yun said meekly.

			“I can keep up,” Mae said. “My arm is not that bad. Someone needs to be with Kai if you are fighting.”

			“If it comes to that and the ninjas are closing in, it won’t matter if you are there or not. I need to be able to pick up Kai and fly through the treetops if necessary. I cannot lift you, too.”

			Mae turned her head down.

			Wong continued. “I do not want to take your child away from you, but if you want him to live, you must trust me. It is his best chance . . . I am his best chance.”

			They remained silent at his words.

			“We leave at first light. I’m sorry.”
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			Morning arrived. They spent the night at the elder’s house where he was able to tend to their wounds and provide lodging for Wong. Chi-Yun eagerly welcomed them in, excited at thought of filling his empty house. He and Seng offered to patrol the entire night, letting Wong rest for the long journey ahead. Wong gratefully accepted but made them promise to wake him up at the first sign of trouble. None came and the night passed without incident.

			Mae managed to pack a bag for Kai using her good arm. She placed food, clothes, and several of Kai’s favorite items, including moon cakes, into a pack. She took off a jade necklace that Ben had given her, and placed this around his neck; it would remind him of their love. Kai sat by the bed next to Ben, who was still hurt from battle and lay bandaged. They sat and talked as a family, knowing that they might not see each other for a long time, or perhaps, ever again.

			Several times that morning Ben and Mae had attempted to convince Wong to bring them along, but each time he refused. Something in the manner and tone of his voice made them understand it was not possible.

			Ben told Kai how proud he was of him, and that no matter what happened he would be safe because of how special he was. Mae said to trust Wong, and if they ever got into trouble to run and hide. Kai wept and said he didn’t want to leave them, but Ben assured him they would see each other at the Shaolin Temple. Somewhere in the back of his mind, in a dream, Kai remembered seeing the temple and longing to be there.

			Wong sat at a table in another room and scribbled on a piece of parchment. A candle was lit, as it was still early in the morning and the sun had not yet risen. He wrote another message to the temple:

			To the master of the temple, an urgent message: 

			In the small farming village of Dailan on the outskirts of the Jengzhi, I found a boy born on the day of the new moon, in the year of the dragon. I was drawn to him by the mark of a lo-shur. You know of whom I speak. I am bringing him to you. 

			All paths to the temple have become dangerous, and I do not know how I will get there. Please send my brother and the Sword of Shaolin to find us. I will pick up help along the way and send word if I can.

			Wong

			He closed the letter and stamped it with his personal seal. Outside he could hear the clatter of horse hooves.

			Chi-Yun walked through the front door.

			“Everything is set,” he said.

			Wong handed Chi-Yun the letter and a list of names and locations he could use to pass the information onto. Though the elder assured Wong that he would see the letter through to the very end, Wong explained that it was unnecessary; the Shaolin network had means of communication that was much more efficient than in his day.

			Chi-Yun again expressed reservations about them traveling alone, but Wong assured him he would eventually find help. Though he would start the journey by himself, he would end it with powerful friends at his side—warriors, not mere farmers. Hopefully. And for at least a little while, he wanted to spend time with Kai alone since there was much to uncover about him. If he was fated to bring an end to the Koon Gee, he would need to learn to face danger.

			Ben and Mae would also make the trip to Shaolin, but not until Ben had more time to heal. Wong gave them the same list as Chi-Yun and handed them a small token with his insignia on it. It was a small flat rock with the same symbol that was on the seal of the letter. With it, they would be able to obtain help if needed.

			After a shared breakfast, the time had come to leave. Ben forced himself to the door to see his son off. Mae helped Kai put on his pack. They exchanged hugs and kisses, said their goodbyes, and promised to see one another again.

			A horse stood just outside. Wong boarded it and hoisted Kai up with him. Mae handed Wong an additional pack. She was still a little wary of giving her son up to a stranger, but he did save their lives, and she knew in her heart it was the right decision.

			“You take care of him,” she said with tear-filled eyes.

			“I promise. I’ll get him back to you.”

			“You better.”

			Wong felt awkward about taking the boy and wondered if he was doing the right thing.

			“I only make promises when I intend to keep them,” he said.

			She wiped a tear from her face.

			“Tell me something—you said this happened once before. What ever happened to that boy? Did he make it?”

			“I am that boy.”

			Wong gave the command and the horse trotted down the path away from the house.

			The sun’s approaching light struggled to be seen, dampened by the morning that was still wet and misty with fog. The horse grew smaller until it disappeared from view.

			Ben and Mae continued to stare silently on, long after the horse was gone.
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			WONG AND KAI trotted slowly away from the village at first, but quickly picked up the pace. Wong had first thought to travel back east to the forest town of Tzhiang Doon where the armed rangers could offer them some assistance, but he quickly decided against it. It would bring them too far east when they should be traveling north, and by now the forests were probably covered with the enemy. He did not like the possibility of coming across more mountain zhuks while traveling there, either, especially since he was with Kai and the rangers were too weak to make a difference anyway.

			So it was to the north that he decided to take his chances. The quicker they got to the temple of Shaolin, the better. By day, they would travel the roads on horseback. At night they would take shelter in various towns and villages along the way. If they were fortunate enough, they would reach their first major stop, the province of Guilin and the House of Han, undisturbed. There, they would find safety and protection, as the people were accustomed to battle and guarded their borders well. Unlike Dailan, loose pockets of Koon Gee would not be found freely roaming the villages. Wong also had friends there—powerful allies that could help.

			His plan did not come without reservations. They would be hunted every second of their journey. By bringing Kai into other small villages, he put everyone there in danger too. They would fare no better than the people of Dailan and he would have to take extra care to prevent their harm. Another concern involved taking shelter inside of the inns themselves; sleeping enclosed within walls would make it hard to tell if anyone was sneaking up on them. Normally he would sleep high up in the trees where he could set traps and hear the enemy approaching, but Kai was too young for this, especially given the long and tedious journey ahead. He should be given proper food and shelter as long as possible since things were bound to get increasingly difficult.

			His plan would have to do, he decided. 

			He kicked the sides of the horse, spurring it on.

			The two traveled quickly and quietly for hours, taking occasional breaks to rest the horse and stop for water. At noon, they had lunch under the shade of a tree by the side of the road.

			“Hungry, Kai? Your mom made us lunch.”

			Kai didn’t respond.

			Neatly packed in a small sack was an assortment of dumplings, some bread, and a piece of fish. They were leftovers from his birthday. Wong examined the meal and was fairly pleased. This was much better than the smoked sardines the rangers offered him just days before.

			He broke off a piece of bread and gave it to Kai. After tasting the fish, he raised his eyebrows in approval. 

			“Good. Eat some,” he said.

			Kai shook his head and said he wasn’t hungry.

			“Come on. You’ll need it to keep up your strength. It could be a while before we eat this well again.”

			Reluctantly, Kai obliged and took a small bite. 

			Wong worried about him. Since leaving Dailan, he had hardly spoken a word. He understood his fear and anxiety and wondered what he could do to make him feel better—but he was trained to fight ninja and zhuk, not console a child.

			Finally, Kai spoke. “How far is the temple?”

			Wong was relieved to hear his voice. “Pretty far. We’re many days away.”

			“How long will I be there?”

			“I’m not sure . . . probably a long time.”

			“When can I go home?”

			“The Shaolin Temple will be your home.”

			Kai thought about this for a while and wasn’t sure what to make of it.

			“What is it like?” he asked apprehensively.

			“It is . . . safe. The greatest monks and warriors train there. You won’t have to worry about the Koon Gee.”

			Kai looked sad and worried. It wasn’t being hunted by demons that troubled him—it was the disturbance to his way of life. The thought of leaving Dailan and traveling to a foreboding place with monks and warriors was unsettling. 

			Wong picked up on his worry and tried to think of something helpful to say, but drew a blank. He must not be very good with children, he thought. Too much time had probably been spent training alone and traveling in the forest rather than socializing with human beings.

			He imagined himself as a child in Kai’s predicament and a thought emerged.

			“There are other children there too.”

			Kai’s attention piqued. “Really?”

			“Yes. Children who show promise are brought to the temple. They are taught discipline and balance by the temple masters.”

			His look soured.

			Wong knew his description was stale, but he wanted to be realistic. On second thought, he decided he sounded too much like a monk. Leaning in Kai’s direction, he spoke with a little more emphasis.

			“They learn how to fight like me.”

			Success. Kai’s attention flared again.

			“You might learn how to spin glowing discs in your hands to fight demons, or you might learn how to manipulate fire, create light with your mind . . . even talk to animals. It depends on you.”

			A glossy look appeared in Kai’s eyes. Wong could tell he had him captivated. He could not let up.

			“You’ll get to travel all over the world to help people. And when you do, you usually get to eat the finest foods.”

			Kai picked up a piece of fish and took a large bite out of his bread as he contemplated the possibilities. Wong smiled. The kid was not unlike himself.

			“You know I was once marked, too. I had to leave my home. I know what it’s like.”

			Kai looked at him inquisitively. “For real?”

			“I was a bit older than you but still very scared. There was a part of me, though, that embraced it, thought it was exciting, maybe even a little fun.”

			“Why did you think it was fun?”

			“Because it was an adventure.”

			Kai didn’t respond, but took Wong’s words to heart. He had been so worried and afraid in recent days that it didn’t seem possible anything good could come out of it. That was, of course, until now. He reached for another piece of fish in reflection.

			“How come you were marked?”

			“Because they were afraid I was you.”

			It was the kind of answer that seemed to confuse things for Kai more than it clarified them. Wong partially regretted saying it, but needed to make him understand that he was not just an ordinary boy from a small farming village. He was much more.

			“Don’t worry about it for now,” Wong said. “One day you’ll be able to beat me up, though.”

			Kai smiled. “Noooo!”

			After finishing their meals, they cleaned up, repacked their bags, and prepared to take off again. Wong helped Kai back up on the horse.

			“Do you live in the temple?” Kai asked.

			“I left the temple many years ago,” he said in a reflective voice.

			“Why?” 

			“It was time to move on.”

			Wong whistled, gave the horse a light kick, and took off down the road again.
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			They continued with good progress until just after sunset when they decided to hole up in a small village for the night. They had considered stopping at several other points along the way, but there was always something about them that Wong didn’t like—the lay of the land, the size of the village, the proximity of the town to the main road, and even the density of the trees that surrounded the buildings. 

			When Wong had finally settled on a town, he immediately inquired about a place to stay. Because they traveled along a main trading road, villages along its path often housed lodges that would accommodate travelers, so it was not long before they were directed to one. They made arrangements with the innkeeper and were shown a room; it was the only room in the entire inn, in fact, as they were still in a relatively remote area of the region that did not require more.

			They unloaded their gear and sought out the kitchen on the other side of the building for an evening meal. There, their choice of meal was simple as the inn offered just one dish: pickled fish over rice with cabbage. Wong was happy enough with the choice as it meant one more night without having to delve into their supply of dried rations.

			The innkeepers struck up a casual conversation, which they often did with the many travelers that frequented their lodge. To begin, they talked about themselves and their lives at the inn. They were an elderly couple that had been running the inn for the past eleven years, after they sold their farm in favor of a less laborious profession. Although they admittedly didn’t need the income anymore, they kept the inn open because they enjoyed meeting new people. In turn, they asked Wong about himself. He told them Kai was his nephew, and the two were traveling to the province of Guilin to visit family. He didn’t like lying, but it was easier than explaining that he was the Weapons Master and Kai was being hunted by hordes of demons.

			After helping themselves to more of the pickled fish, they discussed the latest news and gossip. Wong learned that word of a mark in Dailan had spread to all of the surrounding villages and beyond. There was no mention of Kai, however, as the rumors only indicated a territorial mark found in one of the homes there. Nerves were on edge and an increasing number of people panicked as creatures flooded into once peaceful lands. Wong kept the story of Kai’s mark to himself, knowing nothing good would come of sharing it. He paid the innkeepers and wished them a good night.

			He and Kai went back to the lodge, a small room with two beds and a window. It wasn’t the nicest place he ever stayed, but it wasn’t the worst and certainly better than sleeping out in the open. He chose the bed closest to the window—not for the view, but to put himself between Kai and anything that might crawl through. He emptied his pockets on a table in between their beds and placed a knife beside his pillow. Belts of weapons were dropped on the floor and his sword and his staff were placed within reach.

			“Try to sleep if you can,” Wong said.

			It was their first night out on the road and he wondered if they would make it through peacefully. He leaned back in his bed, closed his eyes, and told Kai to do the same. Several minutes later, he reopened his eyes and noticed Kai still sitting up in the opposite bed.

			“Do you need anything?”

			“No,” Kai replied sheepishly.

			“Try to sleep. We have a long day ahead of us.”

			“I can’t.”

			“Are you scared?”

			“It’s too early.”

			“I know, but try. I need to. Okay?”

			“Okay.”

			“Blow out the candle when you’re ready to sleep.” He closed his eyes again. “And wake me if you see or hear anything.”

			“Okay.”

			“And try to get some sleep.”

			“Okay.”

			Kai stared around the room for a while longer and then walked over to the window. He thought it weird that Wong would want to sleep so early in the evening, so he looked out the window instead and thought about home.
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			After some time had passed it appeared Wong was fast asleep. Kai was bored and restless, so he snooped over to Wong’s weapons cache.

			Careful not to make any noise, he cautiously examined the items. Next to Wong’s bed were daggers, a sheathed sword, and a long black staff. Closer to him were sharp objects of various shapes and sizes, all tucked into belts and sashes lying on the floor. Looking at the sheer quantity of weapons that were spread out before him, he wondered how Wong managed to camouflage it all on him. Only half of the weapons he now saw were noticeable before.

			Kai picked up the belt closest to him and examined its contents. A shiny silver metal disc caught his eye and he removed it from the belt. In the center of the disc was a large button that he had difficulty pressing, so he placed it on the floor and pressed down with both hands. The button sank into the disc and slowly rose to the surface. When it finally hit the top, metal blades popped out from its sides.

			Startled, Kai looked up to see if he had accidentally woken up Wong, but Wong did not move. He looked back at the razor-sharp object on the floor, relieved that he hadn’t been holding it when it opened. He picked up the disc and examined it again, deciding it was some kind of throwing weapon. He waved it in the air to assess its balance. Though he wanted to fling it against a wall to test it, he put it back down on the floor and depressed the button once again. The blades retracted. Marvelous.

			Next, he moved onto another belt but grew hesitant when he came across several other curious looking items. Better leave them alone lest they chop off his fingers, he thought, so he looked around to see what else there was to play with.

			He remembered being fascinated back in Dailan by Wong’s cutting chain and recalled how he kept it moving through the air. But looking down at the items, he could see no chain. He searched a little more thoroughly and finally found something noteworthy, but it was not what he expected: a yard-long piece of chain hung from a metal disc. He remembered the cutting chain being a great deal longer, so he continued looking, but only found an identical disc without the chain. There was something more to these items, he decided, so he examined them in greater detail.

			On the side of the disc was a clutch wider than the width of his fist. He grabbed this and found he could squeeze it like a trigger. When he did, metal blades protruded from the sides much like the object he found earlier, except these blades were much larger. He recognized it—it was the shuriken ends of the cutting chain. He let go of the clutch and the blades retracted. Curious, he pulled onto the chain to see what would happen, but it remained stuck in place. After some toying with, he found that by squeezing the clutch again he could pull the chain longer, which meant that the chains were wrapped up inside of the discs. This was how Wong managed to store the chains on his sides. He let go of the clutch and felt the chain tug back and recoil, so he squeezed again to stop its progress; it was spring-loaded.

			An experiment must be performed. He pulled out several more lengths of chain and let go of the clutch. The chain rolled up back into the disc and when it finally stopped, the blades retracted with a snap. Fascinating. He looked up at Wong to make sure he was still asleep. He played with the weapon a little longer and noticed that the hanging end of the cutting chain was rough and ragged. This must have been the end cut by the ninja’s sword back in Dailan. When undamaged, Kai guessed that the two discs were actually attached.

			He finally got bored of the weapon and eyed Wong’s sword, which was leaning against the wall next to him. He tiptoed over to it.

			With a wary eye on his sleeping guardian, he reached over and grabbed it, then slowly pulled away to a safe distance, like an accomplished thief. He pulled on the hilt of the sword to expose part of the blade from beneath the sheath and admired the shiny metal that sparkled in the candlelight. It was like looking into a mirror. His arms were too short to extend the sword fully, so he did not play with it long before putting it back in its place.

			As he did, his eyes fell on the plain black staff leaning next to it. He ignored it at first since it appeared quite ordinary, but something about it seemed to call out to him now. He picked it up.

			The staff was much heavier than expected when he lifted it, but when held in the air with both hands, it seemed suddenly light. He balanced it horizontally and played with its weight. The weapon felt sturdy and unbreakable. He clenched his hands around it as if to bend and test it, but something unexpected happened. White markings on the staff near his hands lit up and pulsed down the length of the weapon, exposing similar markings to its ends. He heard a slight buzz and the weapon felt as if it came to life. His eyes brightened with fascination and then the runes disappeared again. He shook the staff in an attempt to reawaken it, but nothing happened. He shook it again to no avail.

			He thought to wake up Wong to ask him about it, but just then, Wong shifted, startling Kai. At that, he quickly put the staff back in its place, feeling he was doing something wrong and about to get in trouble.

			He blew out the candle and climbed into bed, but could not take his mind off the weapons. He was more awake now than he was when he first tried to sleep. The weapons were more interesting than any toy he had ever been given. A feeling of excitement overcame him for the first time since pondering his future. Perhaps Wong was right after all, and the change in his life could be fun and exciting. Would he own weapons like Wong’s someday, and be trained to use them? His mind raced through the different kinds of weapons he wanted to own, with his thoughts always returning to the objects stockpiled within Wong’s stash. His gadgets were unlike anything he had ever seen and he wanted them badly.

			As the evening wore on, Kai eventually fell asleep. Oddly enough, it was the first time in many nights that he slept without fear and worry. His snooping turned out to be a pleasant distraction. It allowed him to sleep well into the night, though at one point he was woken by a noise.

			A shriek could be heard in the distance, followed by a low, guttural howl. The cries were not immediately threatening as they seemed to come from miles away, but they unnerved him nonetheless.

			He looked up at the window and saw Wong wide-awake and sitting there, staring into the distance. Noticing that Kai was awake too, he whispered over to him not to worry. The creatures were far away and weren’t looking to attack. Kai lay back down and closed his eyes again.

			When morning came, Wong was fast asleep in his bed with his face toward the window. Kai wondered how long he stayed awake keeping watch. Unknown to him, Wong slept twice that night: once early in the evening when they first entered the cabin, and then again just before sunrise. It was during the darkest hours of the night that he needed to keep guard, when the danger was at its greatest. 
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			An hour later, the two were up and getting ready to travel again. Kai watched hesitantly as Wong picked up his weapons, afraid that he would notice they had been disturbed, but he fastened them on without saying a word. Soon they were all on him, many disappearing underneath his clothing.

			They restocked their supply of water, readied their horse, and were off. The innkeepers waved goodbye and asked them to stop by again if they were ever in town.

			They sped through the morning and stopped at a village for lunch and another for dinner. The next several days went on like this with little incident; each day was a blueprint for the next with minor variation. The roads blended together, consisting of well-traveled paths with trees on either side and villages popping up every couple of miles. The villages all contained similar styles of homes, and as always, an inn for the weary traveler.

			Every night they would go to sleep early in the evening and each time Kai would wake up in the middle of the night to find Wong missing or climbing back through the window. Wong, of course, would always tell Kai to go back to sleep and not to worry. But Kai wasn’t naive; he understood that there were things out there hunting them and Wong wasn’t simply going out for midnight strolls.

			Everywhere they went they heard the same stories being exchanged: a mark found in the village of Dailan, livestock found slaughtered, and—of growing concern—confrontations with dark ninjas. The enemy was flooding in from every direction and it seemed as if no path was being left untouched. Yet for the time being, Kai and Wong still journeyed north unimpeded.

			They settled into an inn once again.
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			“KAI. WAKE UP,” whispered a voice.

			Kai’s head popped up.

			“Quiet now. Get ready to move.”

			Wong held Kai’s arm and helped him out of bed, partly to reassure him, and partly to get him moving. They crouched along the floor and slowly crawled towards a window. Kai could hear Wong’s sword scratching against the floor as he dragged it along with a hand. They came to a halt and crouched silently in the darkness, away from the dim moonlight that came through the windows. 

			Kai rubbed his eyes. Perhaps it was the reflection of the moonlight or the side effects of being woken up so suddenly, but for a second, he thought he could see the Weapons Master glowing again. 

			Wong held his sword to his side and listened.

			Heavy footsteps approached the window to the left. Several thumps signified movement on the right.

			One dagwai left, and two, maybe three to the right.

			There was patter on the rooftops.

			Too light to be dagwai or zhuk . . . ninjas. Ninjas atop for sure, but how many? 

			In popped the head of a screaming dagwai. Out flew a knife into its head. 

			“Follow me.”

			Kai’s heart raced.

			They ran across the room toward the window on the right. Loud thumping noises could be heard on the door as fiends attempted their entry. The latch on the door began to give way, but Wong had propped up a chair against it earlier.

			Another head peeped through the closest window. Wong had his sword out in front of him and leapt, removing the head of the thing that made the mistake of peering inside in the first place. His momentum carried him through the window and outside the building, where he stopped and disposed of a second threat identified earlier by ear.

			While Wong surveyed the area around them, Kai climbed over the windowsill. They ran south along the cabin, unnoticed, and could hear the sound of the front door splitting to pieces. Wong moved Kai in front of him and distanced him from the siege. He glanced up at the rooftop, his thoughts still on the sound of pattering heard earlier, and urged Kai to move faster.

			Ninja stars sped through the air toward them.

			The Weapons Master stopped, turned, and lifted his sword to deflect the projectiles. Kai stopped and turned too, but Wong told him to run to the innkeeper’s house. Stars continued to cut through the air as three rooftop dark ninjas unloaded their weaponry. Wong slapped at the stars with his sword, clanking them wayward, and danced around those he could not get to. When the final star whizzed by, he looked up at the ninjas mockingly, and smiled as if he was daring them to try again.

			A dagwai appeared around the corner of the house and charged. Wong sheathed his sword in the scabbard on his back, and attacked. He sprinted toward the lizard, dodging a swing as he jumped, using the dagwai’s head as a springboard to propel himself skyward.

			The black staff he called the Dragon Arm appeared, springing to life in his grip. Its runes glowed hot white, and something curious happened to the opposite ends of the weapon—the shape of it changed and thickened so that it appeared mace-like on both sides.

			He reached the rooftop and immediately swung at the ninjas where he landed. The ninjas jumped aside and were separated. They tried slicing at him with their swords but were met with the thick ends of a constantly spinning staff. Its heft bounced their swords away as if they were mere playthings.

			One end of the Dragon Arm met its mark and sent a ninja flying off the roof. Another end hit the ground by the feet of a ninja and collapsed the roof beneath it. The ninja fell halfway through but caught itself by the arms so that it was suspended from the chest up. Wong ran past it and chased the third, but it flipped away from the onslaught, off the roof, and into the woods.

			The Weapons Master watched it for a second and then decided to let it go, wanting to find Kai again. On his way back, he kicked the face of the suspended ninja so it dropped through to the ground, unconscious. He flipped off the rooftop and hammered the dagwai below, whose face he used earlier as a springboard.
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			When Kai separated from Wong, he did as he was told and ran toward the innkeeper’s house since it was the closest building. The innkeeper, already awake from the sound of the commotion, saw Kai approaching and opened the door to let him in. He quickly locked it behind him.

			“Aiya! What’s going on?” he said.

			Kai did not answer but ran over to the window instead. He squinted back toward his cabin and tried to make out what was happening. Confused, the innkeeper came over and did the same.

			They could only see a mix of dark figures and hear the clang of metal, but from the shadows of the forest, they saw a lone figure emerge and steadily approach. It drew increasingly close until there could be no doubt—the creature was coming for them.

			The innkeeper bolted from the window and propped a table up against the door. He leaned against it with the full weight of his body and waited nervously.

			A hand grasped onto the handle of the door and turned. The door shook violently.

			“Give us the boy,” he heard, whispered in an eerie and unnatural voice.

			The door shook harder and a blade splintered through the thin frame. The innkeeper pressed harder against the table and panicked, locked into position with fear.

			“Give us the boy.”

			The door began to crack and give way.

			“Grab a kitchen knife!” the innkeeper screamed.

			Everything went silent.

			From the other side of the door they heard a knock. Kai and the innkeeper eyed each other uncertainly. Another knock followed.

			“It’s okay. You can open the door,” a voice from the other side said.

			Kai ran over to the door and urged the innkeeper to open it. Wong entered. Kai moved to his side, relieved to see him, and received a pat on the head. Their reunion was cut short by the frantic innkeeper.

			“What is happening?”

			Wong saw fear and confusion in his eyes, and in the eyes of his family, who he now noticed huddled in the corner of the room. He sighed and reached out for the innkeeper’s hand.

			“Sorry for the trouble,” Wong said.

			When he let go, money appeared. The innkeeper took it uncertainly, unsure of what else to do. Wong told him it was for damages to the cabin and said not to worry—the dagwais and dark ninjas would not return. He apologized again for the trouble and wished him and his family peace of mind. Grabbing hold of Kai’s hand, he turned and proceeded out the door. The innkeeper stood silently and stared in bewilderment as the mysterious man and child walked away.

			[image: 41957.png]

			After quickly gathering their belongings, Wong and Kai left the village and risked travel at night. While he felt better gaining distance from the village, it made him wonder how many more Koon Gee waited for them, at an hour when they were most vulnerable. He had little choice in the matter. He could not wait for morning while there was still the possibility of another attack, and he felt guilty for putting the villagers there in danger. The image of the frightened innkeeper’s family was still fresh in his mind.

			He had been sleeping when the attackers arrived. A sudden feeling woke him up in time—a few more minutes and it would have been too late. He knew he had survived the encounter out of sheer luck and feared the next mistake would be his last. He questioned the wisdom of his decision to take Kai alone. The enemy was closing in on them much faster than he had anticipated and the attacks were coming much earlier than before. Another set of eyes would have helped.

			Wong was jumpy, his nerves on edge. The problem with travel at night was that it played tricks on one’s imagination; around every turn and corner there was an ambush waiting to happen. The distorted trunk of a tree or a crooked branch morphed into a pouncing ninja. Even the clicking of the horse’s hooves against the ground seemed magnified, broadcasting their position to hunters miles away.

			He breathed deeply. He had to stop over-thinking the situation and remain focused. Doubting himself now would do no good. Getting safely through the night was the priority. Relying on his temple training, he entered a meditative state to clear his mind. When he opened his eyes again, the darkness would no longer conceal enemies and the trees would no longer threaten.

			Unlike Wong, Kai was strangely calm. The rhythmic beat of the horse’s hooves lulled his senses to sleep. Perhaps the events of the past week had already traumatized him so much that he no longer had the energy to worry. Or perhaps he knew that wherever he went, Wong would be there to protect him.

			He closed his eyes and saw flashbacks of the dagwai screaming in the window and Wong swatting ninja stars with his sword. He thought about the prophecy and what it meant for him. And as he began to fall asleep, he thought about home and wondered how his parents were.
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			SHORTLY AFTER DAYBREAK, the two travelers settled down at an inn after traveling wearily through the night. They slept past noon and when they finally awoke, they were famished. They sought out the inn’s kitchen for a meal and took a seat beside several travelers. Bowls of noodles were promptly served.

			While eating, they heard more stories of the mark and the invading Koon Gee creatures. They could not escape it. The stories detailed encounters of escalating violence; deadly clashes with the Koon Gee were now commonplace, bloodshed was rampant, and villages were being sacked. It seemed as if the entire forest of the Jengzhi was covered with the enemy.

			What they did not know was that a new story was developing in their wake and spreading rapidly. Details were muddy and the story seemed to change from place to place, but the main point of the story was clear: a Shaolin warrior and a young boy left the cursed village of Dailan and everywhere they went the Koon Gee followed. In a few places, the story would begin to focus on a new fact: the Koon Gee were after the boy.

			Wong and Kai finished their meals quickly and left.

			They rode swiftly now, trying to gain as much distance as possible while there was still light. From now on, Wong decided to travel more during the night and less during the day. He would not be caught sleeping at night by the enemy again.

			Many hours passed and the sunlight began to fade.

			Wong looked around at the landscape and smiled. He recognized where he was now by the outline of a mountain range far in the distance. By his estimation, they were two days away from the province of Guilin. This surprised him, for they had made more progress than expected. He looked around to see if he could recognize anything else to reconfirm their position.

			A strange feeling came over him. At first it pulled at his chest, but soon he felt it in his head.

			“It figures,” he said to himself. Just when he thought things were looking up, he detected another mark ahead of them.

			He frowned. How suddenly their fortunes had changed. Unlike the mark on Kai, this was a territorial mark, one most likely clawed across a tree. Lo-shur were probably using it to block the path ahead of them, and by now, they would know Kai was headed their way.

			He scanned the landscape for other trails he could take to avoid them. Though he did not find one, he did see something shift in the trees ahead.

			He slowed the horse and whispered to Kai.

			“Something moves in the trees ahead of us.”

			Kai looked up and saw nothing. Something else shifted close by.

			“There!” Kai yelled, pointing to the left.

			Wong, who had been focused straight ahead, had not sensed the closer movement to the left. He kicked the horse to speed it up and veered sharply off the road to the right.

			Arrows filled the air and chased them into the forest.

			Several were on target and closing in. Wong reached forward and stopped an arrow just before it hit the horse’s neck, but it left him in a vulnerable position and another pierced his own shoulder. He winced in pain but kept the horse moving, speeding through trees while skillfully navigating between trunks and over thick foliage.

			After a while, he slowed the horse and listened, but did not hear signs of pursuit. Reaching behind his left shoulder, he tenderly removed the arrow from his flesh. He wanted to stop and dress the wound, but pressed on instead. The ground crunched underneath them and branches brushed past their faces.

			When it appeared they were a safe distance from their attackers, Wong slowed the horse to a trot and pondered their next move. It was too dangerous to turn back and travel the open roads again. Picking them off would be too easy, as evidenced by his injured shoulder. Surely more sharpshooters were waiting for them on the road ahead, especially with the territorial mark concentrating forces there.

			Continuing on through the forest had its pitfalls too. The sun had set and travel by horse was difficult. The forest would thicken the deeper they went and the land would become increasingly unforgiving. There wasn’t a steady supply of food or water either, and eventually, they would have to travel by foot.

			He quickly made up his mind. While he hated the thought of slow travel by foot, he decided it was their best option. In the forest, they would be able to hear their enemies coming. On the road, they were sitting ducks. By taking a more direct route to Guilin through the forest, he might also be able to trim some of their walking time. Hopefully, it would not set them back too much.

			He traveled as far as he could with the horse and then brought it to a halt.

			“Kai, we’re going to have to let the horse go.”

			They dismounted and removed their belongings. Wong unfastened the saddle and let it drop to the ground.

			He stroked the horse’s neck. “Thanks boy. You’ve done your job.”

			Kai watched the horse trot away and felt like he was losing a friend. He waved and quickly lost sight of it as it was almost completely dark now.

			“Goodbye,” he whispered.
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			“Let’s take a break,” Wong said.

			He took the moment to treat his injured shoulder. He rinsed the wound sparingly with water from their canteen and sprinkled on a powdery white substance. Next, he unfurled a long strip of bandage and started wrapping it around his shoulder.

			“Are you going to be okay?” Kai asked.

			“I’ll be fine.”

			Something bothered Kai about the last time they were on horseback, so he decided to get it off his chest.

			“Wong?”

			“Hmm?”

			“Before when we were near the road, I felt something funny. Like inside.” He clutched at his chest.

			Wong paused.

			“There was another mark on the road ahead of us. You probably sensed it.”

			“Like me?”

			“No, a territorial mark. Like the ones in your house.”

			“Oh. How come I felt it?”

			“Because you are marked. And once you’re marked, you can feel other marks.”

			“How come?”

			“The lo-shur mark gives off energy that Koon Gee can sense. It’s now a part of you, so you can sense it too.”

			“But how come you can feel them? Are you marked?”

			“No. Not any more. A long time ago. For some reason, I can still sense them. It’s like it became a part of me.”

			“Will it become a part of me too?”

			“No, I don’t think so. I don’t think anything evil could become a part of you.”

			Wong ripped a final strip of cloth with his teeth and secured it.

			“Done. All good now,” he declared.

			“What are we going to do now?” Kai asked.

			Wong sighed. “Walk to Guilin. Through the forest.”

			Kai looked around skeptically. He did not like the plan and made a face. The forest was a frightening place at night.

			“Sorry,” Wong said. 

			He got up, repacked some of their belongings so that it was more manageable, and started moving. He put a hand on Kai’s back to reassure him and nudge him forward. 

			“Come on. We have a lot of walking to do. Time for a stroll through the forest . . . three or four days’ worth.”
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			“MASTER LI! MASTER!” yelled a man in blue military clothing.

			A large insignia on his chest identified him as a lookout guard of the southern parapet wall.

			He approached a man in white.

			“Yes,” Li said. “What is it?”

			The parapet soldier bowed. “I bring news from the battlefront. Tower seven.”

			“Speak freely.”

			“The bridge between us is being overrun. Koon Gee are scaling the wall.”

			“Scaling the wall? How?”

			“Unan demons, sir. And dark ninjas.”

			Li looked concerned and moved to a window. He looked down at the action below.

			“Any sign of lo-shur?”

			“No sir, not yet.”

			“Very well, then. Sound the alarm. Send word to the troops at the base of the Great Wall. Guard the perimeter between our towers. Light a hundred torches. Nothing gets through.”

			“And what of the parapet?”

			“I will see to it. Go quickly now. Fly.”

			“Yes, master. At once.”

			He bowed quickly and ran down a set of stairs.

			A man standing next to Li spoke. He was bald and similarly dressed in white.

			“This makes no sense. Why attack here and now?”

			“I don’t know, Tengfei. First the Northern Wall. Now this.”

			“This doesn’t appear as bad, at least.”

			“No, this is just a whisper. But when unan and dark ninja collaborate, it is of concern.”

			Tengfei nodded.

			An alarm sounded below—a blast of air from a carved zhuk’s horn.

			“What do we do now?”

			“Take back the parapet. Gather the men.”

			They hurried down the staircase. When they reached the bottom, Li made for a large siege door. Tengfei lifted his staff and yelled at the soldiers gathered within.

			“Shaolin! Shaolin! Behind the Shoukui! Army in rear! Take your positions! Ready your weapons.”

			Li paused in front of the doorway while soldiers gathered behind him. He closed his eyes and raised his sword. Runes running the length of his weapon glowed hot white and made a humming noise, instilling the others with confidence. He opened his eyes and nodded at two soldiers, signaling them to pull open the gates.

			“For Shaolin!” he screamed.
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			Daylight painted itself across the horizon. Li was glad to see it, perched atop a stone slab of the parapet wall. He gazed down at the bottom of the Great Wall and saw smoldering bits of ash—the remnants of flaming barrels tossed over the side.

			Tengfei, his second in command, approached.

			“All is quiet now.”

			“So it appears.”

			“They have been probing our defenses all night. I am glad for the day.”

			“As am I. I think we are safe for now. It seems they seek to win this end by guile, under the cover of night.”

			“Guile?”

			Li nodded. “They tried to take the northern wall by force. Now they try to do it covertly on this end. I see no other purpose in sending dark assassins.”

			“What do you think their grand scheme is?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Tengfei looked away. “I wonder what will come of this night.”

			Li didn’t respond.

			A dot appeared in the sky and circled. Li fixed his gaze on the distant object, and Tengfei sensed his intensity.

			“What’s wrong, Li?”

			“It’s Jaguan’s bird.” He nodded toward it.

			Tengfei raised his hand over his eyes to see.

			Li concentrated and reached toward it. Slowly, the spot grew larger and the outline of a sleek white hawk could be seen.

			Grabbing a hold of his sword, Li held out his weapon horizontally by the sheath. The hawk promptly landed on it, gripping it with sharp claws. Attached to its foot was a note, which Li untied and read.

			A few seconds passed.

			His eyes widened and his face went pale.

			“What is it?” Tengfei asked. “Don’t tell me the northern wall’s collapsed.”

			“No, something else.” He read the note again.

			“What?”

			“Their grand scheme. I must leave at once, I’m afraid. I will have to leave the wall to you tonight.”

			“Why? What’s happened?”

			“The day has come,” he said.

			Tengfei looked confused. Li handed him the note, then looked away toward the opposite horizon.

			“It’s finally happened.”
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			KAI HAD NEVER walked so far in his life. It was noon already and he had only now just awoken. He moved slowly and worked the life back into his tired muscles, weary from a long night’s hike and sleep on an uncomfortable surface. They had pushed through the entire night without stopping except for brief rests, fearful that the Koon Gee were close behind.

			With only the light of the moon and stars to guide their way, Wong ushered them forward even though it was difficult to see. Kai found it curious how he could navigate through complete darkness with such ease. Many times they came across patches of earth where the moonlight failed to penetrate the forest canopy, but instead of feeling their way through as one would expect, Wong just picked him up and carried Kai through as if it were day. At one point, he saw his eyes shimmering like a cat’s.

			Always, a wary ear was cast behind them for signs of trouble, but none came. And when they had escaped the night without confrontation, they rolled out blankets by a tree and fell asleep. They slept through the morning and woke up with the sun high overhead.

			“Tired?” Wong said.

			Kai nodded.

			“Hungry?”

			Another nod. He rubbed the weariness away from his eyes and looked over at what Wong was eating. Laid out on a piece of parchment was an assortment of dried fruit and squid.

			He made a face.

			“I know, but try some. It’ll give you strength. We have a long way to go.”

			Kai reluctantly obliged. He was starving anyway and probably would have eaten anything. He fingered a couple pieces of unrecognizable fruit before picking one up and popping it into his mouth. It was sweeter than he expected and the sensation seemed to wake him up further.

			“I’m going to scout for a little while, but I’ll be back soon. Eat.”

			“Okay,” Kai said, focusing on his meal. 

			Instead of walking away, Wong eyed the tree they were sitting under and sprang onto its trunk. He quickly scurried up its branches and disappeared from view.

			Kai blinked to make sure what he saw actually happened. Strange, he thought. Like a squirrel.

			He shrugged his shoulders and focused on his food again, contemplating eating the wrinkled purplish thing in his hand. He did, and decided he wouldn’t mind another. He drank deeply from a container of water and decided he should probably try to conserve it, even though their long hikes left him parched. Next, he tried a piece of dried squid and marveled at how chewy it was.

			After finishing his meal, he repacked their bags, finding nothing else to do. He looked up at the tree again to see if he could spot Wong but saw nothing. Where had he gone? The forest loomed large around him and seemed to engulf him with its vastness. He noted how quiet everything was and it made him feel alone.

			Leaves crunched behind him.

			He spun around to see something moving toward him, but it was just Wong, walking leisurely back to the campsite. He looked back up at the tree and squinted, wondering how he managed to get down behind him without him knowing.

			“You packed. Good, we need to get moving. How was breakfast?”

			“Chewy.”

			Wong fumbled with a couple of items on the ground. 

			“How did you get down?” Kai finally asked.

			“I jumped.”

			“But how did you get over there?” he said, pointing.

			“I jumped across trees.”

			“Why?”

			“To get a better view. See if anybody was following.”

			“Did you see anything?”

			“No. But I know where we can find water. We could use some.”

			“That’s what I was thinking.”

			Wong grinned. He picked up their belongings and nudged Kai forward. The view from the treetops allowed him to regain his bearings and point them in the right direction. Perhaps now they could distance themselves further from the squad that ambushed them earlier. In fact, he was surprised they had not already caught up to them and attacked—they were not traveling extremely fast. The fact that they hadn’t posed a myriad of possibilities: they could be waiting for the right time to strike, gathering forces, or Wong was giving them too much credit and they were just more unorganized than he thought. Whatever the reason, it didn’t change their plans to reach Guilin and the House of Han. They could only press on.

			Kai thought about how much easier it was to walk during the day than at night. And then he thought about how much easier it was to travel by horse than by foot. He looked back and wondered what had become of their faithful steed.

			“Do you think the horse is okay?”

			“Yes. He’s probably frolicking in a field somewhere, eating grass and sipping sake.”

			Kai ignored his comment. “Do you think he went back to the road?”

			Wong understood what he was worried about. “No. I think he’s fine. I think he’s far away. It would be impossible for the Koon Gee to find a lone horse in the forest.”

			Kai thought about it longer and wondered if Wong was telling him the truth.
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			They walked the remainder of the afternoon quickly and efficiently. The forests in the region seemed never-ending; an even distribution of trees could be seen in every direction, their slender trunks and light green leaves blending together in a uniform pattern. They had been traveling for hours now, and the forest here looked exactly like it did when they first set out. Occasionally, cool breezes swept through the leaves and set the forest abuzz. It was peaceful during the day, with the constancy of nature putting one’s mind at ease.

			Kai considered his fate and what was expected of him. So far, all he had thought about was the village he left, his mother and father, and a new life at the temple. His life had changed so abruptly that he hadn’t thought about what it truly meant. But now, in the still of the forest, he questioned what was really expected of him. What made him so important that the full fury of the Koon Gee rained down upon him? Was he really going to rid the land of evil? How could he do this when he could hardly pick up a sword and swing it?

			“Will you teach me how to fight?” he asked.

			“You’ll learn that at the temple.”

			“Will you teach me at the temple?”

			Wong appreciated the sentiment but was hesitant to answer. “I can teach you some things. But there’s a lot of things others can teach you.”

			“Like what? Why can’t you teach me?”

			“Because I can’t teach you everything.”

			Kai frowned.

			“It’s not just about fighting,” Wong said. “There are things for you to learn besides swinging a sword. Things that require discipline and balance. It’s hard work and not always fun. I may not be very good at teaching it.”

			“Then why do I have to learn it?”

			“Because it will make you stronger.”

			“How?”

			“When you gain control of your inner chi, its fire will make you more than you are. You can harness it to fight with your hands or your mind—sometimes both.”

			“What do you mean, its fire?”

			“You ask a lot of questions.”

			“I want to know.”

			Wong laughed. “Where is a good monk when you need one? How do I explain this?” He took a deep breath and began again. “Chi is life energy and the creation force behind all things. Its energy is the whole of your mind, body, and spirit. It can heal you and make you stronger. The monks at the temple will help you realize and channel this.”

			Kai looked up at Wong and said, “I know that already. They tell us that in school.” He huffed. “What do you mean fire?”

			“Oh. Chi flows more strongly in some people than it does in others. When it reaches a certain level, the chi energy spills from your very being like fire. That is chi fire.”

			“And then they glow?”

			Wong was amused by the simplicity of his explanation. 

			“Yes. I guess they do.”

			“How do I do that?”

			“With training. And then one day it will just happen.”

			“How?”

			“It depends. Some achieve it while meditating. It hits you with a sudden clarity, like your mind has just been awakened from a deep slumber. The difference is like night and day.”

			“How did it happen to you?”

			“During a fight when I was surrounded by demons.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah. They were everywhere, hacking at me with their weapons, attacking me from every angle. I dodged and parried and held them off as best I could. But when I lost hope and thought I was going to die, something happened. I no longer struggled to keep up. I saw every blade in slow motion as it came to me and I fought back with new strength. It was a long time ago, but that was the first time.”

			Kai took a moment to think about it. “I wish I had chi fire,” he finally said. “So I could fight too.”

			“Are you so sure that you don’t have it? Lo-shur don’t mark just anyone.”

			“Me?” Kai said, “I . . . I don’t think so.”

			Wong raised his eyebrows quizzically.

			Kai frowned in confusion. He pondered this as he walked without saying more. Wong was just glad he stopped asking questions.
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			They traveled for the remainder of the day and into the night. Wong continued to teach Kai about chi and the world around him. He taught him about the temple, the great dragons that lived in the forbidden mountains, and the different creatures that made up the Koon Gee. He even talked in detail about his weapons, which seemed to interest Kai the most. Kai, for his part, pretended not to know anything about them.

			A great samurai had passed his sword down to Wong long ago. Its quality was unrivaled, except of course for the Sword of Shaolin. Kai learned how some of the throwing blades were designed to curve when thrown at the right angles, and how others were made to travel straight and fast. The feathered projectiles on his belt were poison darts and could kill a man if pricked. Kai was secretly relieved he had not played with them earlier.

			When Wong brought out his staff, Kai grew silent in anticipation. Of all his weapons, the mystical staff, the Dragon Arm, was his favorite. It was called the Dragon Arm because the chi of a dragon was bonded inside of it, and when the Weapons Master wielded it, he considered it an extension of his arm. It was long enough to keep his enemies at bay yet short enough that it could be easily handled. When held at different points, it could be used for a variety of attacks; grasping the staff in the center allowed him to spin the staff and attack with both ends, while grasping it at one end allowed him to generate long and powerful strokes. Runes along the side marked the weapon as his own and connected him to it. When used in battle, the weapon would draw on his chi energy and change in form according to his will. On the rooftop against the ninjas several days before, he fattened its ends to create a dual-edged long mace. And in desperate times, the spirit of the dragon could even be called upon.

			Kai was fascinated. “Will I get something?”

			“Like a weapon?”

			“Yeah.”

			“In time.”

			“What time?”

			“When you’re ready.”

			“But there are dagwais now.”

			“I’ll handle the dagwais. You just look out for them. Okay?”

			Kai frowned. “Okay.”

			He sulked for a few more minutes and then began talking about all the weapons he wanted to own, which included almost everything in Wong’s stash.

			Even though they talked at leisure and travel had gone by without incident, Kai noticed that Wong had grown increasingly tense. He climbed trees more often now, always explaining that he needed to make sure they were going in the right direction, but Kai knew he was looking behind them more often than he looked ahead.

			[image: 41957.png]

			Evening arrived. They slept again by the trunk of a large tree.

			Before they went to sleep, Wong set up a clever defense around them. He took a piece of string made from a silk strand of the Yaje worm and connected it to a series of branches stuck low to the ground, creating a circular perimeter. He then tied both ends of the strand to a trigger stick with a metal trinket hanging off it. If anything disturbed the string along the perimeter, the stick would shake and the trinket would ring, alerting them of intruders.

			Kai examined it and felt a little better about falling asleep.

			“Is it strong enough?” he said, pointing at the thin strand.

			“Yeah. Yaje silk is very strong. It can’t be snapped by hand. You have to cut it.”

			Much of Wong’s clothing was made from the silk. It was durable, lightweight, heat resistant, and easy to clean. It was also rare and expensive, as obtaining silk from the Yaje worm was difficult to do because they could only be found in the mountains of the dragons. Fortunately, Wong was one of the few humans who ever dared to venture there.

			Shortly before daybreak, he woke up to the sound of the ringing bell. He grabbed his sword and looked around, but the forest was quiet. Nothing moved.

			He heard a sudden shift in the leaves to the right. Wong stealthily approached the source of the disturbance and pounced.

			A frightened lemur darted up into the trees. 

			“Figures,” he said.

			He listened and looked around for several more minutes and then went promptly back to sleep.
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			The next morning Kai woke up and thought for a second that he was safe back at home. He remembered waking up to his mother’s breakfasts and thought he could smell it, but as he opened his eyes and the haze of sleep began to dissipate, the sight of trees and the open sky above came into view. He was no longer just plain Kai of Dailan. He was Kai, future destroyer of the Koon Gee. Kai, the hunted.

			He turned his head and saw a cloth full of dried squid and fruit. This was indeed not his mother’s breakfast. He closed his eyes again and sighed.

			“If you like, there’s still half a moon cake left,” Wong said.

			Kai’s eyes darted back open and his face brightened.

			“We reach the Stone Forest by day’s end. There’s a lake there. Clean water and fresh fish.”

			Kai sat up and yawned, then looked around.

			“Where’s the moon cake?” he asked.

			Wong offered the cake wrapped in a piece of cloth.

			“You have to eat everything though. Not just the cake.”

			“Okay.”

			While he ate, Wong sat away in a meditative state, clearing his mind and channeling his energy. Kai could almost feel the energy emanating from him like it was a tangible thing. On the floor nearby was the discarded bandage from his injured shoulder, which made Kai wonder if Wong was well again. He thought back to their discussion about chi and grew curious.

			Wong felt Kai’s presence and opened his eyes. Kai stood directly in front, hunched over and examining him.

			“What are you doing?” Kai asked.

			“Meditating. It helps me connect with my inner chi.”

			“Did it fix your shoulder?”

			“Almost. Sit down.”

			Kai sat.

			“Now close your eyes and meditate.”

			“About what?”

			“About nothing. Don’t think. Clear your mind and listen to nature. Hear every leaf rustle and sway in the wind. Listen to the wind itself. If you listen long enough, you will begin to understand the energies that surround you, and ultimately, the energy within yourself.”

			Wong was pleasantly surprised by his haphazard lesson and was sure the monks could not have done a better job, but when he looked up he knew his lesson had gone terribly awry.

			“Kai you’re trying to hard. You look constipated.”

			“You said listen to everything!”

			“Yeah, but relax first. Clear your thoughts and enjoy the sounds of nature. Don’t try to listen to it—let it come to you. Hear a couple things at first and then slowly let more in.”

			Kai breathed deeply and his face lightened.

			“Good. Relax. Be at peace and keep your breath steady.”

			After a few more moments, when Kai looked like he was finally getting the hang of it, Wong said, “I’m going to get up now and scout. Continue meditating. You’re doing great.”

			He climbed a tree and left to survey the area. 

			Kai sat alone at the bottom of the tree with his eyes still closed. He had stopped thinking and cleared his mind, but did not feel any different. He sat for a while and grew frustrated, not quite understanding what was supposed to happen.

			A thought popped into his head and he decided to go back to what he was familiar with—he imagined himself fishing on the riverbed back in Dailan. He cleared his mind like he did when his hand dangled in the water and the world opened up around him. Instead of feeling the water flow through his fingertips, he felt the air brush past his face and drift through the trees.

			The creak of a branch could be heard high above him. It was Wong—he moved and jumped onto another tree. Kai did not understand how he knew this, but he heard it, and almost felt as if he could see it. He followed Wong with his mind as he jumped from tree to tree in the distance until he finally came down and back to him. When he opened his eyes, Wong was standing there just as he had pictured.

			“How are you doing?” Wong asked.

			“I knew you were there,” Kai said.

			A cryptic answer, Wong thought. Perhaps he was rubbing off on his young pupil after all.
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			They packed their belongings and started off once again. Now traveling with a greater sense of urgency than before, they hoped to make it to the Stone Forest before nightfall.

			The terrain grew less steady with large pitches in the land and the trees looked fuller and thicker. Wong rarely climbed trees now, but stopped and looked behind them more often, especially when they came across good vantage points. He became increasingly quiet and pensive, reacting to every sound that was made in the forest. When Kai looked up to talk to him, he would often see him with his eyes closed. So Kai, too, decided to try closing his eyes while walking.

			He stumbled awkwardly at first and kept opening his eyes each time he felt like falling. He held out his hands in front of him instinctively, afraid of walking into trees. Wong looked down at his awkward friend and thought something was wrong with him, but when he realized what he was doing, he smiled and held onto his shoulder for support. His shadow had become quite entertaining.

			After a while, Kai began to walk for longer periods of time without reopening his eyes or reaching for support. He tried opening his mind again, like he did earlier that morning. He heard the crunching of the earth beneath his feet, monkeys scampering from tree to tree, and the leaves shifting with the wind. When he re-opened his eyes, everything seemed fresher and more vivid, though he couldn’t tell exactly what was different.

			Late in the afternoon, Kai detected something unusual. He thought he had sensed movement in the forest behind them, but it was too far and brief a moment to make out. The forest tended to play tricks with one’s mind after long periods of time and Kai thought he just imagined it, but as he closed his eyes and walked, he was sure he could feel a presence.

			He tugged onto Wong’s sleeve. 

			“Something’s following us.”

			“Yes,” Wong replied in a calm voice.

			“What is it?” 

			“I think it’s just a lone dagwai scout. There are movements all around us. They come here and go there—all random, light movements. This movement is heavy and persistent. It hunts us.”

			“What do we do?”

			“Nothing for now. It keeps its distance. It won’t attack us now. It’ll wait for reinforcements when it’s dark. When we reach the Stone Forest, we’ll make a stand.”

			Kai thought about this and worried. Even though it was a lone dagwai, it concerned him. Up until now, the creatures had always come by surprise and attacked them. There was nothing they could do about it. But now, one followed them deliberately, and he did not like the feeling of being hunted. Why was Wong so calm? And what did he mean by reinforcements? How many more were out there? 

			“How long did you know it was there?” Kai asked.

			“Not too long.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I didn’t want to worry you. It was just one dagwai and we have been stalked by worse since we left your village. I didn’t think you would notice it. Yet you do?”

			Wong raised an eyebrow.

			Kai evaded his question. “Just tell me next time. I won’t be scared.”

			“In that case, it is the lighter movements that worry me. At first I thought they were birds or squirrels, then monkeys. But the movements aren’t right. Ninjas, perhaps. They don’t seem to follow us as the dagwai does, so maybe there is nothing to worry about . . .”

			Wong looked at Kai to see if he was worried.

			Kai looked back, unmoved.
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			“THE GREAT STONE Forest of Shunnan,” Wong announced. 

			It appeared ahead of them now, great stone pillars that jutted out of the earth and through the trees. They were raw and jagged; the limestone structures were split, eroded, and sharpened into peaks by centuries of wind and rainwater. Gray rock carved up the earth and created a maze of stone and forest that spanned as far as the eye could see. 

			Kai could hardly believe what he saw. “We’re going through there?”

			Wong nodded. “It’ll slow us down, but we’ll be harder to follow. Even if the Koon Gee sense which direction we’re in, they’ll have a hard time finding us through all that rock. It’s like a maze.”

			“How far does the rock go?”

			“Very far. Almost all the way to Guilin.”

			Kai was impressed, even though he didn’t know how far Guilin was.

			“Come on, let’s take a closer look,” Wong said.

			They walked through the forest and slowly approached the first rock pillar. Wong realized that Kai had not seen much of the world outside of Dailan, so he stopped for a moment so they could admire it.

			“Oooh,” Kai said in amazement.

			The giant boulder was at least thirty feet wide and towered over them. A white flowering lily grew in one of its crevices. It took root on the ragged surface and added an aesthetically pleasing punch to the dull gray background.

			“Rock lily,” Wong identified.

			They admired this and then walked around the boulder to continue on.

			“Wait till you see what lies ahead.”

			Before long, fragments of rock could be seen jutting out of the earth in all directions. The stone pillars were of various shapes and sizes, taking on the form of animals, buildings, and almost anything one could imagine. Kai soon understood what Wong meant when he described it as a maze; they could not walk in a straight line and were forced to zigzag across the landscape according to its will.

			After picking their way for a while longer, Kai heard running water in the distance. He could not see it because his view was obstructed by a wall of stone, but could tell they were getting closer by the sound. When an opening finally appeared, they exited to find a bubbling stream.

			“Water!” Kai said.

			“This must run from the lake,” Wong said. “It’s as good a place as any to find some dinner, too. Let’s take a break.”

			They took seats by the creek, drank deeply, refilled their empty canteens, and washed their faces. The water was a cool and refreshing treat after days of weary travel. They relaxed for a time by the stream and enjoyed the scenery, letting their muscles rest.

			Kai looked behind them nervously, as the sound of running water hampered his ability to listen for pursuers.

			“What about the monster? It still might be following us.”

			“The dagwai? Don’t worry. If it was going to do something, it would have done it by now. Maybe I’ll get it later. For now rest up so you have enough strength to keep on going.”

			Kai frowned. He did not like Wong’s answer, nor did he like the casual manner in which he said it. How could he be so calm knowing they could be attacked at any moment? They should be fleeing the area as quickly as possible, not settling down.

			Wong carefully selected a branch and tied a piece of string to it with a hook. He noted Kai’s pensive look. 

			“What?”

			Kai frowned but did not answer.

			“These walls will protect us,” Wong explained, pointing at the rock. “They’ll have to fumble around before they can find us. I’ll know they’re coming. Plus, we need the rest.”

			“I’m not tired.”

			“I am. And hungry too.” He raised his brows. “There’s fresh fish here. Come help me find some bait.”

			Wong quickly found bait, attached it to his hook, and dipped it in the water. He leaned back without a care in the world. Kai remained grumpy for a minute longer, but soon warmed up to Wong’s idea. He was, after all, exceptionally good at fishing and did like the idea of eating something besides dried fruit.

			Moments later Wong heard splashing in the water, though nothing tugged at his makeshift fishing pole. He got up and looked around.

			Kai appeared with a large fish squirming in his hands.

			“Fresh fish!”

			Wong stood speechless. When he finally spoke again he said, “You are an odd little boy.”

			Kai smiled.

			Wong gutted the fish and selected a branch to use as a skewer. But before he was done securing the catch, Kai reached down into the stream and caught another. Wong was amazed once again and asked if he could pull out a chicken.

			Since there was still a little light left, Wong decided to take them deeper into Shunnan before settling down and cooking their catch. They followed the path along the stream since it was the easiest trail to hike. On the way, Wong managed to pick out some wild mushrooms and herbs to cook with their meal. He carefully pointed out each new ingredient to Kai, eager to demonstrate his knowledge of cooking on the fly. His prize finding was the bulbous root of a grassy plant, which he claimed would yield a peppery taste when grated.

			When dusk hit, they settled down and lit a fire by the water, stuffing their catch with the wild ingredients they gathered. Wong handed Kai a separate skewer and together, they roasted their meals over the campfire. Kai’s mouth began to water at the smell, though he conceded it wasn’t nearly as tantalizing as his mother’s cooking—fish was best prepared over hot oil with soy sauce, ginger, and scallion—but after eating dried fruit and squid for two consecutive days, it was a welcome meal. 

			When the fish were nearly done, Wong handed Kai his skewer and asked him to finish cooking it. He got up and left without explanation, making Kai worry that the Koon Gee were around, but he returned shortly with two flat slates of limestone and several smooth sticks. 

			“Since we’ve made such a nice meal, I thought we’d eat it a little more civilly,” Wong said. 

			He held up the thin rock slates and said, “Plates.” He then showed him the wooden sticks and said, “Chopsticks. Wooden stems of the Chuhuri plant.”

			“Whoa,” Kai said, impressed. He eagerly placed a fish on each plate and grabbed the makeshift chopsticks. He fidgeted with them in his fingers and decided they would do nicely.

			They ate their feast happily. Their utensils made the occasion a much less sloppy affair than it could have been.

			“This is fun,” Kai declared.

			Wong thought about it for a moment and agreed, finding it reminiscent of camping trips he would often take with his brother when they were young. In fact, his discovery of Chuhuri stems as a viable chopstick alternative occurred on one such outing.

			He wanted to warn Kai not to take their situation lightly as they were still in great danger, but decided not to say anything and let him enjoy the moment. It was probably his fault anyway for playing off the danger earlier.

			“It’s still early in the evening,” Wong said. “How about another chi lesson?”

			Kai, who had been picking at the skeleton of his fish, put down his chopsticks and nodded.

			“What can I teach you? How about chi energy manipulation?”

			He held his hand out toward the fire and concentrated. A bright patch of flame flared.

			“Oooh,” Kai said excitedly. “I want to learn that! I want to learn that!”

			He dropped his plate and scurried closer.

			“Good. Fire has life energy in it too. Hold out your hand.”

			Wong demonstrated by reaching toward the fire. Kai did the same.

			“Can you feel it?” Wong said. “Not just the heat, but the energy inside it. Reach out with your senses like you did before.”

			Kai concentrated, closed his eyes, and used both hands. 

			“I think so.”

			“Once you have a good sense of the energy and can feel it with your mind and your chi, stretch out to it. Feed your chi into it and make it stronger.”

			Kai tried hard for a time but nothing happened.

			“Don’t worry,” Wong said. “I didn’t expect you to do anything. It will take practice. Just try to understand it first. Sensing movement and energy is one thing, but projecting chi is another. You’ll get better at it with training. Usually you start with a candle in a quiet room.”

			Kai opened his eyes and thought he might have caused it to flicker.

			Wong continued. “Fire is good to start with as far as manipulating chi. The energy in it is already moving. Some things the monks taught me I was not so good at, but fire came naturally to me.”

			He clawed his hand and a ball of fire formed above their campfire. When he extended his fingers, the flame also extended fingers, taking the shape of his hand.

			“Whoooaa,” Kai exclaimed.

			Wong made the shape of a fiery bird with one hand with wings that flapped. With the other, he formed the head of a dragon that opened its mouth to devour the bird. Kai laughed and shouted, forcing Wong to do more.
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			After dinner, they washed up by the stream and put out their campfire. It was night now, so Wong ignited a torch made from wood splinters full of tree resin. Although he didn’t need it, he figured Kai could use the extra light.

			They angled away from the stream and continued into denser forest. The shadows cast by the torch danced across the stone pillars and played tricks with Kai’s imagination, making him jumpy. Still, he appreciated the light, as it was certainly better than the previous night when he stumbled around in darkness.

			The further in they walked, the more concentrated the rock became. At several points, Wong handed Kai the torch and had to carry him across as they were forced to climb trees and rocks that were in their way. Kai could see how difficult it was for the enemy to follow.

			When the last torch from their supply began to falter, they decided to hole up for the night. They made camp in the middle of a series of stone structures with walls that offered some degree of protection. Hopefully, Wong thought, they gained enough distance during the day to sleep undisturbed through the night, though he would not take any chances. In the gaps between the stone and trees, he laid his silken trap. Nothing was getting through without him knowing.
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			IT WAS THE middle of the night when the trinket began to ring again. The Weapons Master pulled his staff to his side and listened quietly, doubtful he would come across another animal. Light footsteps could be heard on the ground cautiously approaching—too light and delicate to belong to a dagwai. They were most likely those of a dark ninja.

			Wong propped himself up quietly on one knee, drew the staff behind him, and pounced.

			He was on the intruder in a matter of seconds, the glint of the ninja’s sword in the moonlight giving away its location. Leaping into the air, he swung the Dragon Arm down in the direction of his ill-fated victim, but the ninja detected his movement, sidestepped the blow, and counterattacked.

			Metal clashed upon metal—the sound of it echoing in the enclosure. This woke up Kai, who had not heard the earlier ringing of the trinket.

			The ninja advanced on Wong with a barrage of skilled attacks from its sword. Wong parried and flipped back to gain some distance, but the ninja darted forward and jump-kicked him in the face, snapping back his head. The impact stunned him and he barely recovered in time to block the ensuing sword strokes.

			He regrouped and took the offensive. Each swing of his staff was dodged and responded to by a quick slice of the ninja sword. The enemy was clever, using the quickness of its lighter weapon to prod at the defenses of Wong’s heavier staff. But Wong was clever too, constantly changing the nature of his attacks to keep his enemy off-balance.

			After an even exchange, they separated. They moved to the center of the enclosure and faced off, encircling one another.

			Kai gathered his stuff at the outbreak of the fight and moved into the shadow of a tree; his first instinct was to get out of the way and hide as Wong had often instructed him to do. He clung to the side of the tree for support, his heart pounding, and focused on the battle not only with his eyes, but his mind.

			The Weapons Master twirled the staff in one hand behind his back and arched his other in a fighting stance before him. The ninja clutched its sword with both hands firmly, thinking its enemy arrogant for spinning the staff behind his back.

			Wong studied the creature and noted something off about the dark ninja—its eyes weren’t red but the skin around it was. This was no dark ninja. This was something different. It was also far better than any he faced before and it moved much differently.

			Before he had a chance to complete his thought, the enemy attacked. The Weapons Master brought his staff forward and spun off several quick parries. The ninja broke its assault, but as soon as there was a pause in his weapon’s revolution, it pounced. Wong anticipated and blocked four additional sword strokes while purposely letting the ninja draw close. He then crouched, spun, and swept its legs with his staff.

			The ninja fell back and shrieked. Wong thrust the butt of his staff at its neck but stopped just short. His suspicions were confirmed—the cry he heard from the ninja as it fell on its back was not that of a dark ninja. 

			It was human.

			“Who are you?” Wong said.

			The ninja looked up but did not say anything.

			“Answer me,” he demanded as he threatened with his staff.

			The ninja reached up and pulled off its mask to reveal long flowing hair. Shocked, Wong retracted his staff and marveled at the ninja, who was not a man, but a woman. She wore dark red face paint around her eyes, which explained the color of her skin.

			She backed away and lifted her sword in a defensive stance. Kai emerged from his hiding place, drawn out by curiosity, and approached the two. The ninja, seeing the young boy, relaxed her sword from its rigid defensive stance.

			“Who are you? What are you doing here?” Wong said in a softer tone.

			“It was you who attacked me,” she replied.

			“You snuck up on us in the middle of the night dressed like a ninja, in a forest filled with dark ninjas. What are you doing running around alone at a time like this?”

			His question struck a chord, and he paused for a moment to reflect on his own words—alone at a time like this. His heart beat quickly. He looked around and sensed movement all around the enclosure. He yelled to Kai in warning, but his young shadow had already seen the movement and come over to his side. She was not alone, after all. 

			Lurking figures approached cautiously and enclosed them in a steadily shrinking circle. Their red eyes could be seen in the moonlight—dark ninjas—and many more than he could count.

			He turned in the direction of the female ninja and stared in contempt. She reached for her mask and pulled it back over her head, once again completing her ninja garb like those around her. The Weapons Master held tightly onto the center of his staff and sparked it to life, never dropping his gaze from the girl. Two sharp blades protruded from either end of the Dragon Arm.

			The ninja reached into her belt for a cutting star and whipped her arm in the direction of his head. It sailed just to the right, hitting one of the approaching dark ninjas in the neck. It was too far off for her to be aiming at Wong and she was too good to miss.

			Relieved, he looked back at her and nodded. She was not the enemy after all. He reassessed the situation. Even with her on his side, the odds were against them while Kai was out in the open.

			The ninjas charged and Wong made his decision.

			“This way,” he yelled.

			He swept Kai up and attacked a weak spot in the ninjas’ advance, needing to get out of the open where they were surrounded. The stranger followed Wong’s lead and trailed behind.

			With a thrust of the Dragon Arm and a swing of a ninja sword, they broke through the enemy’s line of attack. But instead of running toward a gap in the rocks and escaping the enclosure, Wong ran directly toward one of the limestone formations. He jumped onto a crevice and vaulted up the stone pillar, moving vertically from crag to crag and finally dropping Kai off high on a ledge.

			“Don’t worry—I’ll come back for you,” he said.

			He leaned back and free-fell to the ground, flipping once before taking a snapshot of the battleground and planning his next attack. He landed with his weapon ready and sliced the first ninja who came his way, then ran to meet the others.

			The dual blades of the Dragon Arm spun wildly, carving up demon flesh wherever it flashed. In between the attacks of his staff, he would reach for his damaged cutting chain to send the shuriken end randomly flying. It was made functional again through the use of a Yaje silk patch, which allowed it to lash out at distant enemies, only to recoil back to his side, ready to be drawn again.

			The female stranger initially engaged the first few ninjas that came her way, but rolled away from them when a new wave of bodies approached. She curved around a large boulder and disappeared from view, taking cover behind a crevice. As the soft patter of quick footsteps passed by, she planned her attack.

			While the ninjas had the advantage of superior numbers and night vision, she did have one thing on her side—she looked like them.

			She emerged from the shadows and ran alongside the terrible horde, mixing in with their numbers. She matched footsteps with a demon and approached it side-by-side. It turned to her and before it realized the danger, she impaled it through the chest. Another ninja felt a sharp pain in its back only to see a sword tip protrude from its abdomen. Another lost its leg. More fell as she wound through them and delivered unexpected death.

			When she struck down the last ninja within her reach, she looked up to see the remaining bulk of the enemy concentrated around Wong. He fought with blinding speed and ninjas fell around him. His eyes glinted brightly, allowing him to see as if it were day. 

			Two ninjas pinned him back, their swords pressed against the Dragon Arm. Wong dropped to his knees with his weapon locked in place. The female ninja rushed to help as several other dark ninjas converged, but before she could get there, Wong reached for his cutting disc, squeezed on the clutch to expose its razors, and sliced through the midsections of the ninjas that pinned him. He whipped the disc behind him with a single backhand, lashing it out in a wide-arcing path. The approaching ninjas dropped to the ground after having their necks sliced open, leaving Wong to stand alone.
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			They rushed through the maze of tree and stone in the moonlit forest. Wong placed Kai on the ground to move on his own after carrying him a good distance away, finally slowing down when it appeared the danger was no longer imminent.

			The Stone Forest, which looked beautiful and majestic during the day, now looked mysterious and foreboding. Rock formations mixed in with the gnarled trunks and roots of trees to take on menacing shapes. Their flight from danger seemed much more heightened than in days past; there was something much more frightening, almost supernatural, about the Stone Forest.

			Little was spoken as they traveled. Wong listened for signs of pursuers and walked protectively by Kai’s side. Their mysterious late night guest traveled with them too, though she kept at a distance. The uncertainty of their meeting and the suddenness of the battle kept them at an uncomfortable proximity. Their camaraderie was one borne of necessity and did not necessarily mean they trusted one another; after all, they were still strangers. Kai looked at her curiously, still surprised that a woman was concealed beneath the ninja garb.

			After finally coming to rest by a boulder, the ninja made the first move to extend a hand in friendship: she claimed to know where they could find safety and shelter and insisted they follow her. Wong thought about her offer and declined, skeptical of her promise and wary of putting her in danger. He admitted that the dark ninjas were after him (he did not disclose that they were really after Kai) and said he didn’t want to trouble her any further.

			“What other choice do you have?” she asked. “Continue on through the forest all night with ninjas chasing you . . . and him?”

			He looked at Kai and noticed how tired and worn out he was.

			“Don’t worry,” she continued, reading his concern. “My people can handle the dark ninja.”

			“Your people?”

			“Yes. My people,” she answered without offering any more detail.

			“They’ll follow us there. Trust me. Your people will be in danger.”

			“We can handle it. I doubt there are any dark ninja left anyway. That was a rather large squad we killed. I think we’re safe for the night, but it would be foolish to take any more risks with a child.”

			Wong thought about it longer and relented. “Okay. You’re right. Lead the way.”

			He figured it couldn’t hurt to take a look and if he didn’t like what he saw, he could always turn back.

			With the ninja now in the lead, they continued through the forest, navigating around its rock walls and through its tangled growth—a labyrinth whose twists and turns the ninja seemed to know by heart.

			Wong followed and cautiously wondered where she could be taking them. He looked up at the surrounding rock cliffs with alarm.

			“There’s movement above,” he whispered, reaching for a weapon.

			“No. Don’t worry. They’re with me,” she said.

			He relaxed his grip on the clutch of the cutting chain and let go. Curious, he thought.

			The terrain grew more concentrated with rock and vegetation until they were finally forced to stop. A lengthy wall of limestone—twenty-feet high and overgrown with greenery—stood in their way.

			An opening appeared, flanked on both sides by man-made structures that were camouflaged and protected by the rock. Two figures brandishing swords came out of concealment and approached them. They too were dressed like ninjas, but with their faces uncovered. One of the ninjas wore blue paint around his eyes, while the other wore black. It reminded Kai of the face paint his parents wore at the Moon Festival, except this was much more frightening.

			The female ninja walked forward to meet them. They greeted each other and briefly conversed, presumably about Wong and Kai, which caused the armed guards to stare in their direction. One of the guards nodded and then ran off. The other trailed back to his post while the female ninja turned and motioned them forward.

			She led them through the entrance, past various buildings, and across a courtyard. Though it was difficult for him to see all the details, Wong found it reminiscent of the construction outside of the Shaolin Temple. He was intrigued and wondered where they were and what kind of place it was. While a ninja clan hidden in Shunnan did make some sense, one so developed and rooted in didn’t. He could imagine a scenario where a small clan took root in the forest, robbing local villagers and tourists and using the trees and rocks as cover. But the idea conjured visions of makeshift shanties that could be easily abandoned when the situation called for it, not permanent structures with advanced architecture.

			He thought about this more as he walked, and faintly remembered hearing about a group of rangers that patrolled the Stone Forest. Could this be the same group of people? A compound such as this would make sense as a base of operations. He had not heard they were ninjas, however, and was doubtful the correlation even made sense. Ninjas were often perceived as nefarious elements of society, so it was a stretch to consider them rangers that protected the land. Most clans consisted of small bands of shady and unscrupulous characters, with a few criminal organizations that were both secretive and powerful. Then again, after having spent some time within a ninja clan, he knew they were not all bad. Some would call the Weapons Master himself a ninja, after all.

			The question remained: What kind of ninja were these? Since they were offering him shelter and protection, he figured he should give them the benefit of the doubt—at least for a night.

			They entered one of the larger buildings in the compound. The inside of the structure was as well put together as the outside, with bamboo walls and floorboards, proper furniture, paintings, and tapestries. A makeshift shanty this was not.

			Their late night acquaintance held a candle to lead the way and showed them to a room. She told them they would be safe there and asked if they needed anything, but Wong declined. They looked at each other for another awkward moment and came to an unspoken agreement: explanations would wait until morning. She handed him the candle, turned, and headed back down the hallway.

			“Thank you,” Wong said softly behind her.

			She glanced back and acknowledged him.

			“They’ll know we’re here,” he added, feeling guilty about the danger he was putting them in. “They’ll be after me.”

			“We’ve handled worse,” she said as she turned a corner and disappeared from view.

			He closed the door, satisfied with her response. The place was well guarded and the ninjas seemed to know what they were doing. Given their difficult journey, sleeping within protected walls was a luxury he could not afford to pass up. He at least felt better about staying there than at an inn in some random village. As long as he did not stay long, they should be fine.

			He looked over at Kai and saw he had already crawled into one of the beds in the corner of the room.

			“Tired, Kai?”

			There was an unintelligible mumble in response.

			He glanced around the room. What an unexpected night, he thought.
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			WONG OPENED HIS eyes after a long, deep slumber. Judging by the position of the sun in the sky, it was now late morning. It was the first time in days that he had let his guard down and was able to sleep peacefully through the night—perhaps a bit unwisely. 

			He turned and noticed that Kai’s bed across the room was empty. Though his initial reaction was one of alarm, he figured Kai had woken up earlier and left the room in search of food or water. If he could muster enough strength to get up, he would probably find him somewhere near the kitchen.

			He crawled out of bed, rubbed his eyes, and straightened up. Before leaving the room, he toyed with the idea of taking his sword or staff with him, but to do so would be interpreted as a sign of mistrust or hostility. That would be somewhat inappropriate since they were guests there, so he hid a knife up each sleeve and tucked a few choice items beneath his garments, deeming it a fair compromise. There was no way the Weapons Master would be caught weaponless. When he walked toward the door, however, he heard metal clink.

			Perhaps he had tucked away one too many weapons. He removed a shiny disc from his pocket and placed it on a table next to the door. Bunched up on the tabletop was a ball of Yaje silk and his alarm trinket. His expression was one of disbelief.

			“Huh. Funny kid.”

			He picked it up and examined it with his fingers. Kai must have rolled it up and saved it when he first fought the ninja. He thought it had been lost in the rush to escape the enclosure, but here it was. A smile cracked across his face as he opened the door to the hallway.

			He was faced with a choice of directions. Since he remembered approaching from the left the night before, he guessed right. He passed by several more closed doors that probably opened up to rooms similar to the one he had just slept in.

			The scent of food permeated the air. He breathed deeply and tried to identify the dish—something stewed or boiled. The smell intensified the further he walked, and where there was food, there was Kai.

			Light laughter and a murmur of voices could now be heard. Wong recognized one of the voices as Kai’s. He turned a corner into a small dinning area.

			The room was neat and elegant, yet functional with a large bay door that opened up to a small garden. Painted scrolls hung on the walls and a straw mat lined the floor. At a low-lying table, Kai sat on the floor with his back toward Wong. Across from him was a young woman with bright eyes and silky black hair that was held up in pins. He wondered if this was the same person he fought with the night before, but felt she was too lovely to be a ninja.

			He walked toward the two. A large serving bowl full of soup noodles was situated in the middle of the table with smaller eating bowls held in hand. Kai held his against his mouth and was busy slurping up its contents. The woman held hers delicately in one hand, with a pair of chopsticks in the other. She smiled at Kai, who was making guttural noises at the pleasure of devouring a second helping. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Wong watching and looked up.

			“Good morning,” she said.

			“Oh. Hello,” he replied, and then acknowledged Kai.

			Kai’s face lit up. He pushed the large bowl of noodles toward him. “Good!”

			“Oh wait. Let me get you a bowl,” the woman said. She quickly got up and darted out the room. 

			Wong shot Kai a quizzical look. “Busy morning?”

			The woman returned shortly with a bowl. Wong thanked her and took a seat on the opposite side of the table next to Kai. When he looked up, she had already filled his bowl with a large portion of noodles. This couldn’t be the same person he met the night before, he thought. He caught himself staring at her when she looked up and refocused his attention on the bowl. 

			“This looks good. Thank you.”

			“There’s more in the kitchen. Eat as much as you like. You must be hungry from last night.”

			“Last night?”

			She smiled back wryly.

			“I wasn’t sure it was you,” Wong said. “You look different when you’re not . . . you know . . . terrifying.” 

			She laughed. “Understandable.”

			“So that was you under the mask and the red face paint.”

			“That was me,” she said proudly.

			“I’m Wong and this is Kai.”

			“Yes, we met this morning. My name is Tae.”

			“Nice to meet you. Sorry I attacked you last night. You fight well.”

			“Thank you. It’s all right. You couldn’t know it was me.”

			“If you don’t mind me asking—what where you doing out there?”

			“I was on patrol. The Stone Forest has become very dangerous and I was tracking dark ninjas. That’s when I stumbled across you.”

			She paused. “What were you doing there?”

			He hesitated, not wanting to get into the entire story about Kai. Sharing it would do no good, especially with a ninja he knew nothing about.

			“Kai and I were on our way to the House of Han in the Guilin Province.”

			“But why would you go through the Stone Forest at a time like this? There are easier ways to get to Guilin.”

			“Kai’s never been through the Stone Forest before. I wanted him to see it.”

			Tae was suspicious of his explanation. Going through the Stone Forest with a child was an absurd thing to do.

			Wong changed the subject. “Was there any more trouble last night?”

			“Not any more than usual. I think you may have done enough damage for one night.”

			Wong smirked as he ate from his bowl, but his thoughts lingered on the platoon of dark ninjas.

			“We can’t stay long.”

			“You can at least stay long enough to finish your meals though, right?”

			Wong nodded. “Right.”

			She read the worry in his eyes and said, “Don’t worry—our complex is well protected.”

			Kai made another loud slurping noise and sucked down a single strand of noodle, which amused her. She looked at the cup of tea in her hands and said a little more formally, “The head of our order wants to speak with you, before you leave.”

			Wong didn’t like the sound of it. “I see.”

			“Just a small chat.”

			“I like to chat.” 

			He put a strand of noodle in his mouth and slurped it up loudly, just as Kai had moments before. Kai laughed out loud. Wong smiled, masking deeper thought inside. He anticipated there would be questions—when a small army of dark ninjas hunts you, there are bound to be questions. But by whom? He still didn’t know who he was dealing with.

			“What kind of place is this?”

			“We are the Hunters of Shunnan. This is our home.”

			“Interesting place for a home.”

			“Years ago the Stone Forest was chaotic and dangerous. Thieves. Murderers. Koon Gee. Now we are in control and it is a better place.”

			Wong wondered what she meant by in control. Were they a self-serving ninja clan that controlled a valuable territory, or covert rangers that protected the land? Perhaps they were something in between. Tae probably did not want to reveal too much about them, not knowing who he was, either.

			“I did not know there were ninjas in the Stone Forest.”

			“We are a bit secretive about ourselves. Being ninjas works well to intimidate those who would cross us. The less people know about us, the better.”

			“I can relate.”

			“Like two people sleeping in the middle of the Stone Forest?”

			He smiled. “The less people know the better.” 

			She laughed delicately. A moment of awkward silence followed. Deep down inside, they both wished they could trust one another.

			“Tell me more about yourself,” she said. “What do you do? How is it that you fight so well?”

			“I’m a weaponsmith. Been around weapons all my life, so I make it a point to know how to use them.”

			She believed what he said. “You do have some interesting weapons.”

			“Perhaps I can make you something as payment for your hospitality.”

			Her eyes sparkled. “I do like gifts.”

			“What would you want?”

			“What can you make?”

			“How about a slingshot?”

			“A slingshot?”

			“Yes, in case you decide to use it against me.”

			She laughed. “Would I need to? I hope not.”

			“In case I’m napping in the forest again.”

			“I think there are bigger things to worry about in the forest than nappers.”

			Wong thought about what she said. “If you don’t mind me asking—how bad is it out there?”

			Her mood turned solemn. “Bad. We’ve found occasional pockets of Koon Gee hiding in the Stone Forest before, but now they’re everywhere. There are too many. Two villages have been destroyed already and many have been killed. Last night was just a small part.”

			Kai lost his appetite and stopped eating. Her news was bitter information for him to hear. He thought it would be safer now with the destruction of so many dark ninjas the night before, but in reality, many more searched for him. They brought mayhem and destruction to the entire area.

			Wong spoke. “Don’t worry. The danger will pass. The creatures will be drawn away.”

			Something about the way he talked perplexed Tae. It was if he was stating fact, not opinion, and though he said it authoritatively, there was a sad and reflective tone in his voice. If the danger were to pass, that would be a good thing. Why the heavy heart? She looked over at Kai, who had stopped eating and was just staring into his bowl. It was though a huge burden had been placed on their shoulders. But what had she said? She had merely told them about the troubles of Shunnan. There was much more going on than she knew about. Why was he really wandering through the Stone Forest? How is it that he could fight off an entire legion of dark ninjas without blinking an eye? And why were they after him in the first place?

			She would get to the bottom of it.

			“You said last night that the dark ninjas were after you. Why would they be after you?”

			“Because of me,” Kai stated glumly.

			Wong quickly jumped in. “I killed some of them earlier and they didn’t take to it kindly. Kai blames himself because he’s the one who wanted to go through the Stone Forest in the first place.”

			“To get to Guilin?”

			“Yes, to visit family.”

			“And you’re his father?”

			“Uncle.”

			Tae thought his answer sounded reasonable enough, but was still convinced he was hiding something. She did not view him as a threat, however, unlike the villains that often passed through their territory. Perhaps it had something to do with Kai.

			Trying to lighten the mood, she put a hand on Kai’s shoulder and nudged him to eat more.

			“Come on Kai. There’s plenty more. I thought you said you liked my cooking.”

			Kai looked at her and tried to put on a happy face. 

			“I’m full now,” he said politely.

			After finishing their meals and cleaning up, they prepared to meet with the ninja’s leader. The thought of sneaking away crossed Wong’s mind more than once. He did not completely trust them and the longer they stayed, the more danger they put them in, anyway. Dodging more questions did not appeal to him either, but he felt he owed them something for the protection they offered during the night. Perhaps he had a soft spot for Tae too, and the prospect of sneaking away made him feel guilty.

			He thought more about what he would say when he met their leader and sighed.
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			“I am Master Chen, head of Shunnan.”

			Wong and Kai stood in a private room before him with several other members of the order in attendance. Tae stood off to the side.

			Chen seemed relatively young, which Wong had not expected. Chen’s face looked battle tested, his hair partially gray with age, and his arms were thick and strong. He wore a sheathed long knife on his side and had probably seen many years of battle.

			“I am Wong and this is Kai.”

			Chen acknowledged them. “I will make this quick, for Tae has told me you are eager to get moving.”

			Wong nodded.

			“Explain to me then. You are sleeping in the middle of a demon-infested forest and then manage to slay a good portion of dark ninjas?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why were you there?”

			“I was on my way to the Province of Guilin.”

			“And you decided to go through the forest?”

			“Yes.”

			“You would bring a child through the Stone Forest at a time like this?”

			Wong did not like his aggressive tone. “I heard it was nice this time of year . . . lots of flowering rock lilies.”

			Tae bit her lip, sensing tension.

			Master Chen looked at him sternly and judged that he was not going to be forthcoming with information.

			“Fine then. Let me tell you about a rumor that arrived a day ago from the villages in the south. It says there was a mark so strong in the village of Dailan that it now causes the Koon Gee to flood the land. Have you heard of this?”

			“I have.”

			“It also says that a boy and a Shaolin warrior, the Weapons Master, travel from there . . . and where they go the Koon Gee follow.”

			Master Chen paused to gauge his reaction. Wong looked away.

			“There is more,” he said sternly. “It says they are after the boy.”

			Tae gasped.

			Surprise filled the room. It seemed as though most of the attendees were hearing the rumor for the first time. The news took Wong by surprise too. He hadn’t anticipated word spreading so quickly.

			Chen could tell he hit a nerve.

			“Usually I do not entertain rumors and find they are the ramblings of scared old village folk. But here you are, a smug warrior, a boy, and forest full of Koon Gee.”

			Wong thought about his next move and bristled at being called smug.

			“You know,” Chen said, “there are some that would have the boy killed, to end the threat to the land.”

			Wong eyed an exit, and then matched up everyone in the room for each of his weapons. He was short a few and wished he hadn’t left behind the extra throwing disc—but then again, he couldn’t use it on them, could he?

			Master Chen continued. “But that is not the way of the Shunnan Ninjas. We are protectors, just like you. I merely seek the truth. The Shunnan is besieged and so it is our concern. We are not your enemies. Perhaps we can help, but that is up to you.”

			Wong sighed in relief. They were the good guys. If rumors were already rampant, he might as well tell them the truth; after all, the Hunters of Shunnan were in danger too, and his secret was exposed. He did not like having to skirt around the issue anyway.

			“The rumors you heard are true.”

			Tae’s heart dropped. She looked at the expression on Kai and then on Wong. It was the same look they shared that morning at breakfast. And now she understood why. What would the Koon Gee want with such a little boy? She thought about how innocently he approached her in the kitchen that morning and how adorable he looked as he gobbled up his breakfast; to think that Kai was in such danger was unbearable. She felt suddenly guilty about her mistrust and suspicion, when all Wong was trying to do was protect Kai.

			Wong continued. “Kai bears a lo-shur mark. I’m bringing him to the Shaolin Temple where it can be dealt with, but we have to get moving. The longer we stay, the more likely the Koon Gee will be drawn here. Every second puts you in greater danger, and you are not equipped to handle the danger that will come.”

			He felt like himself again.

			“You are the Weapons Master?”

			“Yes.”

			“And the boy carries a mark?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why would the Koon Gee mark a boy?”

			“There is a prophecy of one who will bring about their destruction. They think it’s him.”

			“Why do they think it’s him?”

			Wong sighed and lightened his tone. “I don’t know. He was born at the right time. Maybe they saw something in him, so they mark him and take no chances. It doesn’t matter why. All that matters is that they have, and now I need to get him to the temple as soon as possible.”

			Master Chen stopped to digest the information. The room grew still, hanging on his next word.

			“Then you must leave at once. And I will go with you to share this burden.”

			The other ninja members instantly erupted in protest. They said Shunnan still needed its leader. Hordes of the enemy were pouring in through the forests and villages were being destroyed all around them. People were being slaughtered and villagers needed their help. They were failing as it was, and losing their leader would leave them even more hard-pressed.

			Wong was stunned by his offer and liked the thought of traveling with more company. The Koon Gee had gathered forces quicker than he had expected and another fighter would come in handy. Still, he felt guilty for the trouble they were in and knew it would get worse.

			“A force still hunts us from the south,” he said. “A dagwai scout was tracking us and has not turned up yet. To get to us, whatever force was out there will pass through the Stone Forest.”

			“More of the Koon Gee creeps in from the west too,” shouted another. “They will pass here if they are hunting them. We cannot handle things as they are now!”

			“Nonetheless, I will not leave them alone to carry this burden!” Chen retorted. “There is importance to this, can’t you see? Lo-shur are not in the habit of marking mere children.”

			Wong changed his mind and decided he liked Chen after all. He was sharp and to the point. His no-nonsense approach instilled confidence in those around him. He could see why The Hunters of Shunnan were reluctant to lose their leader, especially at such a difficult time.

			“Thank you, Master Chen, for your generous offer, but I can tell your people need you. I should be fine once I get to Guilin. There are people there who can help me and I’ve already sent for the Shoukui.”

			“You’re passing through Guilin? Good. I am sure you are well known there. I have connections in the House of Ju Lai. I will lead you there. The Stone Forest is difficult to navigate.”

			“I have close friends in the House of Han. I appreciate your offer, but you do bring up a good point. I won’t ask for you to come, but if you could spare someone to help me get through the Stone Forest, I–”

			“I will go with you to Guilin,” Tae interrupted. “I know every inch of the Stone Forest.”

			Master Chen was about to protest, but Tae promptly cut him off.

			“Wong is right. Shunnan needs its master. And you are right too. He should not bear this burden alone. It is important.”

			“Then I will send Bo Hong or Jung,” Chen retorted.

			“I was the one that found them, so I should be the one that sees it through. I am the best fighter, so it would be foolish to send anyone else. Even you are getting too old for this, Uncle.”

			Chen appeared flabbergasted. Wong also thought to say something, but Tae raised a hand at him.

			“No! As good a fighter you think you are, I’m coming with you.”

			“That’s not even what I was going to say,” Wong said. She ignored him. He turned to Kai and whispered, “He’s her uncle.”

			Master Chen grumbled further while Tae approached Kai.

			“Kai, would you like me to come with you?”

			Kai looked surprised at her direct question. She raised her eyebrows and he nodded.

			“It is decided then. I will get ready and we will leave at once.”

			She looked Master Chen and Wong once in the eye and dared them to protest. They said nothing and she left the room, quickly closing the door behind her, punctuating the suddenness of her decision.

			Wong and Master Chen were dumbfounded.

			“You should have said yes when I first offered,” Master Chen finally said.

			Wong grinned in response and then deadpanned.

			“I’m not smug.”
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			FINAL PREPARATIONS WERE made for the journey to Guilin. Besides Tae adding a bow and quiver to her arsenal of weaponry, they packed lightly, with only a few provisions, knowing that Guilin was no more than a day or two away.

			Master Chen saw Tae off with a worried look in his eyes, knowing full well the danger she was putting herself in. She was one of his top pupils, though, and besides himself, he knew of no other ninja who was more capable of handling the task. He embraced her.

			“Take care of yourself, Tae. Come back safely and remember your training.”

			“Thank you, Uncle. Guilin is not far. I’ll be back soon. And don’t worry—” She made a fist and rapped him on the chest. “—I learned from the best.”

			Chen looked at Wong sternly and warned, “You better not let anything happen to her or there will be hell to pay.”

			Wong smiled and shook the master’s hand. “I promise. Take care of yourself too.”

			Finally, Chen stooped down to Kai and said, “Goodbye Kai. Slay many Koon Gee.”

			They walked away as the master waved them on. Tae looked back several times, an uneasy feeling growing in the pit of her stomach.

			As they proceeded out of the stronghold, Wong admired the architecture he had not been able to see clearly the night before. Small to mid-sized structures with arched roofs and slate-lined walls dotted the grounds. They were scattered around the larger building they had just left, which was similar in detail but engulfed by a large limestone mass. The color and pattern of the surrounding rock appeared to be the inspiration for the design of the buildings.

			“Nice place,” Wong said.

			They approached the outskirts of the compound and were quickly surrounded by forest. All signs of the Hunters fell away. Tae led the way and together they traversed through the thick tangle of forest and rock that was the Stone Forest.

			The path they took was intricate; they climbed over rocky ledges, under passageways hidden by foliage, and through large and winding caverns. Though progress was slow, Wong noted how much more difficult it would be for the Koon Gee to follow without such a guide. He should consider himself fortunate—except of course for the fact that enemies could be hiding behind any one of the many crooks and crevices that appeared all around them.

			“It must be difficult to patrol the Stone Forest. So many places to hide.”

			“Yes. It definitely keeps one on their toes.”

			“No face paint today?”

			“Only when I’m hunting. Plus, I wouldn’t want to terrify you,” she joked.

			“Thank you for guiding us. We don’t mean to be a burden.”

			“It was my choice. You shouldn’t have to do it alone.” She took care stepping over a gnarled root. “Someone’s got to look after Kai, anyway.”

			“Forgive me for not being more forthcoming. It’s not easy to explain. It’s hard to tell how people will react.”

			“To a child in need?”

			“To one that draws the Koon Gee.”

			“I’d like to think that people would understand.”

			“People are afraid. They’re not all fighters like you and me. They’d blame Kai for it, just as Master Chen said.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			“I do.”

			Just then, they noticed movement in the trees ahead. It was actually Kai who noticed it first and froze in his tracks. Wong unsheathed his sword.

			“Wait,” Tae said, as multiple figures stepped out of concealment and into the light. They were dressed in ninja garb and held onto bows with arrows poised to shoot. One had on blue face paint, the other, red.

			“Tae, is that you?” a voice called.

			“It is,” she replied. “Bo Hong?”

			The blue ninja approached. “It’s me. What are you doing out here?”

			“We’re going to Guilin.”

			“Guilin? Through here? Are you crazy?”

			“It’s complicated. We have no choice. What can you tell me about the Koon Gee?”

			“Nothing good. It’s gotten worse. There are still packs of dagwais and dark ninjas running around. They’ve attacked another village. And I think there’s something else out there too.”

			Tae responded with a questioning glance.

			“We’ve heard deep, bellowing echoes from afar, like large animals calling to one another. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever heard. And it’s frightening–”

			“Zhuk kwais roam the forest,” Wong interrupted.

			Bo Hong looked at him quizzically.

			“Eight foot tall demonic mountain beasts from the Koon Kagi. You’re spread too thin to handle them.” He surveyed the forest. “I wouldn’t comb the Stone Forest anymore. You should concentrate your forces and regroup.”

			Bo Hong shot him a cold look, wondering what gave a stranger the right to bark orders. “Who’s this?”

			Wong looked at him indifferently.

			“It’s okay. He’s a friend. He’s the Weapons Master,” Tae said calmly, putting a hand on Bo Hung’s arm.

			He looked at her, confused, a shade of worry crossing his face.

			“Why are you going to Guilin?”

			“Don’t worry. Report back to Chen and give him an update. He’ll explain everything.”

			“If you say so,” he said hesitantly. “I’m not sure what you’re doing, but be careful out there.”

			He walked away.

			Wong called out behind him. “Tell Master Chen that zhuk kwais roam the forest. Arm yourselves with spears and arrows.”

			Bo Hong turned again, stared at the stranger briefly, and then nodded. He whistled once, whirled his finger in the air, and signaled the other ninja to follow.

			“We have to move quickly now,” Wong said. “No time to waste.”

			Tae nodded. “Follow me.”
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			As the afternoon wore on, the small party made their way to Guilin unimpeded, coming across less rock and more vegetation as they traveled.

			Now that Tae was with them, Wong was able to leave Kai’s side and scout ahead or behind them. He would often disappear for long periods of time, which made Tae afraid he wouldn’t be able to find his way back to them, but she would eventually catch glimpses of him hunching atop a rock pillar or tree, watching over them like a guardian angel. As long as Kai was marked, the Weapons Master would be able to sense his way back.

			Tae found the experience surreal and unsettling. Only having Kai to talk to compounded the situation. She did not like the feeling of being hunted while Wong hovered overhead in the treetops, free to dart away toward the first signs of danger; back in the Stone Forest it was the opposite—she was the one running freely around on the hunt. Nevertheless, she realized that things were infinitely worse for Kai, so she tried her best to take his mind off matters. The task turned out to be easier than expected, because despite all that had happened, Kai appeared relatively carefree.

			She stopped for a moment to make sure they were going in the right direction.

			“Time for a break, Kai.”

			Judging by the position of the sun, they were still heading north, and up ahead, she recognized a familiar rock formation. They were right on course, which was critical given the danger around them.

			“So far so good. You okay?”

			“Mm hmm.”

			She glanced toward the treetops. “I wonder where he’s run off to.”

			Kai pointed. “He’s that way.”

			“Really?” she said brightly, humoring him. “What’s he doing?”

			“He’s sneaking.”
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			The dagwais crept quietly across the forest floor. They felt the mark draw near. Any minute now, they thought. It was finally within their grasp . . . just ahead of them and through the thicket of trees. They hissed at each other in anticipation and conversed in an unknown tongue. As they felt their target grow within reach, they slowed their pace and readied their weapons.

			A dagwai slid in between two trees and poked its head through the brush to catch a glimpse of the approaching target. A cutting blade hummed through the air and stopped when it buried itself in the creature’s forehead. The dagwai fell back into an astonished pack of lizards.

			The Weapons Master skittered through the trees. With the Dragon Arm’s claws reared, he cut through the lizards with ease. They shrieked in horror and ran for their lives, but could not escape the vicious onslaught.

			Moments later Wong was gone.
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			Tae raised her sword, noticing something moving her way, but it was just Wong, who appeared after a long bout away.

			“Welcome back,” she said, relieved.

			“Thanks. Everything all right?”

			Tae could tell he was masking worry. She wondered how many demons he had killed. 

			“Yeah. Pretty quiet so far,” she replied.

			“It’s getting late. When do you think we’ll reach Guilin?”

			“Not for a while. Middle of the night.”

			Wong sighed. “That’s a long time to be out there. I wonder if we could pick up the pace a little?”

			She guessed he killed a lot. “Trouble?”

			“Some.”

			“We can probably shave off a little time then. I didn’t want to push Kai too hard.”

			“It’s okay. He’s resilient.”

			Tae thought about it more. “You know, we were going to walk around it, but we can actually save time by going directly over Lake Zhudong. Once we get to the other side, it’s only several more hours by foot.”

			“How much time will it save?”

			“About three hours.”

			“That’s good. Let’s do that.”

			“Where are we going to get a boat?” Kai asked.

			They were surprised at his question, forgetting he could have a voice in such matters. But his question was valid and presented a simple problem.

			Tae answered. “I wanted to avoid it, but there’s a village near the lake that might have one. It was recently sacked by the Koon Gee and burnt down, but there might be a boat around that can be salvaged. It could be risky going there though.”

			“I think it’s worth the risk,” Wong said. “Unless you can think of another place to get a boat?”

			“Not close by.”

			“Let’s do it then.”

			“Okay.”

			“Also, I was thinking . . . Lake Zhudong’s pretty big, isn’t it?”

			“Yes. Very big.”

			“I wonder if we should wait it out on the lake tonight, paddle to shore in the morning. We won’t make it to Guilin before nightfall no matter what we do. I’d rather be out on the water than in the forest tonight.”

			“Is it that bad out there?”

			“Not yet, but my sense is we won’t make it through the night without fighting. It’s a risk either way. If we sit on the water tonight there may be more Koon Gee in the morning. But if we keep going, we fight in darkness.”

			“I like your idea, then. And it will confuse them if we paddle around a bit. We’ll be harder to track and they’ll always think we’re on the other side of the lake rather than on it.”

			Wong nodded. His mood lifted a little. “That’s what we’ll do then.”

			“What happens if we can’t find a boat?”

			“It’ll be a long night.”
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			They reached the village shortly after sunset. The pungent stench of smoke still clung to the air, setting the stage for the devastation that lay ahead. Most of the buildings in the area had been reduced to ashes, although a few structures still stood. The town was silent and deserted; neither villager nor Koon Gee soldier remained.

			“There were many Koon Gee here not long ago,” Tae said. “Be careful.”

			Kai looked at the ruin with guilt. He felt responsible since he was the reason the Koon Gee were there in the first place. It was his first real taste of the destruction that the Koon Gee could bring and he hoped it would be the last.

			They walked through the town solemnly. Wong kept the Dragon Arm in hand, cautious of creatures that may have straggled behind. A careful eye was cast toward the remains of each building in the hopes that an intact canoe could be found.

			Kai spotted something. “What’s that?”

			A wooden object appeared next to a building. When they got closer, they saw it was just the burnt out carcass of a solitary vessel.

			“I don’t think it’ll float,” Wong said.

			He looked around.

			“There’s still good timber on some of these buildings. We could probably piece together something that floats.”

			“Maybe,” Tae said. “But let’s keep going. We may have more luck closer to the water.”

			They headed toward the lake and did not go out of their way to search the rest of the area. If nothing panned out, they could always double-back.

			Before long, they saw the faint glimmer of water. The sight of it was a welcome distraction from the gloom of the village. More importantly, on a mound closer to the shore stood a large rack full of canoes.

			“There!” Wong shouted.

			“Finally something goes our way,” Tae said.

			They made their way to the canoes and were fortunate enough to find three undamaged vessels, each big enough to hold them all. Immediately, they set one in the water to make sure it was sound. It floated superbly.

			“There are more than we need,” Wong said. “If we leave them behind, the Koon Gee can use them to follow.” He walked over to the remaining canoes and pulled out a knife. “We can’t have that.” 

			He pierced the bottom of the crafts as they lay in their racks with a well-placed gash. He made sure the cuts were hard to notice, particularly in the dark. His intention was to have the Koon Gee board the vessels, yet sink once out in the water. To make matters worse for them, he threw the extra paddles into the lake.

			They boarded the canoe and prepared to set off, wanting to get out of the village as soon as possible. Not only was the sight and smell of it depressing, it was inherently dangerous too. Somewhere out there roamed the party that destroyed it and it was only a matter of time before they came back to find them.

			Wong and Tae took places near the center and rear of the boat and started paddling. Kai rushed to the front and leaned over to look into the water. 

			“Off we go,” Wong said.
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			As they paddled, the presence of the village pulled away, and soon, the small boat was surrounded by deep water. It was now well past dusk. 

			Near the center of the lake, they decided to take a break and share a small meal. Their conversation was pleasant, with the safety of water letting them talk at ease. They spoke about their past, where they came from, and other minor details of their lives they had not been able to share earlier.

			Kai offered to catch fish, unsatisfied with the dried goods they had stocked up on in Shunnan, but Wong reminded him there was no way to cook it unless he wanted sushi. He caught one anyway, hoping to impress Tae, but she screamed when the big fish slipped out of his hands and squirmed onto the floor. Wong asked how someone who fought dark ninjas could be afraid of fish.

			After ridding the canoe of its squirmy occupant, Wong explained how he was marked long ago, and how it enabled him to track Kai now. He related to her the prophecy of the Shaolin Temple and how it predicted he would deliver the one who would destroy the Koon Gee.

			Tae noticed that as he spoke, an expression of sadness and reflection grew in his voice. She had seen that expression on him before and it confused her. At first she thought it was worry about the danger they were in, but whenever they were faced with danger before, he was always sharp and confident. This look was different. Maybe it was her imagination; after all, how could she expect to understand him after having only just met him?

			Kai soon fell asleep on a blanket placed across the wooden floor, allowing them to discuss matters at hand.

			“They’ll be waiting for us on the other side,” Wong said. “They’ll want to cut us off before we reach Guilin.”

			“I know. But we’ll be ready for them too.”

			They looked out at the water around them, which was perfectly empty; it provided an ideal surface on which to reflect the moonlight. One thing was certain out in the open water—they were completely alone. No one was sneaking up on them in the middle of the lake.

			“It’s strange,” Tae said, “but even though I know it’s safer out here, I think I’d feel more comfortable back on land. I feel vulnerable just sitting here . . . waiting for something to happen. On land I’m moving, doing something. Here, I’m sitting.”

			“Yeah. The moonlight doesn’t help either, but we’re pretty far from the shore. At least we’ll be able to see them coming easily.”

			Tae looked out at the water and frowned. “I don’t think I’ve ever fought on a canoe before.”

			“I hope we don’t have to. The thought of jumping in the water—”

			“Do you think it would come to that?”

			“Well . . . if they were coming at us by canoe, I’d try to intercept them before they got to us. You could stay dry on the canoe with Kai.”

			“Never thought I’d have to worry about Koon Gee on a canoe.”

			“Can you swim well?”

			“I can hold my own.”

			“Dark ninjas rarely take to the water so we probably don’t have to worry about them much. Dagwais are good swimmers, though.”

			“Do you think they’d be able to sneak up on us by swimming? Should I be watching for that?”

			“No. They’d paddle out to us by canoe first and maybe jump in last minute. The water is too cold for them to be in it long.”

			“Let’s just hope they don’t find us then.”

			“I think that’s something we can both agree on.”

			Tae took a deep breath to settle her nerves. Her thoughts wandered until her eyes finally settled on Kai. 

			“He looks so adorable and harmless. Do you really think he’s the one, you know, to bring down the Koon Gee?”

			“Yeah, I do.”

			“Why?”

			“His chi is already manifesting itself. He can sense things. He can connect with the energy of fish passing by. I think he can even see my chi aura.”

			Tae looked back down at Kai sadly. “So this is all for real then. He’s just a little boy. I can’t believe this is happening to him.”

			“Yeah. Me neither.”

			“What will happen to him? I mean, when he’s safe . . . after all this.”

			“He’ll train at the temple.”

			“Will he become a monk?”

			“Not if I can help it.”

			Tae smiled. “Why not?”

			“No reason. I’m kidding. I know many a nice monk.”

			“Will you stay with him at the temple?”

			“Me? Um. I don’t know what’s going to happen . . . It’s complicated.”

			“It always seems to be.”

			Tae could sense Wong was heavy with reflection once again. He was a complete mystery to her, and for some reason she found herself wanting to decipher him. Out on the field, he was focused and intense; when he was fighting, he was downright frightening; but with Kai, he was different—light-hearted and humorous, almost childlike. It made her wonder what he was really like away from all the chaos. And then there were moments like this, when his vacant stare masked something deeper inside.

			“You all right?” she whispered.

			“Hmm? Oh . . . yeah.”

			“You seem reflective.”

			“Just being vigilant. Listening for the enemy.”

			“Hear anything?”

			“Three canoes approaching from the west, and four over there.”

			He said it in such a matter-of-fact manner that she guessed he was kidding, but wasn’t sure until he smiled.

			“That’s not funny. It’s not easy to tell when you’re kidding.”

			Wong motioned his eyes toward the completely open and barren waters.

			“Well how was I supposed to know you weren’t using some crazy chi power? You know, since you’re the Weapons Master and all.”

			“Sorry,” he said, without really meaning it.

			“Does everyone really call you that?”

			“Weapons Master or crazy?”

			Tae rolled her eyes. “What do you think?”

			“They all think I’m crazy.”

			She couldn’t help but laugh. “No really—”

			“Yeah. Most people refer to me by that . . . Weapons Master.” He tried to hold back a smile.

			“That must not get to your head.”

			He detected sarcasm. His face brightened and he spoke more excitedly.

			“In the west, some call me the Iron Man-Dragon.”

			“Hahaha! No way!”

			“Yeah they do. I like that one.”

			“That’s kind of ridiculous. And a little tacky.”

			His face turned serious. “It’s menacing. It’s what the people want.” He made a fist. “Iron Man-Dragon.”

			“I didn’t know you were such a goofball.”

			“Goofball? Few would ever dare call the Iron Man-Dragon goofball for fear of their lives.”

			Tae continued to laugh. “So not a goofball, then?”

			“No, that’s pretty accurate.”

			“Why do they call you that?”

			“Iron Man-Dragon or goofball?”

			“Stop it!”

			Wong smirked. “That one isn’t too popular, actually. A lot of people call me Iron Dragon, others Man-Dragon, and somehow the two morphed into Iron Man-Dragon. It probably has to do with the Dragon Arm.” He nodded toward the staff. “It’s not made of iron, though.”

			“I noticed that in the forest the other night. It grew blades when your chi infused it. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			“It can change shapes to a certain degree.”

			“Do you think I could do it?”

			“Probably not. It’s temperamental. It only responds to my chi.”

			“Oh. Too bad.”

			Kai stirred in his makeshift bed and kicked out a leg. Tae eyed him as he squirmed around before finally settling on a comfortable position.

			“So what do you think they’ll call him?” she said.

			Wong looked at Kai. “He shall be called Fierce Monkey.”

			Tae laughed. “And me? What would they call me?”

			Wong thought about it for a moment. “You will be called . . . Rock Lily.”

			“A flower?” she said. “You gave me a girly name?”

			“I thought you’d like it. You know, since they grow in the Stone Forest.”

			“That’s not a very intimidating name for a ninja.”

			“Then you can be Fierce Monkey.”

			Tae shot him a cold stare. Wong made a confused look like he didn’t understand what she was mad about. He quickly changed the subject. 

			“We shouldn’t sit still like this in the boat. Maybe I should start paddling.”

			She crossed her arms playfully. “Maybe you should.”
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			Wong and Tae took turns sleeping and paddling through the night. They periodically moved up and down the lake, making sure to stay away from the shorelines lest probing eyes spot them. Their tactic worked perfectly as they survived the night without incident.

			Wong spent the early hours of the morning in deep thought. He watched Kai and Tae as they slept and felt strangely close to them. He was now responsible for their lives and he would protect them even at the cost of his own. Yet he felt he must detach himself emotionally from them as well, like a cool and levelheaded temple monk, though it was not in his nature. It did not make sense to form bonds that could not last.

			He began to steer the canoe toward land. At daybreak, they would paddle fiercely to shore and make a final mad dash to Guilin.
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			DAYBREAK. THE SMALL vessel crashed ashore. Its occupants jumped out and scurried into the forest, driven by a heightened sense of danger. They moved at a quicker pace than usual, intent on reaching safety as soon as possible.

			“So far, so good,” Wong said.

			The forest was quieter than expected. There were no Koon Gee waiting to pounce on them as he had originally feared. Instead, there was the sound of birds and the rustle of leaves. This was puzzling.

			“There are no Koon Gee,” Tae said. “Where are the Koon Gee?”

			“I’m not sure. They have to be close.”

			“I feel like we’re walking into a trap. Like they’re just waiting for us and watching.”

			“You’re probably right. They might have guessed we’re headed to Guilin. I wouldn’t be surprised if they tried to ambush us ahead.”

			Kai sounded agitated. “Then why are we going that way for?”

			“Because there’s no other way to go.”

			A couple more hours passed. The relative peace of the area made them uneasy, the anticipation of confrontation growing stronger the further they traveled. 

			Wong wondered about their situation. Perhaps their ruse on the boat had worked better than expected and the bulk of the enemy was on the other side of the lake. Was it possible for them to make it all the way to Guilin without trouble? He sensed movement. It was too much to hope for.

			“Don’t be alarmed, but there’s something moving our way.”

			“What is it?” Tae asked.

			“Dagwais—that way.” He pointed. “Don’t mind them. They’re not too close. Just keep moving.” He shifted slightly right and broke into a stealthy trot. “Guilin can’t be far.”

			The danger intensified. A branch cracked in the distance and leaves rustled ahead. A smattering of footsteps pursued. Wong shifted them left and quickened their pace.

			“They’re getting close,” Tae said.

			“Behind us,” Kai added.

			Dagwais called to each other as Kai slipped through their ranks. The further they went, the louder the sounds became. Movement could be seen in the distance when the forest began to thin out. They ran as fast as they could but could not escape the growing tide.

			Soon the commotion overtook them and a full-blown chase was in effect. Kai struggled to keep up. Wong threw him over his shoulder and unsheathed his sword. Tae unsheathed her own and flanked them on the right. 

			A dagwai popped its head out from the nearest tree and screamed. Tae reacted quickly and sliced through its neck. They were everywhere now and coming in from multiple directions.

			Wong put down Kai when a band of lizards stormed into their path, forcing them to stop and fight before they could run any further. He motioned Tae to stay with Kai and charged headfirst into the bulk of the onslaught. A glint could be seen in his eye as his chi energy intensified. He pulled out a long knife with his free hand and rushed with both blades angled forward. They came at him with swords and teeth. He parried, swung, and spun—each move made with precision as he cut them down.

			Tae had her bow out and started emptying her quiver. Arrows zipped through the air and took down dagwais from afar. Kai listened as the deadly projectiles whistled overhead and crunched into their leathery hides. He began to point out the dagwais as they came in from all directions, causing Tae to fire in turn.

			A creature sprang from behind a tree, but Wong cut it down with his sword, spun, and let his long knife fly into the chest of another. Another slashed at him and locked swords, then lunged forward with its head and snapped with its teeth. Wong leaned back to avoid getting bit and countered by ramming his elbow under its chin. He grabbed it by the jaw and twisted, snapping bone.

			No matter how many dagwais they took down, an equal number appeared. Soon they started filling in the gap between Wong and Tae, threatening to overtake them. Tae stocked her bow and switched to close combat with her sword. She sliced a couple of dagwais and hit another with ninja stars as it reached for Kai. Wong looked back and noted the danger, but his hands were full with multiple enemies. He had to get back to them.

			A dagwai thrust its sword forward and overextended itself, leaving Wong with a moment of opportunity. He glanced aside the strike and dropped his sword, grabbing the dagwai’s arm firmly with both hands. He then spun the devil lizard around and launched it into a pile of oncoming attackers, knocking them off their feet. With the space he created, he retrieved his sword and ran back toward Kai.

			He flipped, sheathed his weapon, and reached behind for poison darts that were stowed on a belt. He launched the projectiles through the air as he back-flipped, hitting the dagwais as they pursued. Instantly they fell dead. On his final flip, he landed in front of Kai and planted his feet. His hands flashed back as he reached for four more darts and sent them flying. Four dagwais fell dead to the ground.

			When Tae ran her sword through the heart of her latest victim, the last dagwai dropped and the forest grew quiet once more. Breathing heavily from the effort, she wondered if the worst of it was over. She looked up at Wong and then over at Kai, who was staring off into the trees. He was locked into position and concentrating heavily.

			Wong approached to investigate. Kai did not shift from his trance. When Wong could hear his teeth grinding, he knew something bad was about to happen. In the distance, the crack of wood echoed—it was not the sharp, crisp snap of a thin branch, but the prolonged groan from a large, heavy bough.

			“It’s not over,” Wong said.

			A deep, booming roar shook the forest. 

			“Zhuk kwai!”

			He grabbed Kai’s hand and started moving him toward Tae, their sights set on Guilin. A giant zhuk demon exploded through the trees, followed by a second. Their thick hooves dug deep into the ground as they accelerated toward them.

			To the right, more heavy growls could be heard, as well as the higher pitched cries of the dagwais. Two more zhuk kwais appeared closer to them and joined in the pursuit.

			The Weapons Master stopped.

			He reached for the Dragon Arm stowed on his back and slowly turned his head to behold the rampaging terror. The demons’ bloodshot eyes fixed on him as they stampeded with their large sword-axes drawn—the oversized butcher blades flashed in the sunlight and threatened to hack him to pieces.

			A glint in the Weapons Master’s eyes flamed into a bright spark. One end of the Dragon Arm morphed into a thicker mace-head as he remained perfectly still.

			The first zhuk reached him and led with a powerful hack. The Weapons Master dodged by leaping into the air, twisting, and sailing straight over the head of the creature. With the Dragon Arm fully extended, he crashed down on the second zhuk running directly behind, hitting it squarely on the skull with the fat end of his staff and the full weight of his body. The demon toppled to the ground, motionless.

			The first zhuk reeled around and swung again. The Weapons Master flipped away safely, but the others were upon him now.

			He hammered a blow to the side and countered with three of his own. The beast stumbled back, but from either side charged the other two zhuks with their horns extended. Wong narrowly managed to jump out of the way just as the beasts’ curled horns collided like that of two great mountain rams. His elusive leap, however, left him vulnerable, and the forward zhuk rammed into him headfirst as he landed.

			The collision sent him flying back. He tumbled to the ground and scrambled to recover while the zhuk took advantage and hacked with its weapon relentlessly. Wong dodged and parried as best as he could but was unable to fully regain his balance. As the beast drew close, he reversed course, charged into it, and propelled himself away with a two-footed kick. He flipped back, reached for a dart in midair, and let it fly. 

			The zhuk stopped when it felt a sharp pain surging through its body. It eyed the dart stuck in its chest and pulled it out with a roar. Whatever poison was in the dart seemed to anger it more than hurt it. Its nostrils flared and saliva dripped from its jaw.

			Though the sight was enough to unnerve most men, Wong stood expressionless and clutched the handle of the Dragon Arm tighter. Once again, the runes on the staff lit, causing the mace end to return to normal before two sharp blades protruded from either end.

			The monster charged. The blades of the Dragon Arm spun wildly and Wong took the offensive. The zhuk kwai tried to fend off his attacks with the length of its sword-axe but the double-bladed attacks came too fast. Holding the staff by the tip of one end to extend his reach, Wong back-swung the weapon and sliced the zhuk kwai across the shoulder. As he came around, he reached back with his other hand and let two more darts fly. The beast dropped to its knees.

			The battle was not over. There were still two left, and a single zhuk was usually more than a match for any one man. After seeing their companions fall, the remaining zhuks approached more cautiously and strategically attacked in unison. Despite their raw size and likeness to common beasts, they possessed a greater intelligence than their appearance suggested. One blow after the other was delivered in a coordinated attempt to keep the Weapons Master on the defensive.

			Wong turned and ran. He dodged back and forth between the trees, making it hard for the zhuks to mount a unified front. He used the trees as shields—a similar tactic employed against the zhuk in the forests near Tzhiang Doon. The beasts, in turn, pursued and tore the forest to shreds with their sword-axes.

			The battle was taking too long. Wong had to get back to Kai and needed to end the fight quickly. He didn’t have to kill the creatures outright, he reasoned, he just needed to stop them from pursuing.

			After rounding a tree, he pulled out a throwing knife and aimed it at the leg muscle of the nearest zhuk kwai. His throw was accurate and the mountain demon tumbled to the ground.

			“Gotcha.”

			Though not a deadly hit, it was enough to hobble the beast and prevent it from chasing.

			Wong continued to run from the remaining zhuk and pulled out a second throwing knife. The landscape changed drastically ahead, dropping sharply as he emerged from the foliage atop a steep hill. He could hear the zhuk kwai crashing through the forest after him and came up with a new idea.

			He stowed his knife and reached into his pocket for several round objects. Turning back toward the forest, he waited for the zhuk to arrive.

			When the demon was nearly upon him, he threw the objects to the ground and they exploded with fury, sending a thick gray cloud of smoke around him. The blinded zhuk did not see the drop-off until it was too late. It tumbled headfirst down the hill, over and over again, until it disappeared into the forest foliage below. The sound of it finally crashing into a tree could be heard, followed by a deep groan. The treetops shook and a plume of birds popped from the canopy. Amused by the comical look of the zhuk as it rolled head over heals, Wong smirked in satisfaction.

			He walked over to a spot on the ground where the zhuk had dropped its weapon. The large sword-axe glimmered in the sunlight, making it easily noticeable. No sense in leaving this around, he thought, in case the demon decided to crawl back up again to retrieve it. He picked it up and stood the enormous weapon on its hilt to admire it. The blade was taller than he was. 

			He held the weapon and closed his eyes for a moment longer as a cool breeze passed by. As soon as he reacquired a sense of Kai’s mark, he ran off.
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			Tae and Kai had kept on running when Wong originally stopped to fight the zhuk kwais. Though Tae wanted to stay and help, a glance from Wong told her to keep on going—Guilin was their main priority now.

			They ran freely at first and then encountered sporadic resistance by small pockets of dagwais. Tae quickly disposed of them with her arrows, but another threat appeared when she saw the outlines of sleeker figures in the distance. It was difficult to see clearly, but the dark ninjas’ forms and movements could not be mistaken for dagwais. The nimble figures danced in the distance and lurked in the treetops. They swiftly moved in around them. Tae knew it was only a matter of time before they caught up and pounced.

			The cluster of dagwais soon thickened, hampering their progress. Lizards shot out from the gaps and lunged to reach them. Arrows flew and dagwais dropped to the ground, but still they came. Tae unsheathed her sword and struck down the obstacles as they crowded their paths, but the distraction was enough for the masked threat of the ninjas to close in.

			She frantically searched for a way out. Wong was gone and there were too many Koon Gee to contend with. She didn’t know what she was looking for, but she knew it when she saw it—a bright ray of light in the forest ahead. A large stone mass prevented trees from taking root, creating a patch of earth where sunlight appeared. Because dark ninjas were sensitive to direct sunlight, they would not be able to follow them into the clearing, and Tae and Kai needed every advantage they could get.

			They raced toward the sunlight with a pair of ninjas hot in pursuit. Tae guided Kai ahead of her and told him to start climbing the boulder when he reached it. As soon as they crossed the border where the trees ended and the sun beat intensely on the ground, the ninjas stopped. Tae turned with her sword up to make sure they didn’t follow, but the ninjas held their ground and shifted nervously in place, just as she had hoped.

			She followed Kai up the rock structure, which extended forty feet high. Once atop it, she knew they would be trapped, but she saw no other recourse; the forest was crawling with Koon Gee and there was little chance they would make it to Guilin alone. This would keep them alive until either Wong returned or she could think of another plan.

			Helping Kai up a final ledge, she looked down the cliff to reassess their circumstances. Dark ninjas waited in the forest shadows, but to make matters worse, a crowd of dagwais formed at the boulder’s base. Some of them had already started climbing. More dagwais poured in from the forest to join the growing pack and a raucous clamor ensued. The lizards screeched giddily at the sight of their cornered prey and moved in to completely surround them.

			Tae examined her quiver and counted the number of arrows. She bit her lip, then plucked an arrow from her middling supply and fitted the nock to her bowstring. Taking aim at the highest lizard on the rock face, she fired. It fell on the dagwais below, maximizing the effectiveness of her shot. But when more climbed within reach, she restocked her bow and swiped at them with her sword. She ran from side to side on the boulder to see where the dagwais had made the most progress, but the boulder was wide and she had trouble keeping up.

			Seeing Tae overwhelmed, Kai began to run around the boulder too, frantically pointing out the closest lizards. He began to pick up large rocks and toss them over the side, successfully thumping a couple on the head and causing them to fall.

			Several dagwais made it over the crest of the boulder and charged Tae. She waited for the first one to attack and sidestepped its swing. The creature missed and its momentum caused it to lunge past her, so she smacked it in the back with the flat end of her sword and sent it toppling over the opposite edge. The remaining trespassers were taken down with ease, but the flow of lizards overcoming the climb was becoming steady.

			Meanwhile, more dagwais progressed up Kai’s side of the boulder and he began to run out of rocks. One of the dagwais that he had kept at bay peered behind a crevice and noted his lack of ammunition. It slowly started back up, wary of more projectiles that might be thrown its way, and looked to exact revenge on the pesky boy. 

			Kai frantically looked around to see what else he could throw, but the only thing left on the plateau were the dagwai carcasses Tae had just cut down. So he ran over to a body and leaned into it, slowly rolling it toward the ledge. With a final heave, he shoved it off the rock just as the dagwai below was about to reach the top, hitting it, and sending it tumbling to its death. Kai looked below as it fell, only to see a new wave of lizards attempting the climb.
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			The Weapons Master finally arrived back on the scene after returning from his battle with the zhuks, running through the forest and approaching behind a line of dark ninjas. With their attention focused on the action of the rock mountain, he snuck up and attacked with his newly acquired zhuk sword.

			He heaved the great weapon overhead and came down on the first ninja’s body, causing the spaded axe head to slice halfway through; the weight of the weapon alone was almost enough for it to cut through its flesh. A second ninja turned and tried to lift up its sword to defend, but the axe head was already upon it.

			Ignoring the other ninjas in the area, he stepped into the sunlight of the clearing. He continued toward the boulder and swiped at the dagwais along the way. Once he reached the rock wall, he started climbing it, pulling off dagwais and using their faces as stepladders to aid his ascent. When he got to the top, he peeked over the ledge and dodged a kick by Tae.

			“Wong!” she said. “Sorry!”

			“That’s a strange way to say hello.”

			She kicked again at the face of a dagwai climbing next to him and made it fall. Wong grimaced and slung the sword-axe over the top and pulled himself up.

			“Aiya! What are you doing with that?”

			“My friend the zhuk gave it to me.”

			He surveyed the area at the top and touched Kai on the head as a greeting when he came over.

			Tae could tell he was coming up with a plan. His casual and overconfident approach that she once found unsettling now seemed comforting. She was glad he was still alive and she no longer had to protect Kai alone.

			“What do we do now?” she asked.

			“Guilin is just beyond that ridge,” he said, pointing to a depression in the forest.

			Tae judged the distance. “We’ll never make it.”

			“Nonsense. Did you see the size of my sword?”

			“Seriously, Wong. This is no time to joke.”

			“I know. I’m sorry. I had no idea it was going to be this bad. But we have no choice. We can’t stay here much longer. This rock won’t protect us forever.”

			“You can say that again.” She turned and fired a ninja star at a dagwai that was about to climb over. 

			“Don’t worry. I have a plan. I think.”

			“You think?”

			“Watch Fierce Monkey—”

			Wong jumped over to a ridge in the boulder where several trees managed to sprout. From a small container, he poured a flammable liquid onto their trunks and ignited them. The accelerant flared and quickly gained strength. Using his chi energy, he manipulated the flames to shoot up into the leaves, and within moments, thick plumes of smoke shot up into the air.

			Satisfied, he shouted to Tae and Kai and waved them over. “Come on. I’ll clear a path.”

			They abandoned their lookout posts and approached Wong with curiosity. He hoisted the sword-axe high overhead and chopped it against a trunk. The flaming tree broke and tumbled down the mountain, crashing into dagwais and causing others to jump out of its way.

			Wong immediately grabbed Kai and followed in the wake of the destruction. When they reached the bottom, Wong released Kai and charged the remaining dagwais. He broke through the crowd and made for the forest.

			A line of ninjas waited for him. He raised his shiny zhuk blade in the air and quickly flashed sunlight in the ninjas’ eyes. Blinded, they winced in pain. He spun around and attacked them with a single stroke, using the full length of the sword-axe to hit them all at once.

			Tae burst through and took out a second line of ninjas. She attacked with a gracefulness that made it seem like she was dancing rather than fighting.

			Onward they rushed.

			Wong worried that Kai would fall behind again and have to be carried, but the little boy managed to keep pace. In fact, except for a brief spurt, Kai had pretty much been able to keep up the entire trip, a task that was difficult for most adults.

			“Keeping up, Kai?”

			“Yeah.”

			More Koon Gee poured in through the forests ahead.

			“Good. Stay near Tae. Watch out for my sword. Don’t come close.”

			He curled the handle of the sword-axe in his hands and leaned the heavy blade against his shoulder for support. When multiple enemies came within reach, he unleashed it, throwing the full weight of his body against each swing. Its momentum caused him to spin around with every attack, the blade making a curiously deep sound as it wafted through the air. He kept the blade constantly moving while enemies were within range, twisting and swirling it through the air, not wanting to stop lest he have to overcome the inertia of a stationary weapon. Although he exhausted a great deal of energy wielding it, he felt he was able to cut through the Koon Gee onslaught faster than with a more conventional weapon.

			During a pause in the assault, he knelt on one knee to catch his breath.

			“Why don’t you get rid of that ridiculous thing?” Tae said.

			Wong grimaced. “It was a gift.”

			Although his insistence on using the weapon appeared foolish, there was real strategy behind his actions. The situation called for them to be constantly on the move. If they got bogged down at any one point, more of the enemy would arrive to compound the situation, further stalling their progress. The best way to prevent that was to eliminate the obstacles as quickly as possible. And the best weapon for that was the one he held in his hands. The fact that new weapons were fun for him to use was just a bonus.

			A sizable crowd of opposition thickened behind them. Tae looked back and saw the shadow of a much larger figure.

			“Zhuk kwai. Another!” she yelled.

			The monstrosity stampeded behind the lizards and ninjas with a giant tree limb held in its hand like a club. Wong recognized it. It was angry.

			“I think it wants its sword back.”

			“I thought you said it was a gift.”

			He sprinted to Kai and swept him up with an arm. 

			“Guilin’s not far. Run for it.”

			He dodged and avoided his enemies instead of attacking, but they were too numerous and the zhuk kwai was too fast. It roared behind them and drew close.

			“I’ll hold it off,” Tae said.

			She loaded her bow and shot a couple of arrows in its direction, but the zhuk used its tree limb like a shield. She shot again and was finally able to get one past its defenses, piercing it in the shoulder, but the wound did not slow it down. It moved in close before she could fire again and tried to pound her with its club.

			Tae jumped away and rolled to the ground. The zhuk pursued her with several more swings, but she was quick to her feet and sprang up again with a handful of ninja stars. She flung them in its direction to create a spray of projectiles, forcing it to back off. Seeing that the beast’s concentration was focused solely on her, she veered away from Wong and Kai in an effort to draw it away.

			The zhuk did not follow. It swerved back toward the mark, its primary target.

			Tae lined up another arrow to shoot it from behind, but dagwais confronted her and stepped into her line of sight. She refocused her aim and fired at close range into the chest of a lunging dagwai, then used her momentum to rise up in the air with a flying kick into the neck of another.

			Short of breath, Wong whispered to Kai. “When I put you down, run as fast as you can. Run past this ridge and down the hill all the way to Guilin.”

			Kai nodded. “Okay.”

			“Ready? Go.”

			He dropped Kai, who took off running. It was finally time to take out the zhuk.

			He turned to face it, but the zhuk was already there. He jumped to the side to avoid a swing and rolled backward to avoid a second, but a third swing caught him squarely in the chest and sent him flying.

			He groaned, finally landing on the downward slope of a hill. With his back to the ground, he slid down the slippery surface toward the bottom.

			When he finally stopped, he rolled over, only to observe a large pair of feet before him.

			A deep voice addressed him. “Why does a small man carry such a large sword?” 

			Wong looked up to see an enormous sumo warrior standing above him.

			“Hello Han. Good to see you,” he said in an exhausted voice.

			The zhuk approached the top of the slope and halted in its tracks. Tae arrived off to the side. When she looked down, she saw Wong on the floor with Kai standing nearby. But more importantly, she saw a battalion full of proud sumo warriors, armed and uniformed, tipped-off to their location by the plume of smoke created earlier by Wong.

			The zhuk paused for a moment, then charged. Several sumos rushed to meet it but were knocked aside.

			“The creature is mine,” Han said.

			He stepped up to confront it.

			The beast swung its club against his spiked war mace, but its makeshift weapon split in half. Han powered through, clubbing the mountain demon several times before it fell back. A crowd of Guilin warriors converged upon it.

			Surprised by the forces that rushed over the hilltop, the foremost Koon Gee forces were batted down with ease. The Koon Gee ranks, which now consisted of random pockets of dagwais and dark ninjas, were no match for an organized contingent of sumo warriors.

			They turned and ran.
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			“WELCOME TO MY house. Eat.”

			Han, Wong, Tae, and Kai took places around a large banquet table. Enough food to feed an army was spread out before them. There were soups of different colors and consistencies; dumplings packed with a multitude of fillings; noodles of varying thicknesses; savory meats that were fried, steamed, and roasted; fresh seafood platters; and for dessert, a spread of fluffy pastries and gelatinous sweets.

			Han looked over at Wong, who stared in bewilderment at a whole suckling pig that was placed before him. 

			“Where is your appetite?” the sumo said. “Eat! You look like you are getting smaller. How will you fight the Koon Gee with the body of a dancing girl?”

			Wong looked over at him, dumbfounded. He ignored his taunt, understanding that it would be the first of many verbal jabs to come.

			He looked back at the pig and then over at Tae. “This pig is why I fight.”

			Tae chuckled and said, “It is a bit much. Thank you, Han.”

			“Nonsense,” Han said. “What else would you expect from a sumo? This is a special occasion. It is not everyday that I am blessed with such company.”

			“Do you two know each other well?”

			“Very well. We have been fighting the Koon Gee for as long as I can remember.”

			Wong shook his head reminiscently. “I suppose we have.”

			“Much changes in life, but some things are constant.”

			“Like Koon Gee? This time I brought the whole forest with me.”

			“And then some.” Han thought to say something more but held back.

			“What?” Wong prodded. 

			Han shook his head. “Nothing.”

			Wong stared him into submission.

			“It’s more than that,” Han said, referring to the Koon Gee. “You have just seen a small part.”

			“So I keep hearing. Define small part.”

			“Already so many questions. Eat. Enjoy. There will be time for serious talk later. Now is the time for eating and drinking. Look at Kai.”

			Kai loaded a giant mound of food on his plate, much more than he could eat, some of it spilling off the sides. 

			Impressed, Han laughed. “So this is the boy.”

			“It is,” Wong replied, letting the subject matter drop. He turned his attention back to the meal. “Okay then. Let’s have at it, pig.”

			He dug in. Taking his lead, Tae started picking at the food and putting choice pieces on her plate, too.

			When Wong took his first bite of the crispy pork, he was overcome with a sense of elation. He washed it down with a sip of fine sake and his worries melted away.

			“Food seems to be the only thing there is to look forward to these days.”

			“Has it been tough?” Han asked.

			“Eh. We fight. We eat. We fight, then we eat again. Right Kai?”

			“Sleep.”

			Wong laughed. “Maybe you do.”

			Han chuckled and then said in a more serious voice, “I am sorry I could not be there sooner.”

			“That’s okay,” Wong replied, quickly glancing at Tae. “It hasn’t been all bad.”

			They continued eating at a leisurely pace, slowly emptying their plates, except for Han who ate as much as the rest of them combined. Time passed by pleasantly.

			When they had eaten their fill, Han’s mind turned to more important matters. He analyzed Wong as he picked at the remaining scraps of food on his plate, looking for a clue to his inner temperament. There was now a vacant gaze in his eyes that did not do well to mask his inner turmoil, at least to Han. He grew sad and reflective.

			“Are you sure it’s him?” Han asked.

			“Pretty sure.”

			Tae noted Han’s worried look and wondered what it meant.

			Wong continued. “So you know what’s at stake. I need to know what the situation is. Full report, Han.”

			Han looked over at Kai. “Little one, are you tired? Would you like to rest and wash up?”

			Kai looked up at him plainly. “No, I’m fine,” he said sheepishly.

			“It’s all right,” Wong said. “He can hear this. He can handle it.”

			Han’s look hardened. “Very well then.” 

			He cracked his knuckles and took a deep breath before speaking.

			“There is trouble all around. An army gathers in the forests, east and north. I do not know the exact number, but there are many. Several times we tried pushing east and driving them out, but each time their numbers grew and we were turned back. They do not attack except for minor skirmishes on our borders now. They just sit and wait—”

			“For us to make a move . . . to cut off our path to Shaolin.”

			Han nodded. “Yes.”

			“What else?”

			“The eastern war cities are besieged. Seeing the Koon Gee pour in through the forests, one would have guessed the strength of their frontline was weakened. But instead, the enemy attacks and we struggle to push them away.”

			“The Koon Gee must have grown in power. I don’t know how we’ve missed this.”

			“Tanjin has fallen. You’ve probably heard.”

			“Yes, that’s where my journey began. What about Shaolin? Have you heard from them?”

			“I received a brief message. They are busy defending the Great Wall and will send help our way. I do not know much more detail . . . the message was mostly about how you found the mark. I have been expecting you for some time now. When there were reports of smoke, I knew it was you.”

			“Where did the message come from?”

			“Yaje Piau.”

			“Good. I sent a message back in Dailan. It must have reached them. Perhaps help will come sooner than expected.”

			“Hopefully. But for now we should not count on their help. We must plan accordingly.”

			“Agreed.”

			“To Shaolin then?” Han said.

			Wong nodded. “To Shaolin.”

			“It will be tough.”

			This time Wong didn’t respond, but just stared off into space.

			Han sighed. “Okay, enough of this talk for now. Get some rest. Get some sleep. We will talk again later when you are well rested and your mind is clear. You are alive for now and that is all that matters. We will come up with a plan this evening.”

			“Sounds good. Thank you, Han. It’s good to be here.”

			“It’s good to have you.”

			“Before I forget, do you know if Ko Hang is around? I need to see him.”

			“He should be. I’ll let him know. He’ll be glad to see you.”

			“He’s a weaponsmith,” Wong explained to Tae. “The best around.”

			They finished off the remainder of their meals and the maid staff began cleaning off the table. Although it was still early in the day, they decided to rest for a while; spending a night half-asleep on a boat left them exhausted. In his tired state, and especially after eating such a large meal, Wong found he couldn’t think straight. A couple hours of sleep would cure that.

			Han summoned an attendant to bring them to their guest rooms. Tae retired to her own luxurious accommodations while Wong and Kai were shown another.

			Wong normally had a favorite room that he preferred to stay in, but this time, he settled on one equipped for double-occupancy. Evidently, being hunted made Kai too afraid to be alone and Wong was afraid to let him. From experience, he knew no place was safe once you were marked by the lo-shur—not even within the protected walls of a sumo.

		

	
		
			 

			16

			HAN’S ESTATE WAS more of a compound than a house. It was composed of many elements: the manor in which they slept; a courtyard with ornate statues and well-manicured gardens; offices and training halls; and a professional kitchen, which of course, was located next to the manor. Wong and Kai walked past them and down a gentle slope.

			Wong had managed to sleep a couple hours that afternoon. When he awoke, he tried to leave the room unnoticed, but Kai popped up from his bunk and followed. Wong let him tag along anyway, deciding the trip worthwhile for a Weapons Master-in-training.

			As he walked, he drew the odd gaze of several of Han’s staff; this was most likely caused by the giant sword-axe carried on his shoulder. He nodded to them and smiled. 

			“Good afternoon,” he said to one perplexed individual. “Nice day,” he said to another.

			They exited the compound and proceeded through the village. Well-kept cottages dotted the roadways, but what interested Kai the most were the large, portly inhabitants that waved to them. He had never seen a sumo before reaching Guilin. Some were very tall, others short, but all were similarly round in appearance and exceptionally friendly. He liked them.

			“Why is everyone here so big?” he asked.

			“Because they are sumos. The House of Han is also known as The Land of Sumos.”

			“Is everyone big?”

			“Not everyone. In other parts of Guilin, the people are regular size, like you and me. But here, they are mostly sumo.”

			“Oh. I like them. They look so happy.”

			Wong smiled. “Sumos are an interesting kind. The chi they have is stored within their body—in their muscles, in their fat, blood, and bones. They can’t focus it well but it helps them move with tremendous strength. Their chi doesn’t fluctuate like ours during battle. It’s more constant, so they are always dangerous.” He looked at Kai to see if he was still paying attention. “You’ll learn that at the temple.”

			“And they eat a lot too. I already learned that.”

			Wong laughed. “You eat a lot. Maybe you are a sumo.”

			“Han put a whole chicken drumstick in his mouth and when he took it out it was just the bone. I can’t do that.”

			“Not yet.”

			“Where are we going? Why are you carrying that sword?”

			“You’ll see.”

			They reached the outskirts of the village a short while later and spotted a man-made creek. They followed the redirected water to a peculiar looking building, complete with a water wheel and a smoldering chimney stack. There was a large wooden sign with a carving of crossed swords out in front.

			“We’re here,” Wong said.

			“We’re here where? What are we doing?”

			“You’ll see.”

			He entered the room.

			“Whoa,” Kai said.

			A multitude of weapons were on display, filling every corner of available space. On the wall nearest him, hand weapons of varying forms lined the shelves: claws, daggers, short blades, sais, and gauntlets. On the far wall, shiny swords hung on racks, differentiated by length and thickness. Axes, maces, and halberds came next. Further in came bows and arrows. 

			Wong could have spent an eternity perusing the shop’s well-crafted contents, but knew that the more unusual weapons lay within. He moved toward an open doorway and looked in.

			Sitting at a table was a man fixated on his work. He was an ordinary man rather than a sumo, and looked to be a little older than Wong. The room he sat in was much larger than the first, stocked with a hearth, metalworking and woodworking equipment, chemicals, vials, and almost anything one needed to make weapons.

			“Ko Hang,” Wong called as he leaned in the doorway.

			The man looked up, startled. 

			“Wong! Han told me you were coming by but I was not expecting you until much later!”

			He rushed up excitedly and came over to grasp Wong’s hand.

			“Have a present for you,” Wong said. He tilted the sword-axe into view.

			“What’s that you have there? Wah! A zhuk sword?”

			“This one’s not as clumsy as they used to be. It’s a good weapon for its size. The metalwork is superb. You might want to have a look.”

			Ko Hang took the blade and looked it up and down carefully. He touched the edge to gauge its sharpness, and then flicked the metal with his finger and listened to its ring.

			“The metal is folded, like samurai. Not the same quality, but only the zhuk could attempt it with something this big.” He finally took his eye off the weapon. “You don’t want it?”

			“It’s a little cumbersome for where I’m going.”

			The weaponsmith put on a grave face. “I heard. You found the boy.”

			Wong nodded. He called Kai over from the other room, where he was busy being mesmerized by the hand weapons. He entered.

			“This is the little troublemaker,” Wong said to Ko Hang. He nudged Kai forward. “Kai, this is Ko Hang. Ko Hang is a weaponsmith. He helped make some of my weapons you like so much.”

			“Hi,” Kai said bashfully.

			“Hi, little one,” Ko Hang said cheerfully.

			He took his eye off Kai and refocused it on Wong. “What can I do for you then?”

			“I need to borrow your forge.” He removed his broken cutting chain. “Cutting chain needs a new link. I put in a Yaje silk patch for now, but it bothers me.”

			“I thought you said you were going to replace it all with Yaje silk? That’s still your prototype.”

			“Never got around to it. Works fine. Plus, I didn’t have enough silk. I need to get more.”

			“Oh that’s fine. I can repair it for you then. No sense in wasting your time. I’m sure you have other things to do. Give it to me.”

			Ko Hang took the damaged weapon and hastily handed it to an apprentice along with the zhuk sword.

			He turned back to Wong. “What else? What do you need? Anything. Name it.”

			“Well, what do you have?” Wong said brightly.

			“You’ve seen the display room. They are all high quality. Choose something.”

			“What are you working on over there?” He nodded toward something in the workshop.

			“Ah. It’s not ready yet. Just an experiment. Crystal blades. Very lightweight. Translucent. Sharper than steel. Could be an ideal weapon but it’s still too brittle.”

			“Really? I thought of that once but couldn’t get it to work. Crystal is ideal for channeling chi. Mind if we show Kai? I want him to learn something.”

			“Of course. I could use your opinion on it in fact.”

			He ushered them over to the table. Kai climbed onto a chair and saw several crystal blades.

			Ko Hang picked one up. “This is our first prototype. We took a piece of rare deep-sea crystal and sharpened it with a whetstone and a chemical solution. It grinds the crystal as much as it dissolves it. The result is an ultra sharp blade.”

			He let them examine his work.

			“Wow. That is sharp,” Wong commented.

			“Yes, but what do you think of its application as a weapon?”

			“Hmm.” He shook the blade. “Too light to throw. Could be interesting as a stealth knife, a quick-strike dagger. What do you think, Kai?”

			“Looks nice.”

			Wong smiled. “How strong is it?”

			“Too brittle for battle but I use it to cut sushi. I sold a pair as such.” Ko Hang’s face lit up and he lifted a new blade. “Next we learned how to grow the crystal along a piece of metal to strengthen it. We are still refining the process but the results are promising.”

			He handed it to Wong. 

			“Ingenious,” Wong said. He showed it to Kai. “See how much work is needed to design these weapons? This probably took years to research.”

			Kai nodded.

			Wong played with the weight in his hands.

			“I liked the idea of it being lightweight. Maybe you could create a metal skeleton, like veins in a leaf so it isn’t as heavy?”

			“Ahhh! An interesting idea Wong. See, this is why I need you here. Kai, always remember to use your brain. It is not just about strength and skill.”

			“You’ll have to send me a couple if you get it to work. You never disappoint, each time I see you.”

			Ko Hang waved his hand and shrugged off the compliment.

			“So what about now? You haven’t chosen a weapon. I still owe you for the zhuk sword.”

			“Honestly, I already have what I need. Have to travel light. But maybe I could use . . . some poison darts?”

			“Done!”

			Wong looked at Kai’s eager face.

			“What do you have for a little boy who can’t seem to keep out of trouble?”

			Ko Hang smiled. “What did you have in mind?”

			“Nothing that requires a lot of strength. And something he can use from afar.”

			“Ninja stars? Blow dart? A miniature crossbow?”

			“How about something more . . . adventurous. What did you ever do with that needle-spraying gauntlet we designed a while ago?”

			“I actually sold some. Elite guards of a rich noble. Very expensive. I overcharged.” He laughed. “I have one still.”

			He called out to his apprentice, who climbed a ladder and retrieved the weapon from a high shelf. The weapon appeared to be nothing more than a curiously shaped box.

			Ko Hang blew the dust off the top. He opened a compartment and looked inside. “A little dusty but should work fine.”

			He then secured the device with a thick leather strap around Kai’s forearm and a thinner one around his palm.

			“Minor adjustments needed, but not too bad.”

			Kai shook his arm to test it.

			“Come, follow me,” Ko Hang said.

			He brought them to a section of the factory where a wooden wall was constructed. A target was marked on it.

			“This area of the shop is for target practice. Pull out the lever on the side of the weapon, Kai.”

			He did as he was instructed.

			“Now pull back on the lever toward your body.”

			Kai tried a couple times but the lever was too tight. He finally got it with a last, exhaustive effort.

			“I may have to gear it down a bit,” Ko Hang said. “Maybe put in a ratcheting system. Now point at the target on the wall and press the button on the top.”

			Kai carefully lined up the gauntlet with the target on the wall.

			“It’s not built for accuracy,” Wong said. “Just tap it quick.”

			“I want to hit the middle,” Kai protested.

			When he was finally satisfied with his aim, he tapped the button with his fist. A snap could be heard within the box and three needles spewed across the gap. They scattered across the board, with one landing near the center of the target.

			Kai jumped up and down. “I hit it! I hit it!”

			Wong grinned. “Nice shot.”

			Kai smirked in satisfaction.

			“Try not to aim at targets much further than that wall,” Wong said. “That’s a good range for accuracy.” He smiled at Ko Hang. “I think he likes it.” 

			“It’s fitted with standard issue needles, like the ones in blow darts, so refilling should not be an issue.” He briefly opened a compartment on top that housed the ammunition. “It can hold about forty needles at a time. He should be able to get off a dozen shots no problem. Do you want me to fit it with poison needles?”

			Kai managed to pump the lever and get off another shot. He screamed again in adulation.

			Wong furrowed his eyebrows. “That’s probably not a good idea.”

			The weaponsmith frowned. “Regular needles won’t do much to slow a dagwai though.”

			“It will if he shoots it in the face. Got any better ideas?”

			Ko Hang thought for a second. “Yes, I have just the thing. Follow me.”

			He walked towards a door to an adjoining room. Wong told Kai to stop fidgeting with his gauntlet and follow along.

			They entered an area with plants and animals. A large sliding door opened to the outdoors. In the corner nearest them, a set of cages rested on a table. In one cage slithered a pair of poisonous vipers, in another crawled a spiny-tailed lizard, and in a third hopped numerous bright orange frogs.

			Kai looked wide-eyed at the lizard and frogs, but was frightened by the vipers. Wong’s attention focused on the frogs.

			“Zhi-Do frogs,” he said. “Handy to have around.”

			“The slime on their skin causes temporary paralysis when it enters the bloodstream. We have concentrated it to weapons-grade.”

			“Perfect.” Wong shook his head in approval. “How effective is it?”

			“It depends on how much you use and what you hit. But a single needle in the face will usually knock you out fifteen minutes.”

			“Is it deadly?”

			“If you use enough needles. Very hard to kill someone by accident.”

			“Great idea. We’ll take it. Is that possible?”

			“Of course it’s possible. What else?”

			“The needle gauntlet is plenty.”

			“Nothing more? Then how about a tour of the shop for Kai?”

			“That would be great. Lead the way.”
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			After Ko Hang gave them a tour of his facility, he sat with Wong for a cup of tea to catch up on things while the shop’s apprentice taught Kai how to operate and reload the needle gauntlet. Kai eagerly accepted the lesson, thrilled at the weapon’s complexity. His new device seemed as unique as any of Wong’s.

			Ko Hang filled Wong’s cup with a kettle taken from the hearth of his weapons forge.

			“This is a special brew. Yenchi leaves. No one else can make it that hot.”

			“Aren’t Yenchi leaves toxic?”

			“Not when brewed this hot!”

			Wong took a sip apprehensively and found the flavor unique, but decided it was one of those things where the concept was more impressive than the actual results. Only Ko Hang would think of brewing Yenchi leaves inside a super-heated kettle.

			“Interesting.”

			“So what is your plan from here?” Ko Hang asked.

			“I’m not sure yet. Probably fight our way to the temple.”

			“Things are bad, aren’t they?”

			“Yeah.”

			After a brief pause, Ko Hang spoke again in a somewhat apprehensive voice.

			“You know, I can use some of my weapons pretty good now . . . I could come along with you.”

			Wong considered it thoughtfully. “When your father took me in many years ago to teach me weaponsmithing, he was like a father to me too. I will not disgrace his memory by needlessly killing his son.”

			“You would do the same for me, why should I not do the same for you?”

			“You’re not a warrior, Ko Hang, and that’s what I like about you. With you, it was never about the Shaolin Temple, the Koon Gee, or prophecies. It was just about making weapons, having fun, and living a simple life.”

			“It’s funny you think making weapons means a fun and simple life. Not many would agree.”

			Wong smiled. “Not many are as enlightened.”

			Ko Hang laughed.

			Han entered the room. 

			“Aha! I thought I’d find you here,” he said. “Sorry to disturb you.” He greeted Ko Hang and readdressed Wong. “You are needed at the manor. We have a visitor.”

			Something in Han’s voice hinted at urgency, so Wong put down his cup of tea, half-glad he didn’t have to drink it all.

			“I guess our afternoon tea will have to be cut short.”

			“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Ko Hang said. “Shaolin duties. Very important.”

			Wong thanked Ko Hang for his help, who in turn gave him a set of poison darts. He also vowed to have the cutting chain fixed and the needle gauntlet altered for Kai by the next morning, even if it meant working through the night. 

			“I can come with you if you want,” Ko Hang offered again.

			“Don’t worry,” Wong said, “I have beefy here to watch my back.”

			Han grunted.

			“Thanks for coming by,” Ko Hang said.

			Wong nodded. “I had to. You’re the only real friend I have left to say goodbye to.”

			Ko Hang watched them walk away. Fully aware of the prophecy and the danger they were in, he wished he could do more. If he were a warrior like Wong, he would fight alongside them, but as fate would have it, he made the weapons instead of fighting with them.

			He turned back into his workshop, setting out to do what he did best.
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			TAE WOKE UP from a long slumber with an uneasy feeling. Her heart was beating fast for fear that she had slept too deeply, but looking around at the elegant room, the feeling of smooth silk sheets against her skin, her heart rate began to subside. She remembered now. She was no longer on a lake surrounded by Koon Gee. She was safe in the house of Han, within the protected borders of Guilin.

			Outside it was dark and raining. An occasional rumble of thunder could be heard in the distance, with each new boom drawing progressively close. Tae wondered how long she had been asleep; it was sunny that morning and cloudy just before going to bed. She guessed it was early evening, but couldn’t be sure because of the heavy cloud cover. While she wanted to get out of bed, she remained still and listened to the calming patter of the rain. How fortunate they were that the rain didn’t come a day earlier, when they were still walking through the forest.

			Rolling over, she let her mind wander. Worry filled her thoughts as she wondered about what was happening back home. What kind of trouble were they in? Had more villages been sacked since they left? Or had the danger passed and followed them to Guilin as Wong suggested? She could go back and find out. After all, she had only promised to help get Kai to Guilin and that had been accomplished. They didn’t need her anymore, especially with an entire army at their disposal. What difference would she make now?

			Something gnawed at her still. She thought about all that had been said at their last meal. More was going on than she knew about. She read it in the words and faces of Wong and Han. There was something cryptic about the way they talked to each other, something that made her feel like they were hiding something terrible.

			What more could there be? 

			The more she thought about it, the more she felt like she would be turning her back on them if she left. If entire armies of Koon Gee hunted Kai, how could she leave him now? Wong probably didn’t think twice about risking his life to save the boy. The entire world was being turned upside down and there was more at stake than the safety and comfort of Shunnan. It all revolved around Kai and the thought of it saddened her.

			A sharp crackle of thunder boomed overhead and snapped her out of her pensive state. A heavy downpour ensued. The storm front that brought the precipitation had approached abnormally fast, even for the swift moving fronts that were customary that time of year—an ominous sign for the times ahead.

			Tae reluctantly crawled out of bed, dressed, and left the room.

			The house was unusually quiet except for the sound of rain hitting the roof. There was no one in sight. She walked down a main corridor and caught the eye of a busy attendant as he hurried about his daily chores. After inquiring about Han and Wong’s whereabouts, she was directed toward the back of the manor and out the door. 

			Han stood on the porch, sheltered from the rain by the cover of an overhang. On the yard in front of him, two men fought. Although the rain and mud made it hard to see clearly, she could tell one of them was Wong. His fighting style was unique—from quick and sharp attacks to the occasional exaggerated movement—she recognized it all.

			“Just a friendly spar,” Han said.

			Tae approached the sumo, took a place by his side, and watched. She noted that Wong’s opponent was extremely skilled, being slightly taller with the ability to fight him to a standstill. They were both soaked from head to toe.

			“What are they doing? Are they insane?”

			“It’s his brother, Li. He arrived here just hours ago.”

			“His brother? Where did he come from? How did he know we were here?”

			“He was originally sent from Shaolin to combat the Koon Gee along the Great Wall, but word of the mark eventually reached him.”

			“From Wong’s message in Dailan?”

			“Indirectly, yes. So he traveled here, guessing that Wong would pass through Guilin on his way to the temple. It was pure coincidence that you and he arrived on the same day. We are very fortunate to have him.”

			“Why? Who is he?”

			“He is the Shoukui—the active head of the Shaolin Temple.”

			“Wow, I did not know that. So can he remove the mark?”

			“No, that can only be done at the temple. And either the temple grandmaster or one of the elder monks will do it. Li is the field general, the strong arm of the temple. He is bearer of the Shaolin Sword.”

			Tae wondered about them. “That is some kind of family. I guess it runs in the blood.”

			“They trained at the temple together. Li chose to remain and serve at Shaolin, while Wong left long ago. Two very powerful brothers. Different, but the same. Li brings the strength and wisdom of the temple. Wong brings . . . other things.”

			Li knocked Wong off his feet, only to be swept off his own a moment later. They were covered in mud, yet sparred on. They fought with blinding speed and sent waves of sludge sailing in every direction.

			Tae decided to use the moment to pick Han’s brain.

			“Why did Wong leave the temple?”

			“I believe he needed to find his own way.”

			“He certainly did. He’s not like most Shaolin warriors.”

			“Agreed,” Han said, somewhat proudly.

			“So what does he do now if he’s no longer part of the temple?”

			“What Wong does with his time is beyond me. But he will always be a member of the temple . . . just one that does not stay there or share all of its values.”

			“Figures he wouldn’t like it there.”

			“It’s not so simple. The grandmaster’s vision weighed heavily on his mind. The burden of it changed him. It was as if he let go of everything. I cannot blame him.”

			“Let go of everything? What do you mean? How so?”

			“His prophecy—you don’t know?”

			Tae looked confused. “I know of the mark and Kai?”

			“It does not matter. I do not place my trust in prophecies. They are fickle and only offer one aspect of the truth.”

			“Then humor me. What do you mean?”

			“Forgive me for mentioning it. Just meaningless dreams of old men.”

			“I cannot forget it. I know something is going on. What are you hiding?”

			“A sumo hides nothing.”

			“Then prove it.”

			Han frowned, searching for words. “The prophecy . . . is complicated. It started a long time ago. The Koon Gee prophesied that a boy would be born on the day of the new moon. He would be the key to their destruction.”

			“Yes—go on.”

			“It was originally thought the prophecy was about Wong, but it turned out it wasn’t. The temple grandmaster foretold another one. He saw in a vision that Wong’s fate was tied to the one who would lead them to the destruction of the Koon Gee, and—”

			Han fell silent.

			“And what?”

			The sumo grimaced. 

			“I’ve risked my life for this,” Tae added. “I’ve earned the right to hear the truth.”

			Awkward silence followed, until he finally sighed and relented.

			“Have you noticed that look . . . how at times he withdraws? That look of emptiness?”

			“Yes.”

			“It’s because he believes the prophecy.”

			He turned away from her and fixed his gaze on Wong, out in the field.

			“It was foretold Wong’s fate was entwined with Kai’s. He would find Kai and deliver him. And in doing so, he will pay the ultimate price . . . he will die.”

			Tae paled.

			“That’s a terrible burden,” she whispered.

			She watched as the brothers continued to fight. They fought like they were children again, without a care in the world.
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			“Whoa, more food?” Kai exclaimed.

			“That was late lunch, this is dinner,” Han reasoned.

			They were seated in the same room where they ate earlier, except this time there was even more food. An additional guest joined them now, as Li took a seat across from his brother. They were clean, having washed up from their spar in the rain.

			At first they spoke lightly to get acquainted. Li asked Kai about his village, his parents, and what he knew of Shaolin. He asked Tae how she became involved in their quest and learned of their midnight encounter in the Stone Forest. He also inquired more about Shunnan and the guardians of the Stone Forest.

			Before long, Li shifted the conversation back to more pressing matters.

			“We can’t stay long. Presently the only place beyond the reach of the Koon Gee is the temple, and that is where Kai must go.”

			“Our borders will hold,” Han said boldly.

			“Even the mighty borders of Guilin will fail with time.” 

			Han did not answer.

			“With every hour that passes, our quest becomes more difficult. The enemy is reinforcing quickly. I have seen it firsthand. They are drawn by the mark and soon it will be more than Guilin can handle.”

			“So then what?” Tae asked.

			“We marshal Guilin’s forces and try to break through,” Han said. “Can help come from Shaolin?”

			Li shook his head. “The Great Wall is besieged and the Shaolin warriors are in battle afar. Without their aid we will not break through. The Koon Gee have had too much time to dig in and there will be great loss of life. Our strength is lacking.”

			There was a brief silence as the party thought solemnly, until Han offered a new idea.

			“A dragon. If we could find a dragon to fly Kai to the temple—”

			“They are further away than the temple is,” Wong said. “And that’s assuming we could find one willing.” 

			“You could.”

			“The dragons are a bit fickle to rest our hopes on. And at this point, they are still too far.”

			Again there was silence.

			Li spoke. “I have one other plan to offer. To get out, we can take the path from which I came. The forest was too dangerous to cross, so I circled around through the mountains bordering Guilin. The mountain will shield us from the forces hiding in the forests.”

			“The path is difficult. It will be impossible get a force across,” Han said.

			“Yes, that is the downside.”

			“Then we go it alone. Less messy,” Wong said.

			“You always want to go it alone,” Han said.

			“True, but in this case the quicker we get to the temple, the better. A large force will be too cumbersome.”

			“I do think that evasion is called for, not direct confrontation,” Li said. “But perhaps we can afford some help. There will be Koon Gee waiting for us on the way to the temple. We are not invincible.”

			“What waits for us on the other side is not our only worry,” Han said. “The enemy will close in behind us. The path is narrow and treacherous, with cliff walls we must scale across. It would be too easy for the Koon Gee to catch up to us when we are most vulnerable.”

			Li spoke as if he had already thought of the scenario. “Then I must ask of Guilin’s forces to barricade the opening to the mountain path. We cannot be caught off guard.”

			“The House of Han and its sumos are yours to command, but I cannot speak for the rest of Guilin. I will need to speak to the other households to be sure, but I believe it can be done.”

			“Excellent.”

			“So it is decided then?” Han said. “We take to the mountain pass?” 

			“It is our best option,” Li said.

			Wong agreed.

			Han continued. “Then I should meet with the heads of the houses immediately. They must know our plan. We will need to get our forces in place to secure the passage before the mark can move.”

			“How soon can that be?” Li asked.

			“I can call an emergency meeting tonight. We can have our forces deployed and dug in, at the earliest, tomorrow afternoon.”

			“So we leave then. Early morning. The Koon Gee will not attack in the daylight and your forces will have time to prepare for nightfall. It will give us a good head start.”

			Wong and Han nodded.

			Li looked over at Tae. “I did not mean to imply that you had to come with us. You should of course return to Shunnan.”

			Tae took a moment to consider and then said, “I am a part of this, aren’t I?”

			“The path is dangerous,” Han said. “It is no place for a woman—”

			“Oh oh,” Wong said.

			“—Tread carefully Han!” she shot back.

			Wong snickered and then came to her defense. “She’s as good as any of the Shaolin warriors—better. Don’t let her personality fool you—she’s deadly. I would not say so if it wasn’t true.” He made sure they understood with a look and then turned to Tae. “But Li’s right. You are not obligated to come. You have done more than enough. You should go back home to your uncle, or he’ll have my head.”

			Although Tae understood she was the outsider of the group, being singled-out made her feel as though she was being attacked. She was determined to be a part of it, especially since finding out about Wong.

			“Is Kai not still in danger?” she said. “I choose to stay. I’ll send a letter back to my uncle. He will understand. He probably half expects it.”

			“Are you sure?” Wong said.

			“I am.”

			“Okay then,” he said, knowing that she could not be argued with once she made up her mind. “Welcome to the team.”

			“Yes. A noble gesture,” Li added. “We are glad to have you.”

			“Yes. Sorry,” Han said.

			Tae looked satisfied. “Good. What now?”

			They brainstormed a few other scenarios, but always came back to Li’s plan as the best course of action. Once that was settled upon, Li described the passage and the dangers they would face. They briefly went over the particulars of their route to the temple and the barricade the Guilin warriors would need to set up. More detailed planning would happen later that night and over the course of the next day.

			Eventually even more food was brought out, causing Wong, Tae, and Li to wince. A heavier course of fried meat and potatoes was set before them. The sight and scent of deep fried pork belly made Tae nauseous. Wong managed to gnaw on a piece, while Kai helped himself to seconds of the fatty meat.

			“He really must be the chosen one,” Wong said.
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			After the meal, Han sent an aide to gather the other heads of Guilin; they would host a meeting that night. Han also thought it would be a good idea if everyone attended the meeting as a show of support. Although he did not anticipate resistance, he felt that having Kai there would induce sympathy, while Li and Wong addressing the crowd added legitimacy to their cause. He had little doubt the other heads of Guilin would comply, but their plan called for quick action and cooperation. Anything he could do to avoid delay was worthwhile. 

			Wong grumbled about attending as he often refrained from such matters. Li’s presence would be more than enough, he reasoned. His brother was the better politician anyway and he carried the clout of the Shaolin Temple. Han disagreed, however, and convinced him to stand off to the side. His presence was all that was needed since the Weapon Master’s exploits made him somewhat of a legend in the area.

			An hour had passed before the heads of the houses of Yan and Ju Lai arrived. They brought with them an assortment of advisors and field commanders. Hot tea was served as they gathered and talked about their recent troubles with the Koon Gee. The mood of the attendees was tense. Worry about the increasing numbers of the enemy was universally shared.

			Han finally called for their attention and brought the meeting to order. He explained what was happening by recalling the prophecy of the mark, detailing Kai and his journey, and describing the troubles they would face ahead. When Kai’s story was revealed, the delegation looked at the boy with concern and whispered about him. Midway through the meeting, Li took over and explained his plan to sneak through the mountain pass as well as his need for a blockade. He stressed how they needed to move quickly and warned them that aid from Shaolin would not come in time.

			Overall, Han’s plan worked admirably and the houses readily agreed to help. They gathered around more casually now and began to plan out the logistical details for the upcoming days.

			Wong excused himself from the meeting, citing Kai’s need for sleep. Tae came along too, following his lead, but when they left the room, he asked her if she could put Kai to bed for him; he was not yet tired and needed to work some things out. She agreed and he wandered off down the hall.

			Tae brought Kai to his bed. She talked with him and consoled him to make sure he was okay. He said he missed his family, but did not offer much else, so she sat by his side silently until he finally fell asleep. She lingered for a little while longer. Watching him sleep so innocently reaffirmed her decision to keep on going.

			Before long, she decided it was time for her to retire too, but first she wanted to find Wong. She wanted to talk to him about the prophecy of the mark but was not even sure what she could say.

			She walked through the halls, past the kitchen, and through the dining areas, until she finally found him standing outside on the same porch where she talked earlier with Han.

			“What’s wrong? Don’t like meetings?” she said.

			Wong looked up, startled at her voice. 

			“Oh. My brother and Han can handle it. They don’t need me for that.”

			“Mind if I join you?”

			“No, not at all.”

			She walked over to him and leaned against the railing. The sky had cleared behind the storm that drenched them with rain earlier, revealing a bright moon and sparkling stars. The air was fresh and vibrant. It was as if the rainfall had washed the earth anew.

			A cold breeze swept past them, causing Tae to fold her arms for warmth. She thought about how Wong and Li fought in the mud and rain on the field before them. She stood quietly and struggled to find something to say.

			Wong finally spoke. “I hope we didn’t make you feel uncomfortable, like you weren’t wanted before.”

			She looked at him. 

			“It’s just that . . . it’s going to be tough,” he said.

			“I know. I’m a big girl.”

			“But we were bound to this. It’s our duty. You had a life outside of this.”

			“As a protector of the Stone Forest. That does not mean my sense of duty ends outside its walls.”

			“You’re right. I’d just feel guilty if something happened to you. I stumbled across you and brought you into this and there’s a good chance it does not end well for either of us.”

			“We share the same risk.”

			“It’s going to get much worse. This is only the beginning. I may not be there for you . . . or Kai.”

			Tae understood his concern. “I know. I know all about the prophecy.”

			Wong looked at her curiously.

			“The whole thing,” she said.

			He looked away.

			“I know you think you are going to die, but Han does not believe it and frankly, neither do I.”

			He remained silent for a while before speaking.

			“Han’s got a big mouth.”

			“Don’t be angry with him. I forced him to tell me. I knew something was wrong. And you should have told me anyway.”

			“I’m sorry. I thought you’d go back to Shunnan and that would be the end of it.”

			“I’m still here.”

			“Yes, you are. I’ve struggled with the prophecy for some time now. It was hard at first, but I’ve finally accepted it. It was the only way I could find peace, as odd as that may sound.”

			“That’s terrible. You shouldn’t accept it.”

			“It’s hard to believe the words of a sumo and a ninja over the that of an all-knowing Shaolin grandmaster, as much as I’d like to believe it.”

			“You can’t let it dictate your life.”

			“I don’t think about it that much, actually. Whatever happens will happen. If the prophecies are true and I die, then it will also be true that Kai destroys the Koon Gee. And that is a good thing.”

			Tae shook her head. “I hate this entire thing . . . the fact that they are after Kai. Everything.”

			“I’m not fond of it either. Death doesn’t suit me well.”

			“Stop saying you’ll die. And stop joking about it.”

			Wong smiled. “Thank you.”

			She did not respond, unhappy with his disposition.

			“Promise me one thing,” he said. “That when my time comes you won’t worry about me. You’ll do your best to keep yourself and Kai alive.”

			“No.”

			“No?”

			“That sounds like a death-promise type of thing and I won’t entertain it.”

			“I’m serious. Kai is the priority. If my time comes, don’t put yourself at risk. That’s the last thing I would want to happen.”

			“Well then don’t die.”

			“I’m serious.”

			“So am I.”

			“You’re being ridiculous.”

			“You’re being ridiculous.”

			Wong appeared flabbergasted, unsure of what to say next. He turned to her and grinned.

			“This is the best conversation I’ve ever had about my death.”
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			IT WAS EARLY morning and the first of the sun’s rays cracked the horizon. There was much activity across the land as troops from the various houses of Guilin raced to and fro. Over the course of the night, the beginnings of a blockade had been formed, protecting the entrance to Li’s narrow mountain path, and even now, the blockade continued to be strengthened as reinforcements from the houses of Yan and Ju Lai arrived.

			Soldiers in brightly colored uniforms busily chopped wood and constructed makeshift barricades. Spikes were placed behind troop lines to protect them from rampaging zhuks while defensive walls were put in place to stem the flow of the enemy. A healthy supply of hearty sumos would be positioned behind each barricade, forming the core of the ground troops.

			In the forest surrounding the encampment, watchtowers were placed high up in the treetops and loaded with bows, arrows, and spears. They were placed within range of each other so that the archers could back each other up in the event of a siege, forming a web of protection that would be difficult to penetrate. Ju Lai rangers would form the core of the forces in the treetops, while Yan soldiers would be split between the sumos and rangers.

			Ideally, Han and Li wanted to thin out the trees well beyond the fortifications so that the enemy would have less cover, but they did not have enough time or manpower to do so. This would make the watchtowers vulnerable to attack by dark ninjas come nightfall. The best they could do was clear away the closest trees and trim the thickest branches. Wong also suggested that they line the bark of carefully selected and stripped down trees with lantern oil. When the dark ninjas came within reach, they could fire flaming arrows into the treated lumber to repel them and shed light on their approach. This satisfied Han and Li enough, for the barricade’s primary objective was to deter the Koon Gee from attacking during the day to give them time to escape. If the soldiers could not hold their positions throughout the night, it would not be a catastrophic loss; they would already be a day ahead.

			Han approached Wong. “Our forces are nearly in place,” he said.

			Wong looked out over the horizon. He drew a deep breath and took in the prickly air, closing his eyes against the rising sun. Already forgotten were the events that had transpired since Dailan. This was the beginning of a new day, the start of a whole new adventure. He had survived thus far and was closer now than he had ever been to fulfilling the prophecy. Ironically, that would put him closer to his inevitable death. How would he meet his end? Would it be in the mountains? Or perhaps past the mountains and on the journey to the temple? Would a lucky dagwai get the best of him, a mountain zhuk, or some greater demon of the night? Maybe he would simply slip off the ledge of a cliff and plunge to his death. The possibilities were endless. What would the day bring?

			“Wong? Our forces are nearly in place,” Han repeated. “We should get moving soon.”

			Wong came back to his senses and looked up at the sumo. “Right.”

			“There are some people you should meet. They will be joining us on our fine journey.”

			“Company? Not just foot soldiers, I hope. I’m not in the mood to babysit.”

			“No, elite soldiers. Li approved. You could have too, had you stayed for last night’s meeting.”

			Wong smiled. “You know how I feel about meetings.” His mood picked up at the prospect of new recruits. “Where are they?”

			Han pointed. “There, by the tree.”

			A tall and muscular warrior with long slick hair leaned against a trunk. Tattoos ran up and down his chiseled arms. He carried a wicked looking blade, which was best described as an overgrown machete. Wong could tell he was a formidable warrior, though something in his mannerism bothered him.

			Next to him stood a shorter man with a sharp brow. He carried a bow on his back and wore suspenders lined with throwing knives. Wong immediately branded him a wisecracking marksman, though he could only guess at his temperament; it probably had something to do with the shape of his brow.

			“Just the two?” Wong said.

			“Yes. There are only so many elite warriors in a province. These two are the finest.”

			“You won’t get any argument from me. I voted for none.”

			“The one on the left is Zhozang. He was the last man standing at the Guilin Games.”

			“How was the competition this year?”

			“Fair. I’ve seen better, but he was dominant. He comes from one of the warring tribes. He has stayed here ever since being crowned champion.”

			“Then what’s his interest in this?”

			“Same as the tournament. He wants to make a name for himself. He was a sword-for-hire and now he seeks a greater challenge.”

			“Not entirely noble. He’d risk his life for this?”

			“He eagerly accepted when asked. The opportunity to fight alongside the Shoukui and Weapons Master was too much for him to pass up.”

			“Fair enough, but those types aren’t exactly trustworthy.”

			“He knows what he is getting into. He is not a bad person. A little cocky, but courageous. He will fight to the end. I’d rather him than an inferior warrior.”

			“Understood.”

			Wong shifted his attention to the man on the right, who picked a blade of grass and stuck it between his teeth. 

			“What about the little wisecracker?”

			Han raised an eyebrow in question.

			“The marksman,” Wong clarified.

			Han made another face to acknowledge the oddity of his previous statement, then shook his head. 

			“His name is Genji, from the house of Ju Lai. He leads black op rangers and is a master scout. Very sharp. Shaolin-trained. Tae mentioned him on recommendation from Master Chen and I agree.”

			“Really,” Wong said. “How does he know him?”

			“Master Chen was once a black op ranger. Their paths crossed briefly before he left to form the Shunnan Hunters. Chen claims Genji is the best.”

			“Good. What else?”

			“His chi is fine-tuned for long-range attack. Master of knife and bow. A good compliment to our skills. He may be small, but he is tough as steel.”

			Wong narrowed his eyes in scrutiny. “Tough as steel, huh? I bet he’s super-sarcastic too, am I right?”

			Han did not acknowledge the question, accustomed by now to his eccentric mood.

			“Give them a chance.”

			“I always do.”

			“You do not. You find fault when there is none. Especially with new ones.”

			“Fault? Who said sarcasm is a fault? It’s just the kind of thing this team needs.”

			Han postured. “Let’s go meet them.” 

			The sumo signaled over to the others, causing Li, Tae, and Kai to join them by the tree. 

			The party came together, a hopeful air about them. Their meeting on top of a hill made for a picturesque encounter, under bright skies and the shade of a lovely Jagu tree.

			Han introduced them. “Tae, Kai, Wong . . . this is Zhozang and Genji.”

			A smattering of hellos ensued. Zhozang’s eyes locked on Tae, while Genji bowed his head warmly, a wry smile stretched across his face.

			“So this is it,” Tae said proudly. “Our stealth force.”

			“It is an honor to be a part of this mission,” Genji said. “And it’s nice to see you again, Tae.”

			“Nice to see you too.” 

			“Have you met?” Li asked.

			“In passing. Master Chen has ties to Ju Lai.”

			“And how are the Shunnan ninjas doing of late?” Genji asked.

			“It’s been tough lately, but we’re getting by.”

			“A Shunnan ninja?” Zhozang said with wide eyes. “No one told me a woman was traveling with us. And such a beautiful one at that.” 

			Wong knew immediately he did not like him.

			“Thank you,” Tae said uncertainly.

			“Well I can assure you, I will not let harm come to you . . . or the boy. Not while I have my blade.”

			Wong tried to hold back a grin. Tae decided to play along. 

			“Thank you again. You are so kind.”

			Zhozang continued. “And Wong, it will be an honor to fight alongside the legendary Iron Dragon.”

			This time Tae smirked.

			“Yes,” he replied, trying to think of something nice to say. “That blade—is it Ko Hang’s?”

			“Yeah. And it cost me a fortune.” 

			He held the unique looking blade up and showed them an edge. “It was custom designed. The front blade hacks through armor and thick dagwai hide.” Flipping it over, he said, “The back slices like a sword. Ko Hang called it a war cleaver.”

			“That sounds like Ko Hang,” Wong said.

			“Speaking of Ko Hang,” Tae interrupted. “Where did he run to? He was just here looking at my weapons.”

			“He said he was taking inventory and coming back with gifts,” Wong said.

			“Ooh. I do like gifts.”

			Just then, Han pointed. Ko Hang arrived on cue with a sack slung over his shoulder. His apprentice followed with more items. Their approach made them eager with childlike anticipation, though the gifts they carried were anything but childlike.

			The weapon makers finally reached them by the tree.

			“Okay, okay! I’m here now,” Ko Hang exclaimed. “You can’t run off into battle without the proper equipment.”

			He reached into the sack and fumbled around. “Let’s see, now.”

			When he found what he was looking for, he hurriedly approached Li. 

			“Master Li,” he said, cuffing a fist and bowing curtly. “Here are the throwing knives you asked for.”

			A belt with four knives—two on each side—was handed to him. Li examined a knife and saw that it was a singular metal piece with no lines or imperfections.

			“New design. Flies straight and true,” Ko Hang said.

			Li cuffed his fist and bowed back. “Impeccable quality as always, Ko Hang.”

			The weaponsmith moved on to Tae. 

			“Tae. Your sword is good but your bow needs improvement.”

			He took a bow off the shoulder of his apprentice and handed it to her.

			“This is the proper size and weight for you.”

			Tae held it and plucked the string. “It’s light.”

			“Petrified Zhigau wood. It will only bend when soaked in water, and even then you need to wrench it with a clamp.” He pointed up and down at the bowstring. “Yaje silk. It will last two hundred years, minimum.”

			Tae was overwhelmed and gave him a hug. “Thank you so much—”

			“Oh my! Here, take this also.” He handed her ninja stars and an arrow. “Be very careful,” he said, referring to the arrow. “Take off the cap before you use it. Poison viper arrow. Will take down a zhuk.”

			Next he turned to Kai, who had already come over in anticipation. He looked up at him eagerly.

			“Oh! I have a surprise for you,” Ko Hang said.

			A revamped needle gauntlet materialized out of the sack, which Kai readily accepted and put on. Ko Hang tightened the straps for a perfect fit.

			He pulled out the arming lever and told Kai to give it a try. This time, Kai was able to pull back on it with ease.

			“Pump twice for the same distance as yesterday. Three times for something further, like that tree—” He pointed at one within proximity. “You can pump it once if it is an emergency and the target is point-blank.”

			“Nice job!” Wong said. “A ratcheting system. I can’t believe you put it in so quickly.” He turned and knelt beside Kai. “The needles are dangerous. They can paralyze you. It’s not a toy. It is a weapon. Do you understand?”

			Kai nodded. “Mm hmm.”

			“You are a warrior now. It is within you.” He looked him in the eye to make sure he understood. “It is not the weapon that makes the warrior dangerous; it is the warrior that makes the weapon dangerous.”

			Kai cuffed his fist and bowed shortly. Wong grinned at his antics, shook his head, and looked up at everybody laughing.

			“I think he’s ready,” Han said.

			“Profound,” Tae said. “Did you come up with that yourself?”

			“I practiced saying it twice.”

			A soldier walked up to them. 

			“The yu-mees are here,” he called out.

			Six yu-mees arrived from the house of Yan, a mountainous region of Guilin where the unusual animals were raised. They were used by the villagers there much like horses, except they looked nothing like them and were better suited to rocky terrain. Being shorter to the ground, with a wider base and a more muscular frame, they were adept at travel on uneven surfaces, though they did not move as fast or have as much stamina as a horse. Additionally, they had long tails for balance, feet for grip, and short, stubby horns.

			A handler dismounted from a seventh yu-mee and began to prepare the beasts for passengers.

			“The time has come,” Han said.

			After thanking the weaponsmiths, the stealth force, as Tae called them, left the Jagu tree and walked over to the animals.

			Wong stayed behind to share final words with Ko Hang. 

			Tae took Kai by the arm, as he was still fidgeting with his gauntlet, and looked over at Han. 

			“Nothing for you?”

			Han held up his war mace. “This is all I need. Ko Hang and Wong gave it to me as a birthday gift several years ago. There is a thin shaft up the middle of it I can use for blow darts and a compartment in the handle, but I have never used it.”

			“The compartment is for blow darts?”

			“I believe so. Wong claimed it was for snacks.”

			Tae sighed.

			Ko Hang looked on as they walked away with his weapons, hoping they would be of good use. It was the best he could do to contribute to their cause.

			He turned to Wong. “So what to give the man who has everything?”

			Wong shrugged. “I am a difficult man to shop for.”

			“Nothing,” he explained. “So I can only improve what he already has.”

			He handed Wong back his cutting chain. Wong took the discs, but noticed there wasn’t a chain in between them. It was refitted with Yaje cable.

			“This is too expensive,” he said.

			“I sharpened and polished the blades too—”

			“But this must have used up all the Yaje silk left in your shop.”

			“It was yours anyway. You brought it to me. Are you going to try it or keep babbling?”

			Wong strapped the weapon to his sides. He took one of the discs, compressed its clutch, and shot it into the air. It soared high above their heads then snapped promptly back to his side.

			“Oh ho ho ho!” Wong howled. “That’s much further then it went before! I should have done this a long time ago. Thank you.”

			“I thought you might like it. Be careful—the recoil is much quicker than before.”

			Wong unleashed the other end. “It’s smooth. Exceptionally smooth. I promise to bring you more Yaje silk if I ever make it back.”

			“It’s all right. It’s the least I could do. I hope it serves you well on your travels.”

			“It will. Take care of yourself.”

			They clutched hands a final time and wished each other well.
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			It was just after daybreak when the small party started up the path into the mountains. Genji led, followed by Li, Wong, Tae and Kai (who shared a yu-mee), Han, Zhozang, and the yu-mee handler, whose job it was to bring the animals back when they could not be taken any further. Evidently, yu-mees were difficult animals to train and domesticate, making them a valuable commodity.

			“I’ve never ridden one of these,” Tae said.

			“They are slower than horses, but their movements are more exaggerated,” Han said. “Be sure to hang on tight.”

			“And they’re a lot nastier,” Wong added. 

			At this, his yu-mee let out a guttural bellow, causing them to laugh.

			The mountain forest soon engulfed them, and the commotion of the Guilin warriors below fell away.

			Han’s thoughts remained with his kinsman. He worried about how they would fare against the Koon Gee and felt guilty for leaving them now, at a time when they were most in need. But he knew he had little choice in the matter—Kai’s need was greatest.

			Li focused on the task at hand. If everything went according to plan, they would travel the mountain range as far north as it would take them, cross the northern forests into the plains, and finally reach Shaolin. Once they reached the temple, they would immerse Kai into the mystical pool just as his brother had long ago. He knew getting there would be difficult, perhaps even tougher than the first time. A troubled feeling told him so.

			Tae was still somewhat wary of her purpose in the undertaking, but knew in her heart she was doing the right thing. Although she had been warned that the road ahead would be darker than the one that got them there, she did not fear it. They were now joined by Li, Han, Genji, and Zhozang; and if they were anything close to the caliber of warrior that Wong was, she could not see how they could be beaten.

			Wong was quiet and alert, his face calm, though his gaze was intense. The danger of the forest was almost comforting to him, in a way. The shelter of Guilin afforded him too much time to think, to be left alone with thoughts of prophecies and things to come. But here he was at ease from serious thought, his attention instead focused on sensing out and thwarting the enemy.

			Genji and Zhozang shared similar sentiments. Both were excited to be included in the mission and understood its significance in history—their plight would be talked about for generations. They were eager for the experience to fight alongside Wong and Li, and to lesser extent, Han. Though they held the sumo in high regard, they had already fought with him during recent border skirmishes with the Koon Gee. The brothers, however, were unfamiliar fighters with transcendent reputations. The ability to go on a mission with them was a rare privilege. And while Genji was content to observe and learn from them, Zhozang was more interested in seeing how his skills measured up against theirs.

			Lastly, there was Kai, who looked as if he were on an ordinary stroll, on an ordinary day back in Dailan. He did not complain or bemoan leaving the comforts of a soft bed or the luxury of a warm meal. On the contrary, he appeared untroubled and carefree. But if one had been more attentive, one might have noticed the sound of Kai grinding his teeth, as he often did when he was nervous, worried, or pensive. He understood that creatures and demons gathered from all parts of the world to hunt him. He understood that the life he once knew in Dailan was over. And he understood that his very existence placed the lives of those who stood by him in danger.
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			THEY RODE MOST of the morning in relative peace. The trail sloped gently up toward the mountains, exposed on the left to the open mountainside and covered with forest on the right. This offered them some degree of protection, limiting the directions from which the enemy could sneak up and attack. Li and Tae only had to scout the forest to the right of them, while Wong and Genji searched the trail ahead. Han, whose large frame made him a poor scout, remained behind with Kai and the yu-mee keeper; and though they did not say so aloud, they also wanted to spare his yu-mee the extra workload required for scouting. Zhozang guarded them from the rear. He did not put much effort into it since he did not expect the enemy to catch up to them so quickly.

			Shortly after noon, they stopped at a peak in the trail where the landscape began to change. There would soon be forest on both sides. Although the climb on the trail had been relatively gentle, they pushed their yu-mees harder than usual, and an entire morning’s ride had taken its toll. The animals needed rest, so they took a break in a clearing.

			They unpacked some of their more perishable foods for lunch and took seats on a fallen log. The yu-mees were left to forage for food on their own, as they were able to digest much of the leafy vegetation found within the forest.

			Wong branched off earlier and had not yet returned from his scout.

			“I wonder if we should have waited for Wong?” Tae said.

			“He should be just beyond that thicket over there and returning soon,” Li said. “He’ll find us once he sees that the landscape is changing. We shouldn’t waste any time needlessly.”

			“He’s already here,” Kai said, pointing.

			Just as Kai indicated, Wong appeared. He rode over and released his yu-mee to forage with the others. His lackadaisical approach suggested that his scout had been relatively uneventful.

			“How does it look?” Li inquired.

			“Quiet. There doesn’t seem to be a force out here yet.”

			“That’s good. I didn’t expect there to be. But deeper in the range, past the rope bridges and Yaje Piau—”

			“We mean to ride the transport at Yaje Piau?” Genji asked.

			“Our priority is to make contact with the temple there first. We can decide about the transport later, but it would save us time.”

			A curious look came across Kai’s face. “What’s that?”

			“The transport?”

			“Yeah.”

			“The transport of Yaje Piau is a bridge of sorts. You can cross the ridges of two mountains and a river by riding on a carriage suspended by ropes of Yaje silk. It’s as if you’re a cloud floating above a great river.”

			Kai’s attention piqued at the thought of an air trolley.

			“I’ve never been on it,” Tae said. “Only seen it.”

			“Why not?” Zhozang asked.

			“Too expensive. I take a boat across.”

			“I don’t believe you will have to pay this time,” Han said.

			“I could get used to that,” she said with a smile.

			Han grinned back, but then furrowed his brow with more serious thought. “It will save us more than a day of travel to the nearest pass . . . to descend and climb it, but we will be vulnerable hanging from a rope. Are you sure it is a wise decision?”

			“I do not think the enemy will be watching for it,” Li said. “I ordered the transport shut down so they could not use it to cross. But even so, I am not certain we have a choice. An extra day in the forest may prove regretful.”

			Li reflected on Han’s warning and took his point to heart. He sought validation from Wong. 

			“What do you say, brother?”

			Wong was caught off guard. “Huh?”

			“The transport?”

			“Oh yeah. I’d take it. It’s worth the risk over descending into the valley, I think.”

			“Then that’s what we’ll do.”

			Han looked irritated. “He barely gave it a second of thought.”

			“I thought about it for a whole two seconds,” Wong countered. “A day of wasted progress is too much. The Koon Gee near Guilin will find a way across the river and we’ll lose any advantage we have . . . I bet Kai would rather ride the transport. Wouldn’t you, Kai?” 

			“Yeah! Transport!” he beamed.

			“That settles it,” Genji said. “The marked one speaks.”
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			They packed their belongings and were off once again. From here the landscape would change drastically. They paused for a moment at the footsteps of an incline and prepared for a more arduous climb.

			Thick forest covered both sides of the trail. The dirt path intricately wound around trees and pockets of vegetation. Progress was slow, but steady. Though gnarled roots cropped up and overtook the road at points, the yu-mees were able to claw their way around them.

			The scouting party spread out once again, though Tae, Li, and Genji remained much closer to the path than before. Because of the density of the forest, they were careful not to scout far off, lest they lose track of their surroundings and have difficulty finding their way back. Wong, however, disappeared for great lengths of time since he could always rely on his ability to find them through the mark.

			At one point, Wong left his yu-mee behind, claiming it was slowing him down too much. He also joked that Han needed it to relieve his own creature’s workload lest it die of exhaustion.

			Sometimes, Wong’s silhouette would appear ahead of them in the path and disappear again. Other times he would leave a mark on a tree that only Li could decipher—a practice they often performed as children to communicate with one another. But more often than not, they would spot him in a tree, sitting and waiting for them. Tae found it reminiscent of their travels through the Stone Forest.

			Li would anxiously look for signs of his brother after long spells away and secretly breathe a sigh of relief when he saw him. He worried that Wong would stumble across a horde of Koon Gee and foolishly take them on instead of reporting back. Under most circumstances, he would expect him to do so without fear or worry, but not now, when they were so close to his prophecy of death. 
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			Higher up the mountain, the trail tapered and forest gave way to exposed rock. The path narrowed to the point where they had to travel single file, so they relinquished their animals to the yu-mee keeper for transport back to Guilin. Though the beasts had saved them much time and energy, they were too large to manage through the narrow paths ahead. They thanked the yu-mee keeper and wished him well. He hurried off quickly, eager to make it back home before nightfall.

			Watching the yu-mees disappear behind them, they turned to continue on with their own strength. The path was difficult, and they found themselves yearning for their animals after only a short stint.

			During one particularly treacherous pass along a cliff wall, Han crossed sideways because his body was too wide to proceed normally. He accidentally kicked a pebble off the ledge and watched it fall into oblivion.

			“A fine path you have chosen for us, Li,” he grumbled.

			“Unfortunately, the quicker path is the more difficult one,” Li said.

			“There is a bright side,” Genji added. “The Koon Gee can’t attack us up here.”

			Han’s silence affirmed Genji’s observation. The sumo looked at the narrow crevice they traveled on, and then down into the abysmal gorge below; given the difficulty of the terrain, attack by the enemy was unlikely. Still, he did not feel better. The danger of a dagwai army was preferable to that of a crumbling mountain ledge. 

			After crossing several more dangerous paths, they came across something that made Han feel even worse—a feebly constructed rope bridge. Three ropes were strung across a deep ravine, one to walk on and the other two to hold onto for support. Thin support lines connected the three main lines to each other, though at several points, the ropes looked frayed and worn. The wind picked up and the bridge swayed.

			“This day keeps getting better,” Han said.

			“I’m not sure it’ll even hold,” Zhozang mused.

			“It will hold,” Li said. “I crossed it on the way here. It’s frail, but it will hold.”

			He stepped onto the bridge and grabbed the support lines.

			“Move slowly and carefully,” he said, proceeding forward.

			Tae waited for Li to reach a third of the way before she followed behind, wanting to distribute their weight so the ropes wouldn’t bow too badly. She stepped lively.

			Wong placed Kai on his shoulders and told him not to look down. He looked back at Han, who was staring sheepishly down the cliff.

			“Are you going to be okay? I can carry you on my shoulders too.”

			“If not for Kai, you’d already be falling headfirst into the ravine.”

			Wong grinned. “See you on the other side.”

			He waited for Tae to reach a safe distance and followed. Traversing the cable was relatively easy for him. Halfway through, he felt Kai lean forward and look down.

			“Waaaaahh,” Kai said as he gazed at the treetops far beneath their feet.

			“I thought I told you not to look down,” Wong said.

			Looking to the right and left of them in either direction, Kai could see for many miles. He spread his arms apart and felt like a bird.

			“What are you doing up there?” Wong asked.

			Kai playfully slapped at his head as if it were a drum, and held his arms around his face.

			“Kai, it’s probably not a good idea for you to cover my eyes.”

			He laughed at the child’s exuberance, surprised that he was not more afraid.

			Next, Genji followed, and then Zhozang. When it was finally Han’s turn, he took a couple of deep breaths to calm his nerves. He waited for Zhozang to make it past the halfway point, knowing that his weight would bow the rope even more than the others.

			Finally, he stepped onto the rope. It shifted underneath his foot, causing him to clutch firmly on the support line to stabilize his balance. He felt free to curse aloud since Kai was no longer within earshot. Because his feet were so much larger than everyone else’s, balancing on the narrow cable was difficult.

			Slowly he started moving, finding it easier to move the further he went. Halfway through, a strong gust of wind swayed the ropes and caused him to slip. He caught himself by the arms with the support cables while his feet dangled midair. Tae gasped at the far end, but Han quickly regained his footing and stood tall once again. When he reached the other side, he was greeted with smiles.

			“What are you looking at?” he said.

			They continued to smile without saying a word. 

			Before leaving, Li took out a dagger and walked over to a support post.

			“Are you sure?” Wong said. “There’s no turning back.” 

			“I’m sure. I don’t think we could turn back even if we wanted to.”

			He severed the lines on the bridge and watched them fall away. The sight of the now rope-less gap punctuated the permanence of his decision. He wondered how long the bridge lasted before it fell to his dagger.

			“At least nobody will be following,” Zhozang said.

			“Agreed, but there are other ways around,” Li said. “Let’s keep moving.”
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			Several hours later, the terrain shifted again. The earth slanted downward, directing them toward more level ground. It was early evening, and the sun had already set. Soon there would be no daylight at all.

			The thought of it gave Tae the creeps. 

			“Will we find a place to camp, or are we traveling through the night?” she asked.

			“The temple at Yaje Piau is only a couple hours away. We’ll continue on until we reach it,” Li said.

			He paused and looked around him, taking stock of his surroundings.

			“There doesn’t seem to be any Koon Gee on this side of the mountains. Perhaps we can afford some peace for a night.”

			“But this is still high ground,” Han said. “There are easier roads that lead into Yaje Piau ahead. It’s more likely the enemy would be there than up here.”

			“It’s possible, but the monks and guardians of Yaje Piau are on high alert.”

			“Only one way to find out,” Wong said. “Let me scout ahead and make sure.” 

			He drew his samurai blade from its sheath.

			Li questioned him with a look, conveying a sense that he thought it was unnecessary. “I think—”

			“While there is light out,” Wong said, instantly taking off ahead of them.

			“—you should not take any more unnecessary risks,” Li trailed off.

			He grinned. In all these years, his brother hadn’t changed a bit. Wong would always be re-invigorated toward the end of the day, when the sun set and the first evening chill could be felt. He knew there was nothing he could do to convince him to sit still when the moment hit.

			“Shall I follow?” Genji asked.

			“I doubt even you could catch him now.”

			“He has more energy than all of Shunnan combined,” Tae quipped.

			“Including me,” Han said. “I am ready to turn back to Guilin.” He looked at Kai. “And you, little one. How are you doing?”

			To his surprise, Kai was not tired, but examining a rock picked up from the ground. He tossed it into the forest.

			“Okay,” Kai responded as he stooped to look at another rock. This one he put in his pocket.

			By the sound of the jiggling rocks, Han could tell he had been doing this for quite some time. Evidently, his arm gauntlet had worn out his interest.

			“Amazing,” Han whispered off to the side with Li. “Most grown men couldn’t make this trip. But instead of being tired, he plays with rocks.”

			“Indeed. Though I should not be surprised.” 

			Li noted how similar Kai was to his brother as a child. He was surprised to find himself suddenly saddened by the thought. Had he already accepted the prophecy of his brother’s death? He pushed the thought away and concentrated on the mission at hand. 

			He cleared his throat. 

			“Perhaps if Kai has the energy, we might pick up the pace a little? Before he runs out of room in his pockets?” 

			Kai said he could handle it, so they set forth at a brisker pace. Li wanted to cover as much ground as possible in the dying light.

			They made good progress for a while, but were soon engulfed by darkness. The ground was level now and the trees had thinned out around them. The air was crisp and still. Leaves crackled underfoot and Kai began to tiptoe at points for fear of being heard. With all the noise they were making, little as it was, they seemed vulnerable and exposed to attack. Worst of all, Kai began to get that uneasy feeling he seemed to get when the enemy was near.

			“Shhh,” he implored as he tiptoed about.

			“Little one,” Zhozang said. “If the enemy is close enough to hear our footsteps, then they already know we’re here.”

			“One thing I have learned is that Kai does not overreact,” Tae said. 

			She pulled out her ninja blade.

			Han thought about it for a moment and then reached for his war mace.

			“The child is a strange one.”

			Zhozang shook his head, doubtful of everyone’s caution. Genji slid his bow down from his shoulder to his hand, but did not reach for an arrow.

			They walked cautiously with Li leading the way. Their footsteps were still too loud for Kai, as every crackle underfoot seemed to give away their location. They were tenser now than at any point before. Kai extended the lever on his needle gauntlet.

			Ahead they saw Li’s shadow quickly stop and signal them to do likewise. He stood silent and motionless for what seemed like an eternity.

			Kai closed his eyes and concentrated on his other senses. A light breeze passed, cooling a bead of sweat that had trickled down his forehead. Li took a few steps forward and the rest of the party slowly started to move, but Kai was still fixed in position, deep in concentration. 

			Tae reached for his hand and guided him forward. “It’s all right. Stay close to me,” she whispered.

			“Something’s here,” he said.

			They traveled a few more steps, when Kai jerked back her hand. She quickly turned forward to warn Li, but he had already sensed something. He held up his hand to signal them to stop. 

			Reaching back, he unsheathed the Sword of Shaolin.

			It was the first time anyone besides Han and Genji had seen it. It hummed in the air and shimmered in the moonlight as it moved. It was the legendary sword of the temple, forged in the mystical pool and passed down from generation to generation to fight endless hordes of the Koon Gee. As with the Dragon Arm, the weapon emanated a life force of its own; while the Dragon Arm bellowed a deep and powerful energy, like that of the dragon that forged it, the Shaolin Sword was crisp and sharp—pure and powerful like the temple’s waters.

			Li walked forward with both hands tightly fixed around the hilt of his blade. He moved carefully, step by step. Sensing movement just ahead of them, he held out his hand and a searing ball of white light flashed before them—an incarnation of his chi energy that hung suspended in the air.

			The light from the orb illuminated the forest and a voice called out to them.

			“Turn off the fireworks!” Wong said as he shielded his eyes.

			“I knew it was you,” Li said, putting the sword back in its sheath and letting the light orb dissipate. “You could have called out to us.”

			“I could have.”

			They walked over to him sitting in a tree.

			Wong pointed. “Over there.”

			In the distance they saw the dim lights of Yaje Piau.

			“What a relief,” Han said. “I thought at the very least you were going to point out an army unan demons.”

			Wong jumped down from a high branch. “No. It’s clear. Pretty quiet actually.”

			“Not that an army of unan demons would have scared me.”

			“Naturally.”

			They made their way through the rugged terrain, looking forward to civilization. Leaving the cover of the woods, they crossed onto a narrow dirt road toward the village.
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			YAJE PIAU WAS an odd village. It was not a place for community or families as there were no real schools or farmlands in the area to support them. Instead, it was a commercial establishment and vacation area, or paradise, as many would call it—a town of exquisite beauty high in the mountains.

			The town flourished around the air transport, the primary attraction and marvel of the area. A tram suspended on Yaje silk cables carried passengers back and forth over the Yangtzhu River, connecting the mountain villages of Yaje Piau and its sister city, Yaje Zhi. Both settlements consisted only of a handful of buildings. There were, of course, the transport stations, several luxurious inns, designer shops for clothing and specialty goods, and a broad spectrum of fine dining establishments. Yaje Piau also housed a temple where Shaolin monks often came to meditate—it was here that Kai’s stealth force was ultimately headed.

			They approached the entrance to the village and were met by a pair of guards. One approached with a torch and sword in hand. His eyes lit up with recognition as they pulled into the light.

			“Master Li,” he greeted with a bowed head.

			Li bowed back. “Good to see you. Has anything happened since I left?”

			“No sir. Everything’s been quiet.”

			“Very well then. We’re going to the temple.” 

			The guard let them pass through the town’s massive, ornate gates, which were designed for show rather than protection, and ushered them in. A well-kept stone path dotted with torches welcomed them into the city.

			Within minutes, their fear and exhaustion were washed away by the lavishness of their surroundings. Tae glanced at several closed storefronts and wondered what they sold during the day. Han was drawn to a bistro that was still open. He drew in a deep breath and declared it was a Szechuan-style restaurant.

			Although several pedestrians crossed in front of them, the roads were mostly empty. The recent increase in Koon Gee activity coupled with Li’s order to shut down the transport apparently curtailed the flow of visitors to the sister mountain retreats.

			As they walked, they drew odd looks from the few that remained. They were an intimidating group to behold, full of well-armed and seasoned fighters, which seemed to unnerve the peace-loving locals around them. Li suggested that they conceal their weapons as best they could, which resulted in less nervous looks, though the level of interest remained the same. Han tended to attract attention wherever he went due to his massive frame, and as Wong noted, most of the men looked at Tae. A few women may have shot glances in his direction too, though he was oblivious to it.

			An inn appeared to the right of them. The building looked like the manor of a wealthy lord, with grand architecture and carefully sculpted gardens. It reminded Han of a larger version his own home.

			Tae admired it enviously. “I wonder if our perks include staying there tonight.”

			“Most likely not,” Han said. “I know the owner. He is cheap.”

			“Zhozang can’t get in anyway. He got kicked out,” Genji happily disclosed.

			Zhozang grumbled. “Minor incident with the innkeeper’s daughter. It was not my fault.”

			Group laughter ensued.

			“There are plenty of rooms at the temple,” Li said. “And no innkeepers’ daughters.”

			They continued down the path to a narrow fork in the road. Veering right, they proceeded to the temple, which was secluded from the rest of the community on top of a hill. Two sources of light illuminated its bright white walls, making it easily visible from their vantage point on the path below.

			“It’s like a miniature version of the Great Temple,” Han said to Kai, who had never been to either place. 

			They gazed up at it.

			Kai found it a little intimidating as it stood out sharply against the darkness. He felt he had seen it somewhere before, perhaps in a dream.

			As they drew close, more details came into focus: symmetrical columns lined the entrance, stone masonry covered the exterior, and the two sources of light that illuminated the walls were actually large metal cauldrons of fire.

			A temple steward greeted them at the steps of the building. He was dressed much like Li, though simpler and with less grandeur.

			“Greetings, master. It is good to see you again,” he said with his head bowed. “Wong. Han.” He turned and bowed accordingly. He even bowed to the rest of the party.

			“Greetings,” Li said. “Tell me, have you any news since I last left?”

			“Little. We shut down the transport as you instructed and haven’t been in contact with Yaje Zhi since. There’s been no sign of trouble yet, but—” The steward paused for a brief moment and glanced toward the temple. “Elder Woo will be glad to see you. He’s been troubled of late and has been in constant meditation.”

			“Then I shall see him straightaway.”

			“Very well.”

			With a gesture of his hand, the steward led them inside. They walked into a great hall with space large enough for the temple monks and visitors to practice their chi exercises indoors. Large columns dotted the expansive room, with smooth and unblemished masonry covering the walls. 

			They angled right, into another corridor and up a flight of stairs. Finally, they reached a chamber where the temple master meditated.

			He sat alone in an unlit and barren room, facing a window where a beam of moonlight shone through. He was an old man, with gray that dropped to his shoulders.

			“Master,” interrupted the steward. “Sorry to disturb you, but we have visitors. The Shoukui has returned.”

			The old man rushed to the door.

			“Ah, Li. Welcome. Welcome,” he said warmly, grasping his guest’s hand. “Ah Wong too I see! It has been too many moons since you last came to visit, young man.”

			“Forgive me—I’ve been busy,” Wong said.

			He greeted everyone else in turn, and then stared at length at Kai. The old man’s eyes flashed back and forth between the individuals, carefully reading their faces and taking in the situation.

			“Perhaps some water and rest for you all,” he said, finally taking his eyes off Kai. “It has been a long trip no doubt. Come. Zu-Jhi will show you the way.”

			The elder ushered the party out of the chamber, except for Li, who remained behind. The room grew quiet as the sound of footsteps drew away. Woo walked away from Li and toward a window.

			“How are you, elder? What troubles you?” Li finally said.

			The elder stared out quietly for another brief moment without breaking his concentration. With his back still toward him, he spoke in a frail but serious tone.

			“Just this morning I sat in this very chamber meditating and sensed a growing threat. The Koon Gee have begun invading the provinces with forces thought depleted and now they draw near the mountain retreats. I can feel it. An ill wind blows this night from the north.” He turned to face Li. “So your return this night comes as no surprise. I see you have brought the marked one to Yaje Piau. Tell me—does the Shoukui believe he is the chosen one?”

			“He does bear a mark.”

			“Do you believe it’s him?”

			“Wong does.”

			Elder Woo took the news with understanding. Being fully aware of the prophecy, he asked for no further explanation. “It is a most perilous time then.”

			Turning back toward the window again, he pondered the news for a few more moments.

			He sighed. “What can the brothers of Yaje Piau do for you?”

			“Nothing is asked of the brothers. However, perhaps there is something you can do.”

			Elder Woo raised an inquisitive eye.

			“Kai’s mark. It can only be dispelled at Shaolin, but perhaps here, it can be tempered?”

			“Perhaps. I will try what I can. A human mark is a thing rarely seen. And the lo-shur demons—they are a formidable power.”

			Li smiled. “As is an elder monk.”

			Elder Woo grinned back and drew a deep breath. “I shall attempt it then.”

			“I have faith in your abilities.”

			“Most of the brothers have left in aid of the besieged territories, but I can offer you the few monks that remain.”

			Li contemplated his offer. “Is there a Shaolin-worthy warrior monk amongst you?”

			“No, just temple stewards. Good men. This is but a simple place. For show more than function.”

			“I am afraid a handful of apprentice monks will not help us now. Send them out in aid of the weak . . . that will do more good. Use them to watch the roads into the city. For now I am in good company.”

			“I worry about the path ahead of you, Li. If Yaje Piau had more to ofter, I would give it.”

			“I know, elder.”

			“Fine then. I will post more guards and watches throughout the night . . . first to the more easily traveled roads surrounding the city. As the mark draws evil here, that is the immediate threat.”

			The elder shook his head while looking out the window. He then turned and began walking toward the door. 

			“Come, come, no time to waste. Let’s see what can be done about this mark.”
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			Elder Woo, Li, Wong, Tae, and Han sat in a darkened room gathered around Kai. Genji and Zhozang were not present, as they were tasked with organizing Yaje Piau’s defenses with the monks and guards outside the temple. 

			The elder stooped next to Kai with a glint in his eyes. 

			“Ah yes. I can see the mark. Three red streaks across his shoulder, and the energy that emanates from it.”

			No one else could see what the elder was talking about. To them, Kai appeared the same as usual. 

			Tae’s curiosity grew. “You can see it? Can you sense it too, like Wong?”

			“No, I can only see it with some effort. Here, let me make this easier.”

			A metal goblet of burning tinder was prepped. Into it, he placed a number of objects, including blue powder and a scroll of revealing. Up flared a familiar blue light, though more intense than the one created by Chi-Yun back in Dailan. Kai looked hesitant, for fear of what he knew would appear.

			“Hmm,” the elder groaned as three red marks materialized on Kai’s arm.

			His vessel did more than Chi-Yun’s, however, by exposing an additional level of detail: a red glow radiated from the mark like lines of energy that spread across the room and into the walls.

			“This is what you saw?” Tae asked.

			“Yes, but with less clarity.” He waved his hands through the visible red energy. “I cannot feel it as Wong does but I can repel it with my own chi.”

			He raised both hands and cupped them as though he were holding a large ball. As he did, the red light stopped around Kai as if an invisible force field had been cast around him.

			“The Koon Gee will not be able to detect him now. Unfortunately I cannot keep this up for long.”

			He let his hands fall and red energy filled the room once again.

			“Let me try,” Li said.

			His eyes grew bright with chi and he did the same. 

			“It is much easier to contain when you can see it,” he admitted.

			Han spoke. “I wonder if you could take turns containing the energy while we walk undetected all the way to the temple?”

			Li shook his head. “I think ten minutes would be the limit of my ability. And once my concentration is broken, the energy escapes.”

			He let his hands down and the field dissipated.

			“Can the other monks here help?” Tae asked.

			“Few monks have the ability to contain lo-shur energy, even if we were in Shaolin. Unless—Wong?”

			“I don’t think so. I still have trouble with the light orb.”

			He reached his arms out and concentrated, but instead of containing the energy, the red light just buckled and shifted according to the shape of his fingers.

			Elder Woo huffed. “You are supposed to cast your chi to block the light, Wong, not manipulate the demon energy itself! Most unnatural are your abilities.”

			He spoke as a confused and frustrated teacher, tempered by years of familiarity. Wong shrugged.

			Woo continued. “I have never treated a human mark before, but there are some basic principles I can apply.”

			He motioned to Zu-Jhi, the temple steward, who handed him a mortar full of a green paste-like substance. This, he smeared on the red marks. Kai noted its strong herbal scent. Woo then traded the mortar for a crystal vial full of liquid.

			“Water from the deepest part of Shaolin’s pool,” Woo whispered.

			He poured the vial slowly over the paste. As soon as the liquid touched Kai’s shoulder, it forcefully burst into a fine mist that clouded the entire room.

			Kai thought it unnatural how such a small amount of liquid could produce so much fog. A cooling sensation shot out from the mark through his body.

			A deep and powerful incantation could now be heard. A voice came from all around them and echoed through the walls. Tae thought the old man, once frail and gentle, suddenly menacing. A white aura enveloped him as he drew his power about him.

			The mist whirled eerily around in the blue and red light, pushed by mysterious currents of air. The incantation grew increasingly intense, to the point that it seemed as if the sound was coming from inside them.

			The voice soon subsided and the mist disappeared. The room was as it had been before—quiet, and dimly lit by the light of the goblet.

			“It is done.”

			The elder’s face was now calm and serene. His voice returned to a friendly and gentle tone.

			He looked down in disappointment. Three red marks could still be seen on Kai’s arm, though fainter than before. 

			“How does it feel?” he asked.

			Kai shrugged. “Same.”

			“It is diminished some,” Wong said. “I can feel it.”

			The elder’s expression picked up. “Is it enough?”

			“Hard to say. They will still come, but the draw is not as strong and focused. He’ll be harder to pinpoint.”

			“Could you still track him?”

			“Yes. And lo-shur for sure. But I’m not so sure about the rest of the Koon Gee. They’ll have a harder time.”

			“Than you?” Han asked.

			Elder Woo explained. “Wong was one with its energy. He understands it. You saw him manipulate it, which, by the way, is most unnatural—” 

			He looked at Wong, who shrugged again. 

			“—And lo-shur of course know their own mark. But a dagwai? Dark ninja? Maybe not as much. They’ll have a harder time to follow.”

			“Any little helps. You have done well, elder,” Li said.

			Elder Woo grimaced, still unsatisfied with the results. “Sorry I could do no more.”

			“There is one more thing you could do for us.”

			“What is it?”

			“Make contact with Shaolin.”

			Elder Woo smiled. “That I assumed.”
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			BEHIND THE MAIN entrance hall, a room faced the back of the temple. It was similar in appearance to the one in front, with tall ceilings, ornate marble, and unblemished masonry, but different with the addition of one important feature: a bright, clear pool in its far end. The pool was situated atop a raised platform that was lit by metal cauldrons of fire and covered with vegetation. Columns wrapped in ivy extended to the ceiling at each of the platform’s four corners.

			Climbing up the platform’s steps, Woo, Li, Wong, and Kai approached Zu-Jhi.

			Zu-Jhi addressed Woo. “I have made contact with Shaolin. Grandmaster Tienkow awaits.”

			They knelt beside the pool and looked into its pristine waters. Zhu-Jhi stepped off to the side where Han and Tae also waited.

			The elder spread both hands over the water, and summoned it to life with a flash. The water remained perfectly still when the image of an old man with long white hair and a beard appeared. The man in the water narrowed his eyes and looked around as if he were peering at them from the other side of a mirror.

			“Grandmaster,” Woo greeted. “I am here with Li, Wong, and the young boy, Kai.”

			Tienkow smiled whole-heartedly and spoke. “It is of—” 

			Unexpectedly, ripples in the water formed and broke up the image of the grandmaster. The sound of his voice became garbled, as if he were trying to speak underwater.

			“Kai, don’t touch the water,” Wong said.

			Kai withdrew an inquisitive hand from the pool and Tienkow laughed. When the water was still again, they continued.

			“It is nice to meet you, curious one,” Tienkow said.

			Kai looked back at the grandmaster curiously, still astonished by the talking image.

			Li spoke. “Kai, this is the grandmaster of the temple. He will remove your mark at Shaolin.”

			“Oh hello. Why are you in the water?”

			“No, young one. I am here in Shaolin, looking into a pool just as you are, though one much larger. To me, it is you who appear in the water. It is a great honor to meet you.” He looked up at the others. “Li, Wong, it is good to see that you have found each other at this most critical time.”

			“We always do,” Wong said.

			Li spoke again. “Master, can you tell me what news there is on the war front?”

			“Yes. Activity has recently fallen and the Great Wall has been secured. Jaguan is regrouping with a portion of the forces and headed your way. He does not know of your exact location yet.”

			Han whispered aside to Tae. “Jaguan is Shoukoo, active head monk at the temple. He is with the Shaolin warriors.”

			“Activity has suddenly fallen?” Li reiterated.

			“Yes,” Tienkow replied. “We think the breach of the northern wall was meant to draw our forces away from the mark, not to invade. Now that the mark is on the move, their strategy may have changed.”

			“I was afraid there would be no help at all, but I am not sure what to make of this news yet. An audience with Jaguan is desirable.”

			“I figured as such. One moment.” Tienkow lifted a hand to the side and spoke. “Jaguan, are you there? The temple summons you.”

			Moments later, the image of Jaguan appeared, though smaller and with less clarity.

			A bold voice answered. “Yes grandmaster, I am here.”

			Han whispered again to Tae. “He speaks to Tienkow through the Monk Staff of Shaolin, which has a gemstone attached to it filled with the mystic water. That is why his picture is small and blurred. There is no pool.”

			Tienkow responded. “Li and Wong are here through Yaje Piau. They are with the marked one.”

			“Brothers! At Yaje Piau? With the marked one? It is a great relief to hear.”

			“Where are you?” Li asked.

			“I am just beyond Hanai, on horseback as we speak. I will head to you now.”

			“We can’t risk waiting for you. There was a Koon Gee army in the forests north of Guilin that may reach us before then, and Yaje Piau is not equipped to handle it.”

			Jaguan sounded concerned. “This was a well devised plan by the Koon Gee, Li.”

			“Yes. They have been in this from the beginning and are always a step ahead. They tried to take the mark by stealth, which would have succeeded if not for Wong. Now they plot to take him by force while we are dispersed.”

			“Know that the lo-shur have not been seen as of late. They may have abandoned their assault on the wall to concentrate on the mark. I fear they are headed your way.”

			“There is little we can do now except to reach each other.”

			“How shall we meet then?”

			“On the plains of Tibi,” Wong said. “It’s in between us, and the flatlands will make it easy to spot one another. Aim for the border of the mountains. That should be close enough for you to sense the Shaolin Sword with your staff.”

			“A fair plan,” Jaguan said. “If we cut across the plains and travel hard, we should be able to meet you by the third morning. What say you, Li? Grandmaster?”

			“Yes. Meet at the plains,” Li said.

			“Then it shall be done.”

			“And I will await you at the temple,” Tienkow said.

			“I must make preparations now. Does the grandmaster or Shoukui desire further counsel?”

			“No—fly Jaguan,” Tienkow said.

			“Safe journeys then. I shall find you on the Tibi border.”

			“Farewell,” Li said.

			The Shoukoo’s image disappeared. 

			Tienkow focused back on them. “I trust you understand the gravity of the times, my Shaolin sons.”

			“Yes, grandmaster,” Li replied.

			“Then safe journey and remember your training. I shall see you at the temple, alive and well.”

			His eyes lingered on Wong, with his thoughts on the prophecy.

			“Goodbye,” Wong said.

			Tienkow’s head bowed and his image disappeared. The mystic pool became lifeless again as their own reflections returned.

			Ripples in the water appeared when Kai plunged in his hand again.
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			After their meeting with Shaolin, they left the room and went their separate ways. Kai complained about the smell left by the green paste used to treat his mark, so Tae brought him to the washroom to see if it could be helped. Han went to check up on Zhozang and Genji, who were still organizing Yaje Piau’s security details. He also decided to stop by the kitchen to investigate what could be done for a meal. Li, Woo, and Zu-Jhi walked off together discussing matters of the temple. 

			Wong was about to follow them out of the chamber, but then held back, preferring to be left alone. He watched them slip out the doorway, hoping his absence would go unnoticed. When several more moments passed and no one called out his name, he found himself relieved.

			Acting jovial and carefree in the face of the prophecy was taxing. If he could steal a moment away where he didn’t have to hide his worry, he was happy for it. His impending death weighed heavily on his mind, especially after seeing Tienkow since he was the one who made the prophecy in the first place.

			He sat by the pool to meditate and clear his mind, but his thoughts came at him in a flood of emotions. He thought back to the time he was first marked and hunted by the Koon Gee. Though he was older than Kai, he remembered being scared, and while he was able to defend himself to a degree, Kai was helpless. At least Kai had his protection from the very beginning—a luxury he never had.

			Once anointed the future destroyer of the Koon Gee, he recalled the pressures of having to live up to everyone’s expectations. He always had to train harder and become better than anyone before him. And while he relished the training, he never really felt like he belonged. Perhaps that’s why he left the temple so quickly after finding out that the prophecy was not meant for him. Would Kai fare better? Or would he too have difficulty fitting in and embracing the teachings of the temple? Would he feel the need to leave as he once did? 

			He looked around and felt odd sitting in a temple again, meditating by the mystic water. He wished he could be there for Kai throughout the entire ordeal, but understood he might not make it that far. The best he could do was make sure Kai lived long enough to figure it out for himself.

			The water appeared luminescent at its deepest point. He stared at it. Why me?

			Tae appeared in the entrance behind him. “Wong? Are you all right?”

			He did not respond.

			“We’re going out for food. Han doesn’t like anything here and wants to try that Szechuan place.”

			“No thanks—go ahead without me.”

			“Why not?”

			“Not in the mood for spicy food.”

			She pulled away from the entrance, a concerned look on her face. After thinking a moment longer, she turned back and popped her head in again. 

			“Are you just going to sit there and sulk for the rest of the night?”

			“It’s not sulking. At the temple, the monks call it meditating and being spiritually even.”

			“In Shunnan, I’m pretty sure it would be considered sulking. Guilin, too.”

			“I need to prepare for the journey ahead. Focus my chi. I’m not sure going out and eating Szechuan is the best thing for me right now.”

			“You are beginning to sound like your brother. I think you should come, or you’ll turn into a monk.”

			Even though his head was turned away from her, she thought she could detect a smile.

			“It’ll help take your mind off things if you come with us. It’ll be better for you. Really it will.”

			“You’re not going to leave me alone, are you?”

			“No. Plus I need someone to shield me from Zhozang. So you better come.”

			Wong half-sighed and half-smiled, then sat up and walked to the doorway. He put a hand on her shoulder.

			“Thank you, Rock Lily.”

			“Don’t give up,” she chirped.

			He followed them to the outdoor bistro but didn’t eat much. Being in the company of friends did help put his mind at ease, but he found it difficult to partake in conversation outside of serious talk of their journey to the temple. Most of the time he sat without making eye contact, staring off to the side and listening to the sound of their voices. Ironically, it turned out to be a beautiful night spent outdoors, at a chic restaurant with family and friends, under clear skies, the moon, and the stars. He found their company soothing and wished instead that he stayed behind.
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			Morning came, and with it, a cold and dreary embrace. Fog clung to the mountaintops and penetrated the forests, dampening the air and choking out the sun.

			Wong lay motionless in bed, unable to muster the will to get up. Two straight days in a comfortable bed, and he had gone soft. He could have easily slept the day away. The others were already awake as sounds of movement in the hallway could be heard.

			He let out a great sigh. He could not lose focus, if even for a brief moment. He could not let the company of his friends make him feel secure and complacent. This was his responsibility; it began with him and would end with him. He rose from bed and gathered his things together as he had done so often before.

			Hot porridge awaited him downstairs.

			“Morning,” he said in a low voice.

			An equally unenthusiastic response followed. Tae, Kai, and Zhozang sat together while sipping from hot bowls. Li spoke with Elder Woo off to the side. Han and Genji sat at another table examining weapons while packing new rations.

			Wong joined the table where breakfast was served. Tae pushed over a bowl of porridge, which Wong accepted with a smile.

			“We should go soon,” Li said.

			Wong nodded and slurped down a mouthful of the thick rice soup.

			“How many days do you think it will be before we reach the temple?” Zhozang asked. “About six days if we can find horses on the way,” Li responded.

			“That’s an awful long time to be out there,” Tae said.

			“If we are fortunate enough, Shaolin’s forces shall pave the way—”

			“We can make it without them,” Han proclaimed, raising his newly polished war mace and admiring it. “I have this.”

			Genji slapped the table. “Well said!”

			“Aye,” Zhozang added. “Now that’s the type of talk I like to hear before forging into battle.” He held up his war cleaver. “Death to the Koon Gee.”

			The mood of the room instantly changed.

			Han stood and waved his weapon back. “Yes. Death to the Koon Gee!”

			“Death to the Koon Gee!” Genji joined in, pumping his fist. 

			Li grinned at their confidence, glad for the change of pace after the solemn start to their morning.

			Tae, however, was not as agreeable. “There will be no barbarism at the breakfast table.”

			Zhozang shook his head. “Sorry my lady, but many Koon Gee will die today.”

			“Aye!” Han said.

			“Aye!” Zhozang echoed.

			Kai held his spoon high. “Aiyee!”

			Tae smiled and couldn’t decide if she should be flattered at being called my lady. At least it was different than being called Rock Lily.

			She noted Wong’s silence. “No manly declarations from the Iron Man-Dragon?”

			He made a face. “I think I burnt my tongue on porridge.”

			She laughed.

			Genji began to stow away a table full of throwing knives he had been meticulously cleaning and polishing that morning. He tucked them, one at a time, into two knife belts worn across his torso like suspenders.

			Zhozang watched in bewilderment. “I would not think it possible, but you may have more knives on you than Wong.”

			Genji laughed and looked in Wong’s direction. “More knives than the Weapons Master, eh? That would make me the Knife Master.”

			“No,” Wong replied, before taking another spoonful of his porridge. “You do not have more knives on you than me.”

			Genji laughed again, but stopped uncomfortably when Han stared at him narrowly.

			“He’s not kidding.”

			Genji couldn’t tell if Han was joking, so he looked back at Wong who just winked in return.

			“All right,” Li said. “What is needed is less merriment and more sincerity for departure.”

			Almost immediately, Genji quipped, “You better get moving then, Wong. It’ll take you forever to pack all your knives.”

			“Hahaha,” Wong laughed. He looked over at Han and triumphantly mouthed, “Wisecracker.”

			Li wondered if they would ever leave.

			When they finally did pack their gear, they left the temple and proceeded west toward the river, taking a path directly toward the canyon. Thick fog still clung to the mountains, making it difficult to see in the distance.

			They almost didn’t notice the mountain ledge until it was right underneath them. Approaching carefully, they looked out into the expanse. A great distance below them at the base of the mountain splashed the waters of the Yangtzhu River.

			“Too bad the fog is so thick,” Zhozang said. “On a clear day, the view is a thing of beauty.”

			The air transport appeared to the right of them. Two great strands of Yaje silk stretched out across the river and disappeared into the fog. Anchored deep into the bedrock of the cliffs on either side, they connected the mountain cities of Yaje Piau and Yaje Zhi.

			In the middle of the main suspension cables ran a third, unlike the other two. It was thinner and in constant motion, pulling the carriages from one side to the other. This strand, called the towing strand, was actually a loop of Yaje silk connected to a set of giant spinning cogs. They were spun by the power of the river, harnessed by waterwheels at the base of the mountain and distributed up the mountainside by a complex set of gears and chains. The river turned the waterwheels, which in turn spun the cogs, which in turn spun the towing strand. It was a delicate, but ingenious setup.

			The upper half of the towing strand spun toward Yaje Zhi, while the lower half spun toward Yaje Piau. Attached to the strands were two clamp boxes operated by a lever on the carriages. In the neutral position, both clamp boxes were loose, allowing the towing cable to flow freely through them. When the lever was shifted forward, the upper clamp box tightened, pulling the carriage in the direction of Yaje Zhi. When shifted in the opposite direction, the lower clamp tightened, pulling the carriage toward Yaji Piau. In this manner, an operator could control which direction the carriage moved. Several carriages could travel in the same direction at the same time, but collide if traveling in opposite directions.

			“There,” Li said, pointing. “The transport platform.”

			A wooden platform on the side of the mountain served as a base for the transport. As they walked over, Kai marveled at the interaction of the spinning cogs and gears.

			“Whoa. Look at the gears spinning,” he said.

			A bamboo carriage could be seen hovering inches above the ground; it hung by cables at each of its four corners to the main suspension cables above. Rollers allowed the carriage to easily slide across the thick Yaje silk strands when set in motion, but the giant lever that controlled it was currently pointed up in the loosened position. 

			“There’s our ride,” Genji said.

			They carefully stepped onto the wooden carriage, which wobbled when they boarded it. 

			Tae looked at the platform and the support strands with concern and then out into the misty expanse ahead. 

			“Will this hold us?”

			“It should,” Wong said. “I’ve been on it with Han before.”

			Han glowered, unsure if it was meant as a verbal jab.

			“Bamboo. Very strong,” Elder Woo said, tapping the platform with a walking stick.

			Satisfied, he turned to address the party.

			“I shall wish you all the best of fortunes on this most perilous journey. Take care and heed what I have said. The Koon Gee may be close—closer than you think. Perhaps in Yaje Zhi as we speak.”

			Li bowed. “We will, elder. We’re ready. Thank you for your hospitality. Thank you for your help.”

			“I have one last thing to offer. Three vials of sacred water, drawn from the deepest part of the pool in Shaolin. It will help you on your journey.”

			He held up the vials, which came with ropes that could be worn around the neck. Since Li already carried one, Woo offered it to the former students of the temple: Wong, Han, and Genji.

			They accepted the gifts and thanked him gratefully.

			“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Woo offered again.

			“No, not this time, elder. Be safe,” Li said.

			“Farewell, little one,” he said to Kai.

			At this, Han moved the carriage lever forward and the upper clamp box tightened. A chain connecting the center of the carriage grew taught, and the carriage began to pull away from the mountain.

			The elder looked at each member of the party in turn as if to say a final farewell. Though they had only stayed at the temple for a night, he felt like they had been there much longer. He couldn’t help feeling that he should be in the carriage with them, but he was old now, and his presence would have only hampered them.

			“Do you think they’ll make it?” Zu-Jhi said.

			“They’ll be fine,” Elder Woo responded. “They travel in good company.”

			Soon the carriage pulled away into the mist until it disappeared from view. The elder looked on and wondered if he would ever see them again.
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			“THIS IS AMAZING,” Tae said as they floated high above the river.

			Yaje Piau disappeared behind them as a cloud of mist moved in to shroud their view. Below, a hazy outline of the river could be seen.

			“We’re flying,” Kai remarked.

			Indeed, it appeared as if they were flying. Presently, their carriage moved through a low-lying cloud, causing white moisture to envelope them; it was not the thick and fluffy variety Kai had often imagined flying through while daydreaming by the river in Dailan, but one of a thin and wispy nature. Still, the feeling was surreal and he darted around the carriage from side to side with great excitement, constantly peering over the edges.

			He stretched an arm out and waved, testing the feel of the cloud against his fingertips. Occasional gusts of slow- moving air brushed past his face and the repeated squeal of the carriage’s rollers lulled his senses into an alternate state of reality.

			Tae laughed. “He’s so excited.”

			“And you?” Han inquired.

			“I’m excited too,” she said cheerfully. Her head snapped in Kai’s direction. “Kai, don’t fall over the edge, now.”

			Kai peered up from the ledge and shot her a look as if she was crazy. Tae laughed and took in the moment. 

			“This is a nice way to travel. Have you done it often?”

			“From time to time. I don’t like to leave Guilin that often. But the brothers have.”

			“You have?” Tae said to Wong.

			“Huh?” He was only half-paying attention. “Oh yeah. One of the perks of saving the world all the time.”

			“Is that why you guys seem so indifferent about it?”

			“Yeah,” he said after a brief pause, unconvincingly.

			His face was fixed steadily ahead of them, unmoved by the wonder of their travel with thoughts of Elder Woo’s parting warning still fresh in his mind. The truth was that since leaving the confines of Yaje Piau, his invisible warrior mask had come down, leaving little room for sightseeing and enjoyment. While the others may have seen the carriage ride as a magical experience, he saw it as a necessary evil—a risk they had to take to avoid even more dangerous travel.

			He stared longer into the mist when a dark shadow appeared. He said nothing but watched as it grew and gained form. Though he had anticipated trouble, he thought it would have at least waited until they reached Yaje Zhi.

			By now Li spotted it too, causing him to draw his sword. The high-pitched ring of his weapon against its scabbard broke the silence and alerted the rest of the crew.

			Wong quietly commented. “Another carriage in our direction.”

			“Monks perhaps? From Yaje Zhi?” Li said.

			They waited in silence as the carriage drew closer, with anxiety growing each passing moment. The squeal of the carriage rollers, once charming and comforting, now grated at their senses. Tae and Genji strung arrows, Kai’s hand subconsciously reached for his needle gauntlet, and suddenly the wonder of their carriage ride was lost. 

			Slowly the outlines of numerous figures could be seen.

			“There are many,” Han said anxiously. He reached for his war mace and looked at the delicate vessel they stood in, hanging midair from delicate cables. He gulped.

			Seconds passed.

			“Dagwai,” Genji identified sharply, before anyone else could see, sending a wave of panic through the vessel.

			Arrows instantly filled the air in a high-arching path through the mist, launched from Genji’s fingertips. Tae joined his attack, with the twang of their bows followed by the high pitched shrieks of the devil lizards.

			Arrows flew back in turn and the forward crew ducked behind the barrier walls of the vessel. Zhozang thwacked a couple arrows out of the sky with his heavy blade, while Han caught one midair and snapped it in half.

			One of the arrows landed next to Wong.

			“This is not a good place for battle,” he said in an unusually anxious voice. “Take her back!”

			But before they could shift the driving lever in reverse, Li leapt atop the right suspension cable and began running down it.

			“What’s he doing?” Han blurted.

			“He’s insane,” Tae said.

			Wong grumbled in disapproval. “Usually I’m the stupid one.”

			He moved to the rear of the carriage while dagwai arrows targeted Li.

			“Watch him,” he barked, referring to Kai.

			At this, he turned and sprinted toward the front. Before the confused passengers could say a word, he catapulted high off the top ledge, causing the vacated carriage to sway in his wake.

			“Wong!” Han shouted, instinctively reaching forward as though he would catch him.

			“Whoa!” Genji gasped.

			Confusion turned to shock as the rocking passengers looked on incredulously. Wong soon began losing height and speed, and seemed destined for a watery death. But just as he began his perilous descent, a newly improved cutting disc flew from his hand into the wooden flesh of the enemy carriage, bridging the distance.

			Zhozang gaped into the abyss, astounded. “I can’t believe he did that.”

			“I guess they really are brothers,” Tae said.

			Li reached the dagwai vessel and leapt aboard. A dagwai that had just fired off an arrow became his first victim. His sword pulsed brightly before powering through the lizard’s bow, severing it in half and slicing the dagwai across the abdomen.

			The other passengers converged on him.

			The Weapons Master swung from the cutting cable underneath the carriage, using his momentum to carry him up over the other end. When he reappeared, his samurai blade materialized in his right hand, his left hand still grasping the cable.

			He landed in the carriage, much to the dismay of the dagwais whose attention had been focused on Li up front. Two of the lizards nearest him were killed before the others were even aware of his presence. When they spotted Wong, they pushed him back until he was cornered.

			The carriage swayed. 

			Li slashed at a dagwai and tightened his stance to adjust for the lack of fighting room. From his defensive crouch, he back-cut his enemy and whirled his blade in the air, sending out a shrill noise that halted his enemies’ attack. He rushed the center of the carriage and managed to kick the cart’s clamp lever up from its locked position, disengaging the vessel’s forward progress.

			Immediately the lizards were upon him. He sprang away and back flipped onto the rim of the carriage to avoid being overwhelmed, but his new position was more precarious then the last.

			Wong backed his brother by leaping off his side of the carriage and swinging back underneath it to where Li stood. On his way up, he freed his cutting disc from the side of the vessel and landed, immediately attacking.
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			Kai’s carriage continued moving forward.

			At first, the passengers thought to turn back and distance Kai from the danger, but after seeing Wong and Li overwhelmed, they decided to press on. They also saw in the distance what the brothers did not—a third carriage closing in.

			Han and Zhozang stood at the front of the platform with their weapons poised, forming a formidable frontline. The carriage pulled closer and when they were finally within reach, a dagwai lunged at the ship. Han waited, wound, and batted the dagwai away to its death.

			Tae disengaged the towing clamp and the carriage slowly slid into the enemy vessel. Kai tried to move toward the front of the craft to line up a target with his gauntlet, but Tae held him back. Genji fired off several rounds in rapid succession.

			A slew of dagwais leapt aboard, past Han and Zhozang.

			“No Han! Pull away!” Li yelled.

			He moved into position and tried to prevent the rest of the dagwais from jumping across.

			Wong rushed for the control lever and re-engaged the towing clamp in the opposite direction, pulling the enemy vessel back toward Yaje Zhi, but not before Zhozang jumped aboard.

			Han watched the carriage pull away and grunted in disapproval. A dagwai came at him with a sword attack, while several more made for Kai, who moved to the rear of the vessel according to instruction.

			Han blocked his attacker repeatedly with his mace, unable to pursue those that got around him. The dagwai lunged and thrust its sword forward, which he parried and sidestepped, causing the lizard to fall toward him. He reached out and grabbed it by the neck with his left hand, lifted it off its feet, and tossed it overboard.

			After picking off several targets, Genji held his position as a dagwai approached. He pulled back on his bow, leaned back, and released at point-blank range into its chest. Another followed behind which he immediately dispatched of with a well-placed throwing knife to the neck. But without much time to react, he flicked a knife defensively at a third, wounding it superficially on the side. The dagwai swung across his body with its sword, but he swiftly skirted the attack and moved in with a lethal thrust of his knife under its chin.

			Tae jumped into the path of the dagwais that pursued Kai. While she traded blows with one dagwai, two more threatened to skirt around her. She impeded one’s path with a slash, but the other got around and targeted Kai. Having already triple-pumped his needle gauntlet, Kai fired directly into its chest. The lizard’s momentum kept it moving forward, so he fired again at its face, causing it to crash headfirst to the floor.

			Tae’s concern for Kai left her distracted and vulnerable. A dagwai rushed forward and swept her feet with its tail. She stumbled back into the side of the carriage, and when the dagwai followed up with a lethal blow from its spiked mace, she flipped over the side to avoid it. The dagwai’s weapon missed and smashed through the bamboo wall, but the end result was all that mattered—Tae was gone.

			“Noooo!” Han yelled.

			Screaming, he rushed over and grabbed the nearest dagwai by the tail from behind. With all his strength, he whipped and spun the dagwai overhead, flinging it skyward.

			Meanwhile, the dagwai closest to Tae peered over the ledge to investigate. Two feet wrapped around its head and pulled it overboard.

			Tae flipped on-board again.

			Han turned with surprise. “I thought you fell.”

			Tae squinted to see Han’s latest victim still sailing away in the distance.

			“No,” she said with a warm smile. “I didn’t.”

			She rushed the towing lever and kicked it forward.

			“Now let’s get moving.”
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			“Haaa!” Zhozang screamed as he barreled into the dagwais.

			His fighting style was aggressive and forceful, but not without skill. He rushed to the center of the action while Wong and Li fought on opposite ends.

			A dagwai hacked at him with a spiked mace. He first bounced it aside with his cleaver and followed through by lopping off its arm. He punched a second dagwai in the face to stun it, then grabbed it by the collar for a punishing headbutt.

			“Is this all the Koon Gee have to offer?” he shouted.

			His face went blank.

			The third carriage carrying Koon Gee pulled within range and disengaged its towing clamp. Dagwais stood at the forefront of the ship, skittish and eager for battle. A giant tarp hid its other occupants, which could only mean one thing—dark ninjas. The tarp was meant to protect them from the sunlight, but since it was still gray and misty within the valley, there was nothing to hold them back.

			Out came the dark ninjas in force.

			They leapt atop the suspension cables and skirted down the lines toward the embattled vessel. The dagwais, lacking such agility, did not follow but jumped on the towing strand instead; they hooked their tails over the line and hung upside-down with free arms, where they hitchhiked across with weapons in tow.

			Wong jumped on one of the cables to cut off a line of dark ninjas. They ran freely on the other side but there was nothing he could do to stop them all, so he concentrated on the ones at hand. He crossed sword blades with the first ninja for a stalemate, then simply swept its leg to knock it off the cable. When a second ninja came at him, he calmly stepped off the line to avoid it, grabbed the cable as he fell, and swung back up with both feet to knock it off its footing too. He sprang up to face a third, but the ninja jumped below onto Li and Zhozang’s carriage which had then pulled within reach.

			A dagwai hanging from the towing cable fired an arrow at him, which he narrowly ducked by leaning to the side and catching himself by a leg. Hanging upside-down to match the lizard, he flicked a handful of ninja stars in its direction and caused it to drop. More dagwais appeared behind it.

			Li and Zhozang fought back-to-back now as dark ninjas dropped from the cables and sprinkled around them. Their carriage slid into the enemy vessel and a new round of dagwais boarded.

			“Round two,” Zhozang quipped.

			“Three by my count,” Li said.

			Their enemies converged.
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			Not all of the dark ninjas dropped onto Li and Zhozang’s carriage—many continued to run past them and toward the second. They caught up to the vessel quickly after being fired upon by Genji, Tae, and Kai.

			“Incoming!” Han growled.

			A rain of ninja stars caused the vessel’s occupants to scramble. The action became chaotic as the ninjas jumped onto their ship. Han stood in the forefront and tried to take on the bulk of the onslaught, while Tae hung back to protect Kai.

			Genji stood off to the side, holding two sai daggers while blocking repeated sword strokes by an oncoming foe. Tae assisted by rifling a ninja star into its head. Genji turned back to see a new ninja clash swords with her, so he returned the favor by whipping his sai into its back.

			“Thanks for the assist,” Genji said.

			“Likewise.”

			Suddenly the carriage tilted to one corner and rocked its occupants—a dark ninja had cut one of the cables supporting the vessel.

			Genji stumbled back and looked up to see the same ninja running across the suspension cable, attempting to sever another line. If successful, the carriage would be left hanging completely vertical, putting them all in terrible danger. He adjusted the grip on his remaining sai and took aim—he could not miss or they were all dead. Just as he flicked up the dagger in an attempt to thwart it, another ninja slammed into him and knocked him over the bamboo side, causing his weapon to fly astray.

			The ninja that crashed into him braced itself against the short carriage wall, its momentum carrying it forward. It looked down and an arrow shot straight through its neck. Falling, Genji reached for another arrow and took aim at the ninja atop the suspension cable who was still trying to slice through the remaining support cable on his side. He squinted and fired. The arrow whistled through the air and hit the ninja squarely in the chest.

			Han cracked the skull of his opponent and ran over to the edge where Genji had just fallen. He hoped that Genji would pop back up just as Tae had before, but no one came. He looked over the side and caught the gaze of his friend one last time in the eye.

			Genji winked once, twisted, and fell away into oblivion.

			Tae came over and the two looked on helplessly, shocked and dumbfounded.
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			Wong, Li, and Zhozang finally slew the remaining Koon Gee on their carriage as it pulled toward Yaje Zhi. Everything grew quiet again except for the carriage rollers’ repeated squeal, so the passengers lowered their weapons, breathing heavily. They looked at each other triumphantly as carcasses could be seen all around them. When they peered behind them and saw their companions’ crooked ship, however, their enthusiasm soured.

			“Something’s wrong,” Wong said.

			“The ship is not right,” Li added.

			They disengaged their towing clamp and waited nervously for the vessel to catch up. Slowly, details came into focus.

			“They’re missing a support cable,” Zhozang said.

			“Genji’s gone,” Wong said after a pause.

			Zhozang’s jaw dropped. “How did that happen?”

			Wong hung his head. “We didn’t stop all the ninjas.”

			When the two ships finally came together, Tae raised the control lever and their carriages touched. They hung motionless in the air.

			“Genji went over,” Han said glumly.

			“We know,” Zhozang said.

			A moment of silence followed.

			“Climb over,” Li finally said. “Your craft is unstable.”

			Han complied. Tae lifted Kai over the ledge and followed behind, abandoning their vessel. 

			They approached the side of their new craft together and peered down. Somewhere beneath the mist and haze rumbled the Yangtzhu’s turbulent waters. Wong instead looked ahead toward Yaje Zhi.

			“Do you think he could have survived?” Tae asked.

			“It’s a long way down,” Li said.

			“I did say he was tough as steel,” Han added.

			They stared a while longer at the drop and their hearts sank. Reality set in as to the unlikeliness of survival.

			Kai leaned against the bamboo wall and pointed upstream. “He went into the water.”

			“Yes, Kai. He did,” Tae said. She leaned over and put a hand on him. “I wish we could search for him.”

			They spent another moment in silence and looked on helplessly, their aura of invincibility shaken.

			Zhozang finally spoke up. “He knew the risks when he took the mission. Let’s not dwell on his fate while there is still the mission.”

			“Zhozang’s right,” Wong said. “I don’t see any more carriages, but who knows what lies ahead of us in Yaje Zhi.”

			They looked forward into the expanse.

			“We can’t get caught up in the air like this again,” he continued. “Li and I will go on ahead. Everyone else follow after.”

			Li nodded. “Take the forward vessel with the tarp,” he said to the rest of them, referring to the adjacent Koon Gee ship. “It will hide you from the Koon Gee better—at least from their arrows. If you see a platform full of Koon Gee when you get there, turn back.”

			“What will you take?” Tae asked.

			“We’ll walk the cables.”

			Han looked like he wanted to object but didn’t. “Okay then. Good luck.”

			“Good luck to you. Watch for the ninjas. There may be more.”

			“We’ll be fine,” Zhozang said, crossing his blade in front of him.

			With a nod, they were off.

			Wong and Li jumped on opposite support cables and ran down the narrow line as if they were running on open ground. They were mirror images of each other in form and movement; their quick steps synchronously propelled them forward with their shiny swords grasped upward by the shoulders. But as alike as they were in movement, they contrasted greatly in appearance: the bright white of Li’s Shaolin attire stood out against the black of Wong’s.

			Before long, they were gone, fully engulfed by the mist.
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			A COHORT OF DAGWAIS assembled at the transport platform of Yaje Zhi. They were busy making preparations to load a final carriage to Yaje Piau—too busy to be watching the expanse.

			A lone dagwai stepped out onto the edge of the platform to look down into the abyss. When it looked up again, all it saw was a thick, white mist.

			Two small puffs of smoke popped from the haze: one dark and one light. It could have been just the movement of a mountainous cloud—an illusion of shadow and wind—but it moved swiftly, much too swift to be an illusion. The specks had now become fast approaching figures, two creatures running across the wires. 

			Was its mind playing tricks? 

			Before the decision could be made or a cry of warning could be given, a shiny silver disc caught its eye. The disc approached it from the right, and before it could react, sharp blades protruded from the weapon and plunged into its brain.

			The dagwai fell back, alerting others of the imminent danger. But it was already too late, as Li descended upon them with a war cry and the full fury of his temple blade. Wong’s samurai blade was out, too, and tore through those remaining in the wake of his brother’s attack.

			As quickly as the battle had begun, it ended, and all was quiet again. When the last lizard had fallen, they glanced at each other, paused, and took a couple of deep breaths. Without speaking a word, they knew what was on each other’s mind: it was the first battle they had fought alone together in some time. Despite all the time that had passed, they were still in perfect sync, as if they had been practicing together every day.

			The brothers looked for more signs of activity but there were none. Wong went back to the first dagwai to retrieve his throwing disc. They secured the area and a little while later, Kai’s carriage arrived.

			“Welcoming party?” Zhozang said, referring to the dead lizards. He disengaged the clamp box and the vessel slid into the bay.

			Han surveyed the area and looked at the dead dagwais on the ground. He stepped off the carriage.

			“Is it safe?”

			“For now,” Li said. “But there may be more. It looks quiet but we have not scouted past this point.”

			Tae disembarked while Wong lent a hand in support. He picked Kai off the craft and placed him on the ground. Zhozang followed. They took a moment longer to look around and then followed a road leading away from the platform with their weapons drawn.

			“I’ve never seen Yaje Zhi this empty,” Zhozang said.

			“Neither have I,” Li said. “Keep vigilant.”

			They walked into the lifeless town, wondering where all the villagers had gone and if the Koon Gee had scared or killed them off. By all accounts, nothing in the village itself seemed out of place—that is, until they came across a dead body, some unfortunate soul undoubtedly caught in the path of the demon horde. They passed by silently and kept on moving. Li wished they had time to properly dispose of the body.

			A cool breeze swept across the earth and sent chills up their spines. There was something odd about the apparent peace of the village coupled with the dead body and the trauma of recent events, adding to the eeriness of their surroundings.

			Movement could be detected in some of the homes nearby.

			“We’re being watched,” Wong said.

			The door to a storefront opened and its inhabitants spilled out. Three men and two women approached, the men carrying swords and makeshift spears.

			“Townspeople,” Li said.

			Soon after several more doors opened to reveal more townsfolk. They approached the small party cautiously and asked if it was safe to go outside again. Li told them it was secure for now, and in return, learned from them that the Koon Gee had just arrived that morning. The villagers tried mounting a resistance, but were quickly overpowered and driven into the shelter of their homes. Because the dagwais seemed more interested in using the transport than anything else, they hid and waited for the danger to pass. They knew the transport had been shut off from Yaje Piau earlier and there was little chance the lizards could get across, until of course it had been mysteriously turned on later that morning.

			“We turned it on,” Han said.

			Li asked them if they knew anything more of Koon Gee activity in the region or heard any news from Shaolin, but the villagers had nothing specific to report. They did note, however, that travelers had stopped coming in from the north and the east. Li told them to be on guard and said that it might be a good idea to leave town for a few days. He bid them well and when asked where they were going, he simply replied, “Northeast.”

			They approached the outskirts of the village and headed toward the mountain forests again. After finding an easy path, they veered toward the greenery. 

			Wong sighed at the sight. In retrospect, the eeriness of the village wasn’t that bad. 

			Han caught up to him.

			“You know, perhaps it is not the wisest thing to jump off a suspension carriage hundreds of feet above the Yangtzhu River when there is a prophecy of death hovering over your head.”

			“I thought you didn’t believe in the prophecy.”

			“Well, I . . . I . . . um—”

			“It’s okay,” Wong smiled, letting him off the hook. “Maybe I shouldn’t have, but I can’t let it hold me back. I have to be who I am despite the prophecy. The odds are against us as it is. I can’t fight crippled. Kai is the priority.”

			“Fair enough. But that does not mean you should fight recklessly.”

			“Blame Li. I took his lead.”

			“Just tread lightly, Wong. We do not need to lose any more people.”

			“Understood . . . I’m sorry about Genji. I know he was a good friend.”

			“You didn’t see much of him in action. You would have been impressed.”

			Wong nodded. “I’m sure I would have.”

			“Perhaps he made it,” Han said.

			“Maybe. Maybe he’s the lucky one. Maybe he’s the only one of us that survives this.”
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			Li led them into the backwoods and in the general direction of the temple. The rest haphazardly followed behind, though Wong stayed close to Kai. The forest growth was sparse enough that sunlight filtered through the canopy.

			Wong gazed into the distance, looking past the trunks of trees for signs of movement. He closed his eyes and listened for the rustle of leaves or the crack of twigs from afar, but heard nothing. Still, something about the woods spooked him.

			“I should scout ahead. It feels as if this forest is crawling with Koon Gee.”

			“Then all the more reason we should stick together,” Tae said.

			“I would think the immediate strength of the enemy was concentrated at Yaje Zhi. That would allow us some peace for the morning at least,” Li said.

			Wong thought about it and then let the subject drop. He did not feel like venturing ahead into battle anyway. Sticking together seemed the right thing to do, especially after the loss of Genji. There was also comfort in their travel together—companionship he missed during his solitary travels. He enjoyed seeing his brother and Han again and his bond with Tae and Kai continue to grow. Zhozang was even turning out to be a decent guy. And since Han brought up the subject, there was also the matter of his prophetic death. He promised Han he would be less reckless. It would be tragic for him to scout alone yet never return.

			“All right. I guess you’ll be stuck with me for a while then.”

			“Good,” Li replied.

			They carried on in silence and trudged on methodically. Worry could be seen in their faces and the way they carried themselves. Though they did not talk about it, their experience on the silk bridge hung over them like a dark cloud. If their first battle as a team resulted in such tragedy, how would they fair the rest of the way?

			Wong sensed their unease and wished he was in the right mindset to cheer them up. 

			Finally Zhozang spoke. “It’s quiet. Not the mayhem and bloodshed I was expecting.”

			“Pleasant, actually,” Han said.

			“Don’t be fooled,” Tae warned. “The last time I thought that, we were chased by four zhuks.”

			“I think we can handle four zhuks,” Wong said.

			“Confident so soon?”

			“Solid ground.”

			Tae put on a good face. “Do you think we made the right decision—to take the transport?”

			“We couldn’t afford an extra day of traveling. Not with Kai. I still think it was the right decision. We need to reach Jaguan and the Shaolin army as soon as possible. That’s the only way.”

			Tae nodded.

			Wong fumbled for words. “I’ve fallen from much further, you know. There’s a good chance Genji’s drying off somewhere upstream.” 

			She didn’t respond. Wong didn’t think so, either.
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			Hours passed. The sunlight strengthened and the enemy still had yet to appear. The air thinned out and the humidity dropped, making travel increasingly comfortable. Trees glistened in the sunlight and swayed with the wind. Birds could be heard calling to one another.

			As the cloud of tension began to dissipate, light conversation ensued. It started with a few unrelated words here and there about random topics and then escalated to chatter, with a sprinkle of laughter. Though they kept vigilant, they were able to put behind them the events of the morning.

			They sat together for a late lunch and their mood improved. Han surprised them by opening a parchment bag full of Szechuan dumplings.

			“We’re off to battle and you packed Szechuan dumplings?” Zhozang said dryly.

			“Spicy food will keep us alert,” Han said. “You don’t have to eat any.”

			Zhozang changed his tune quickly. “No sumo, I need to be alert.”

			Han made him squirm some more before handing him one.

			Zhozang popped it in his mouth and gulped it down. “So tell me about this plan again. Why aren’t we on horseback to meet this monk of yours?”

			“There are only two horse-worthy roads leading away from Yaje Zhi. One leads southeast and potentially into the enemy, the other northwest, delaying where we need to go.”

			“So why not ride northwest, around this godforsaken country, and then back east again? It couldn’t take us much longer to go around this terrain than to cut through it on foot.”

			“It was a thought, but the main roads are more easily traveled by Koon Gee armies too. And watched.”

			“The faster we get to Jaguan, the better,” Wong added. “And I don’t know of another place we could hole up for the night either.”

			“Are you referring to this cave of yours? Are you sure it will be safe?”

			“It’s a deep quor mine. Quor is very dense rock, so it should protect us a bit. It’s on the way and better than sleeping out in the open, at least.”

			“I see . . . but I still retain my right to complain about it. Can I have another dumpling?”

			Han was in them middle of passing a second to Kai.

			“Not enough.”

			“Why does he get another?”

			“When you are prophesied to destroy the Koon Gee, come back to me and you may have another.”

			The crowd laughed. Zhozang grumbled.
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			They reached the quor mine late in the day. Wong was ahead and signaled the rest to stop. Sounds of men could be heard in the distance.

			“What is it?” Li asked.

			“Miners. Six at least, probably more in the mine.”

			“Miners? Now?”

			“It is a bit late for mining.”

			“And in such treacherous times. These men are either very brave or very stupid.”

			“My vote’s on stupid, but let’s find out.”

			They approached a gruff looking crowd, full of men with hardened faces. Perhaps that was the toll of such an unforgiving profession, though this crowd seemed more disconcerting than most. They carried pick axes, sledgehammers, and shovels. A few wore swords. A cart full of broken fragments of rock was being loaded, with four purple oxen at its head.

			A man with a scar on his face saw them approach as he tossed rock into the cart. 

			“What’s this?”

			Heads shot up in their direction. The miners froze.

			Li stepped forward with his hands out. “No cause for alarm. Just travelers.”

			The man looked Li over. “Shaolin, heh? Why have you come here? What’s your purpose?”

			“We are passing north. The forest has become dangerous of late and we were hoping to shelter here for the night.”

			The man considered it for a moment and exchanged nervous glances with the others.

			“This is not so great a place to stay. We are very, very busy. It’s best you keep moving through.”

			“Armies of the Koon Gee have come. Do you not see? You would risk your lives collecting rocks and turn us away?”

			Another man, holding a pick axe, spoke. “We see well enough. It is a good time for quor in such times.”

			“So it’s best you move along,” the first man said again, in a less friendly tone.

			Wong examined them. Something seemed off. He noted the way they carried their tools and the clumsiness with which they loaded the cart. He looked at each man’s build and the muscle definition of his arms.

			“I get it,” Wong finally said. “You are not miners. This is not your mine.”

			“Looters,” Han said.

			The look on the miners’ faces could not hide their guilt. Several of them stirred nervously. The man with the scar put a hand on the hilt of his blade.

			“Ah, ah, ah,” Wong said. “Think carefully before you raise your sword against Shaolin.”

			He could tell they weren’t experienced fighters. More likely they were men down on their luck. Most didn’t even have real weapons and it would be foolish to charge a crowd such as theirs with mining tools. He doubted they would fight, but couldn’t be sure.

			The man let go. “Fine—it’s time to go, anyway. We’ll leave but we’re taking this load. We’ve worked hard for it.”

			“Where would you go?”

			“East. There is just this dirt path.”

			“Your oxen would make a fine meal for the Koon Gee. I would not suggest it.”

			“We’ve come this far.”

			A silent moment passed. “Go then. Now.”

			The men looked at him uncertainly.

			“Now,” Wong snapped again.

			The looters quickly gathered their belongings. They said little as they worked and Wong almost felt bad for them. Mining quor was difficult work without much payoff. Before long, they were off and the purple oxen trudged slowly down the road east.

			Li looked on after them. “I do not like letting them go. Looting in times of war is reprehensible.”

			“That rock won’t be missed. There’s a whole mine. Now we don’t have to worry about them coming back or leading the Koon Gee to us. Maybe they’ll even draw them away.”

			“They are all dead men,” Han said.

			“Why would they risk it?” Tae asked.

			“Money will make men do most things.”

			Tae nodded. “At least we have the mine to ourselves now.”

			Han gazed uncertainly at the tunnel entrance. “What’s the plan?”

			“Well, it’s ours for the night,” Wong said. “Might as well look around and get comfy.”
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			WONG AWOKE BEFORE sunrise, though there was no way for him to tell. All he saw was a jagged wall of stone. He was curled up in the confines of a small wall crevice with soft leaves underneath. A dim lantern was alight in the mine tunnel beyond. Somewhere he thought he could hear water dripping.

			He gathered himself. The others were probably up already. He followed the light and saw Kai meditating by the lantern with his legs folded.

			“How’s it going?” Wong said. “Did you get it to flicker?”

			“No not yet. I don’t think it works down here.”

			“It takes time. How long have you been trying?”

			“A couple hours.”

			Wong was impressed. He gave Kai chi lessons the night before so he wouldn’t feel trapped underground, but didn’t expect him to continue on his own. He would probably take well to monk lessons at Shaolin.

			“A couple hours is just the beginning.”

			“I know. Can I come up now?”

			“Is anyone left down here?”

			“No. Zhozang woke up and left a little while ago.”

			“Good. Time to go then. Get your things.”

			He had shared the last patrol with Zhozang before coming down to sleep, swapping places with Tae and Li. The nook he slept in was previously Tae’s, which was the right size for her but a little too cramped for him. Han slept intermittently by the entrance all night, deciding that the mine was too claustrophobic for his liking. They were probably all awake and waiting for them now.

			As far as he could tell, their plan to stay in the mine was a success. Sleeping deep below the earth and under a mountain of dense quor worked well to dampen Kai’s mark. He estimated that the draw was only half as strong at the surface, which kept them hidden through the night. They could not stay there forever though; eventually a patrol would come within range and find them.

			“I’m ready,” Kai said, carrying the lantern with his needle gauntlet fastened.

			They started up a walkway. The passage was narrow and crooked, climbing unevenly toward the surface. Kai thought that their journey out of the mine seemed much shorter than the one in. They reached the tunnel entrance almost expecting sunlight, but were met with predawn gloom.

			Han leaned back against a wall with his arms folded and eyes closed. Tae and Zhozang were resting similarly just beyond him.

			“Morning,” Wong said.

			“Morning,” Han echoed, yawning. He stretched his arms. “We were going to wake you soon.”

			“Where’s Li?”

			“Scouting the eastern path. He’ll be back soon.”

			“Anything happen?”

			“No. Quiet.”

			“Good . . . I think.”

			“You think?”

			He stood motionless without reply, locked cryptically in thought.

			A little voice broke the silence. “There are more marks.” 

			Wong turned to him and smiled. “Very good, Kai.”

			“Um,” Zhozang said. “Not to take away from the moment, but isn’t that bad?”

			“It seems the Koon Gee have been busy. They’ve lost us, so they’ve cast a net.”

			“Where are the marks?” Han asked.

			Wong reached out with both hands. “There’s one northeast of here. There,” he said, indicating with a hand. “And over there, to the west.”

			“Can you tell how far they are? How strong?” 

			“They’re far. Many hours away.”

			“How shall we handle it?”

			“The way I see it, we can either stay here while the net shrinks or press past the marks and try to reach Jaguan.”

			“That does not sound like much of a choice. I guess we will have to test this net of theirs. Perhaps we can find a hole.”

			“The best path is right between the marks, but I imagine there will be scouts dotted in between. It will be hard to get past them without them knowing. They don’t even have to search. All they have to do is sit and wait for Kai’s mark to come within range.”

			“Then we’ll punch a hole through.”

			“Aye sumo, we think alike,” Zhozang said. “I did not expect us to get through without fighting anyway. I am ready.”

			A lone silhouette appeared in the road. Li approached them and sensed their heavy mood.

			“What’s wrong?”
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			They traveled the entire day. Despite the multiple marks, they had not come across any scouts—or at least any that they saw. They picked up their pace as the sun grew faint, fearing travel under darker skies.

			“We won’t make it out of the forest before nightfall,” Li said. “The trees will get taller and thicker before we reach the plains. We should rest now and press on in the dark until we get there.”

			The others nodded. They found a small clearing in the woods, picked out a comfortable spot, sat, and unpacked rations.

			Wong looked up at the sky. Daylight. It was a security blanket—an unfailing guardian throughout his long and difficult journey. It was fading rapidly and bad things tended to happen when it was gone.

			“It’ll be dark soon,” he said. “Dark enough for ninjas.” 

			“Dark enough for many things,” Han added matter-of-factly. “Unan demons, Ga warriors—”

			“Lo-shur.”

			Han paused. “Yes. Lo-shur.” He breathed deeply. “Let them come. It is a good night to die. We can go together.”

			Wong laughed.

			Tae scolded them. “Seriously, guys. Not appropriate.”

			Han grimaced as though he had said nothing wrong, then grinned and let out a deep chuckle. He said on a more conservative note, “I wonder if there is a radiance pool out there.”

			“What’s that?” Kai asked.

			Li was pleased by Kai’s curiosity. “Radiance pools allow lo-shur spirits to bind with organic hosts. They mutate and induce power into the living things they bind with, making them much more dangerous and powerful than before.”

			Wong frowned and spoke to Kai more simply. “It’s a pool of water. When you’re near it, lo-shur spirits can possess dagwais and other things to make them stronger. Much stronger.”

			“Oh,” Kai said glumly, unsure of what to make of it. He had hoped a radiance pool was something amazing to see, like the Stone Forest or the air transport.

			“And you think they’re already out there?” Tae asked.

			“It is likely,” Li said.

			“Then why haven’t we seen them yet, the lo-shur demons?”

			“We probably haven’t come within range of a radiance pool yet,” Wong answered. “Lo-shur can only appear as spirits outside of the pool’s effects . . . like the one that marked Kai. As spirits, they can’t do much else to us.”

			Li added to his explanation. “In the heart of the Koon Kagi there are chi pools which allow lo-shur to take on solid forms without hosts. When they need to fight outside of their strongholds, they bring some of its water to create a radiance pool. Though it is not strong enough to allow them to solidify on their own, they can through a host organism.”

			“I have heard of that before, but I never thought I’d be in a situation to experience it firsthand,” Tae said.

			Wong looked concerned. “It worries me that we are headed toward a pool.”

			“We can manage,” Han said.

			Li nodded. “We’ve faced them before. I do have the sword with me.” He explained to Tae: “Lo-shur can only be killed when they are in solid form or bonded with their hosts. My sword was forged with the waters of the temple, opposite to that of the Koon Gee. It bears its mystical properties and can affect them in spirit form too.”

			She glanced over at his mystical weapon and said, “Let’s just try to make it through the night without fighting any.”

			“I have never faced one,” Zhozang said. “I look forward to the challenge.”

			“This is not like fighting at the Guilin Games,” Han warned. “Don’t be foolish. Do not take lo-shur demons lightly.”

			“But that’s why I’m here. To match swords with the best. To test my limits. I have always wanted to kill a lo-shur. Now that would do much for my name.”

			“While confidence is better than despair, beware your path, Zhozang. The greatest warriors are usually born of circumstance,” Li said.

			“Shoukui, I mean no disrespect, but I do not even know what you just said.”

			Wong suppressed a grin. “He means don’t try so hard to get yourself killed. You’re a good warrior. A name will follow in time.”

			“Try hard? Am I not in the presence of former wushu champions? Of the Guilin Games and Hanai? Was that not for name?” he said, referring to Wong and Han.

			“I never really cared for a name, but I see your point. Seeking out lo-shur is not the same as fighting in a tournament, though. Han is right. These are no games. Lo-shur are deadly, and they can’t be overpowered with brute force.”

			Zhozang didn’t like being lectured, but accepted his criticism. “If I did not just see you jump from our craft over the Yangtzhu River I would consider you spineless—so I will heed your warning. I will consider it training for Hanai.”

			“Good,” Wong said, not quite sure if Zhozang just paid him a compliment or an insult, or if he even got the point of what he was trying to say.

			At this Zhozang broke from the conversation, settling in on his own thoughts while sharpening his war cleaver. Li moved over to speak with Kai, taking the opportunity to teach him further. Han joined and chimed in whenever he could. Tae looked straight ahead and nibbled on a biscuit. Wong noted her pensive look and came over, taking a seat besides her.

			“You all right?” he asked.

			“Yeah,” she replied casually. “First dagwais and zhuks, now lo-shur-infused, demonic mutated Koon Gee. What’s not to like?”

			Wong laughed. “Life has its moments, doesn’t it?”

			She tried to hold back a smile. “Is that how you handle it?”

			Wong looked at her inquisitively.

			“Laugh and brush off the danger like it isn’t even there?”

			“It works for me.” 

			Almost as soon as he said it, he wanted to take it back, worried that he was being insensitive.

			“I guess you don’t come across this too often back in the Shunnan,” he said.

			“No. Mostly tough guys.”

			“People are just as dangerous as Koon Gee. You held your own against me, you should have no problem with lo-shur.”

			Tae smiled. “Thanks. I’ll pretend it’s you I’m striking when I fight them.”

			Wong laughed. “Let me see your sword.”

			“Why?”

			“Just let me see it.”

			Tae thought it was an odd request, but complied. Wong took hold of the sheath and pulled out the sword. He played with the weight in his hands and was almost surprised by the quality.

			“This is a nice weapon. I like the balance.”

			He re-sheathed her weapon and handed it back to her. He then retrieved his samurai blade and held it out horizontally with both hands. “Try this.”

			Tae could tell it meant a great deal to him by the way he handled it. She took it apprehensively.

			He explained. “It was given to me by a great samurai and friend—”

			She unsheathed and examined the blade.

			“—He passed it on to me when his time had come. I want you to have it.”

			Her mind immediately shifted to the prophecy. “If this is some sort of dying gift—”

			Wong cut her off. “No, I didn’t mean it like that.”

			“Then how did you mean it?”

			“You were worried and I thought it would make you feel better . . . more confident. You could use a better weapon to fight lo-shur. I already have the Dragon Arm.”

			She frowned.

			“You won’t find a better sword unless you take Li’s. You can give it back to me later if you like, but you need it now more than I do. Really.”

			He could tell by her silence she was relenting.

			“I can’t let Ko Hang outdo me,” he added.

			She held up the weapon. “First a petrified Zhigau bow, now this. Are you sure?”

			“Perks of saving the world.”

			“Thank you,” she said hesitantly.

			She played with the balance of the weapon in her hands. It was lighter than she expected, but its construction felt sturdy. She noticed markings on the handle, much like the runes on the Dragon Arm and Shaolin Sword.

			“Is it mystical too?”

			“Not exactly. The markings allow the weapon to respond to your chi. The Dragon Arm and Shaolin Sword also respond to chi, but they were also infused by great powers. 

			There are times that I can feel the chi imprint of my samurai master in it though. Perhaps now some of my own chi has left a mark on it. It has seen many battles and sometimes a weapon can become mystic.”

			Her eyes lingered on the blade, which seemed suddenly and unnaturally luminescent.

			“Thank you,” she said gratefully. She handed Wong back her own sword. “You can have my sword. It’s dear to me too.”

			“Then I will treat it as if it were my own.”

			She smiled and then swished her new sword around in the air. “It’s nice.”

			“Remember, Tae, it is not the weapon that makes the warrior dangerous—it is the warrior that makes the weapon dangerous.”

			Tae rolled her eyes. “Oh please, at least have something original for me.”

			“Come on,” he said. “You’re not going get a feel of it like that.” He stood up and slapped his new sword against hers.

			They sparred a little longer and she began to grow in confidence as she wielded it. The sword cut smoother than her own and felt as if it had much more impact.

			“You know, if I had this weapon before I probably would have beaten you in the Stone Forest.”

			“It’s a sword, not a magic wand.”

			She laughed off his response and attacked.
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			THE SUN HAD begun to set and its reflected rays only faintly lit the sky. They traveled at a brisk but careful pace, wary of a Koon Gee-filled night. The forest was completely devoid of sound and movement now. No animals could be heard, no breeze could be felt, and no leaves rustled.

			Wong stopped and let the others pass, taking a moment to concentrate. He quickly scanned the forest behind them with his ears and mind, but nothing followed. He then shifted his attention forward and began to walk. His concentration intensified as he listened for the lighter steps of the dark ninja, but once again, he picked up nothing.

			Making his way over to Li, he voiced a familiar concern. 

			“I really think I should scout ahead. There’s no way we’re getting through the night without confrontation.” 

			Instead of answering, Li stopped and stared forward without expression.

			In the trees ahead, the silhouettes of several figures could be seen in the lower branches. Wong was surprised he did not detect them earlier. Weapons were drawn. Han lifted Kai into a pack on his back, something devised the night before to carry him in times of danger.

			The figures did not move, though they appeared to be looking in their direction. Their silence was unnerving; the sound of a zhuk kwai roar was preferable. Perhaps it was the coming darkness that played with their senses, but the figures seemed to exude great evil. Their presence was palpable—the air felt heavier and the light seemed to blur around them. At first glance the figures appeared human, but the longer they looked at them, the more distorted they became, until finally there was nothing left but an unnatural obscurity.

			“Dark ninjas,” Li whispered, and after a thought added, “And something more.”

			Without sound, the ninjas dropped from their positions into the black of the forest. The suddenness of their disappearance was shocking. An unnatural breeze wafted in their direction and swift movement could be sensed. The inevitable happened and Wong quickly announced its arrival. 

			“Lo-shur ninjas. They’re possessed.”

			“Get back,” Li urged as his sword shimmered in anticipation of a combined lo-shur and dark ninja entity.

			If not by the sheer presence of the mutated ninjas, the gravity of the situation was made clear by the tone in the brothers’ voices. For the first time since meeting them, Tae heard it—a hesitation, an uncertainty. And then, however slight, she recognized it for what it was—fear. She looked down at the samurai blade in her hands, hoping to draw strength from it, and pulled her ninja mask over her face as if to conceal her own fear. Behind it she was Tae no more, but a Hunter of Shunnan.

			Movement in the forest grew and the party braced for attack. Wong tried to pinpoint the movement, but it was too fast and random. Wind picked up and blew in their faces, trumpeting the demons’ arrival. Suddenly, loud and high-pitched screeching pierced the silence from multiple directions.

			The first possessed ninja appeared, lunging out of the darkness. Its distorted pale white face was completely exposed and grinning, its eyes entirely black; the darkness seemed even to swallow the light around it. It clashed swords with Li then swept past him with blinding speed, bearing directly toward Han and Kai. The Weapons Master slid in the way and hacked at it, but the demon dodged his weapon without lifting a sword. It slowed its advance, backed away, and wheezed, delighted to see him.

			A second ninja burst from the forest and jumped at Li. He met it head on, with this ninja sticking around to accept the challenge.

			A third streaked past Tae and knocked her down, making its way toward Han. It furiously slashed at the sumo, who blocked with his mace and backpedaled away, finding it difficult to keep up with the upgraded ninja’s strength and quickness. Han took to the offensive and swung, but the demon sidestepped the attack and cut him with a flick of its sword. Han reeled back, and the ninja followed with a flip kick that knocked him off his feet. He fell backward and dropped his mace in an effort to brace his fall without crushing Kai behind him.

			Zhozang stormed in with several forceful hacks, pushing the demon away from Han. The ninja ducked and weaved between each attack, carefully watching Zhozang’s movements with a hackneyed grin. When it found the right moment, it dropped its sword and grabbed Zhozang’s arms firmly with both hands and flipped him against a tree trunk some distance away. It regained its weapon and turned back toward Han, but Tae dropped in front with her sword held out perpendicularly in its direction. The ninja stood back, holding out its own weapon to match, encircling her and measuring her up.

			“That sword does not belong to you,” it said in a thin, raspy voice, before violently striking.

			Meanwhile Li engaged in skilled swordplay with his adversary. They flashed their weapons, parried, and thrust, each unable to gain an advantage over the other. They studied each other’s movements and started the dance all over again.

			Wong flickered the staff about him, slashing at the enemy, and poking at its defenses. Although their fight looked somewhat lax, both fighters were locked-in. The ninja blocked and dodged Wong’s forays, smiling smugly at each turn.

			“This one is ours, Weapons Master, outcast of the wretched temple.”

			Wong angrily struck with his spinning blades and nicked the ninja’s chin, drawing first blood. He then stepped back, and grinned in jest.

			Tae could feel her heart pulsating. The spirit-infused ninja hit harder than she expected, and she found herself on the defensive. Fortunately, it wasn’t too quick for her and she was able to avoid its blows. The demon charged and pressed, using its strength aggressively. Tae blocked left, deflected right, and stepped back to avoid two more slashes. The ninja had extended its reach too far and she was able to knock it back it a well-placed kick. Her spirit grew and she took the offensive.

			The pace of Li’s battle quickened. The two maintained a strategy of hit-and-withdraw. They stepped into one another, exchanged five or six rapid blows, and withdrew. Each incursion taught them a little more about the other, and would culminate in one last, extended assault. 

			Li deemed it the right time and charged. When the fifth blow had been reached, he pressed on. He slashed and thrust, but the enemy caught his thrust with an upward movement of its sword. It swung down from this position and frayed his garbs as he jumped out of the way. He countered by slashing downward and missing, forcing the ninja back. He swung horizontally from the left and was weakly blocked by the retreating ninja, so he pivoted and slid the Shaolin Sword downward, cutting off the demon’s sword-bearing hand.

			The demon stepped back, turned its head up, and howled. Black shadow started rising from its body and the lo-shur separated from the ninja. Li rushed and thrust his sword into its chest, but its eyes had already cleared and its pupils changed back to its normal hue of red. He chased the shadow form of the demon with his sword, but it floated away to a safe distance.

			After drawing first blood, Wong continued to exchange sword strikes. The demonic ninja came at him with ferocity, trying to move in close to gain a tactical advantage of sword over staff. It dodged and lunged, but the Weapons Master parried and backed away. He spun his blades hand over hand in front of him, slicing the ground and kicking up loose bits of gravel. The demon was now in retreat, backpedaling and back-flipping to keep from getting its toes cut off. Its free hand shot forward and cutting stars spewed from its grasp. Wong managed to divert some of the stars by whirling his staff, but the projectiles were too numerous and thrown at too close a distance. He leapt back off his feet and hit the ground to avoid the rest, but one grazed his shoulder.

			Immediately the ninja was on top of him. Wong barely managed to hold back a downward hack of its sword with his staff. The ninja grinned and pressed its weapon, but its face went blank when it glanced upward.

			Han came down on their position with his war mace cocked. He unloaded on the demon’s face with a ferocious uppercut that sent it flying across the field. It smacked into a tree and crumpled to the ground, motionless.

			Seeing its comrades fallen and Zhozang angrily storming back in, Tae’s enemy backed away. It shot one last cold glance at the party, spread its arms, and looked up. Black shadow rose from its body and its eyes turned back to red. The black spirit pulled away from the dark ninja and hovered above its head, gathering in form and shape. It then quickly retreated into the forest and disappeared.

			The abandoned ninja now stood alone, seemingly confused as it looked around. It grasped its weapon with both hands as if it would fight, but then abruptly turned and ran.

			Han and Wong crept closer to where Tae and Zhozang stood from one side, while Li approached from the other. They stared into the forest where the last ninja fled, unsure of what was next to come. 

			“At least we got one of them,” Han said.

			Li looked more pensive and glanced at Han’s wound. 

			Han guessed Li’s worry. “It’s nothing. Flesh wound.” 

			“That was pathetic,” Zhozang muttered, referring to his own performance.

			Wong covered up his cut without saying a word. He was angry that a single lo-shur demon had almost gotten the best of him. His concentration was off—there were too many people around him to worry about.

			The sense of relief from their victory was minor, cut short by loud shrieking sounds in the distance. Another cry followed from a different location, with several more in rapid succession. The lo-shur ninjas weren’t just trying to intimidate them, they were communicating with each another and coordinating another attack.

			The stealth force looked desperately into the forest but could not see the attack coming. They could only hear it. The shrieks intensified and came together, evolving from calls for help to a cacophony of war cries. Though it was hard to count the exact number that hunted them, one thing was certain: it was much more than the first wave and getting closer.

			“There are too many of them,” Li said, taking a couple of steps back.

			The company began to turn. A shriek burst out closer than the rest.

			“Go!” Wong yelled.

			They ran. A myriad of howls chased them. They moved as fast as they could in the twilight, through tree and underbrush, uncertain of where they were headed, driven by the screams.

			Countless thoughts raced through Wong’s mind. They would not be able to escape the lo-shur once darkness hit. The Koon Gee would catch them, surround them, and kill them. Perhaps if he was alone he might stand a chance, but not with them, and not with Kai. With Kai they would always be the hunted, and always on the run. He needed to be alone, free to run around and pick them off, and free to run away when situation called for it. 

			His decision was made.

			This is how he would meet his end. Not by running and hiding, but by turning and facing them alone, like always. He had been fearful of his death before and it made him weak. Now he would turn and embrace it. There was no other choice.

			A familiar light glimmered in his eyes and he stopped in his tracks. He wanted to call out to the others, but couldn’t find the words. He opened his mouth to shout, but only found silence.

			Tae noticed him trailing off and stopped.

			“Wong?” she called.

			He still could not find words. He just stared at her silently. It did not matter, because she could already tell what was on his mind. She had seen that look before. She took a step in his direction.

			Wong regained his composure. “You have to keep on running. I can buy you time.”

			“Not alone.”

			“I can only do this alone,” he said resolutely. “I’ll find my way back to you.”

			He turned away.

			“Just like that?” she said, understanding his prophecy was about to come to fruition.

			“Just like that,” he responded, facing her.

			Behind them, the screaming intensified.

			“Get Kai out of here,” he said.

			Tae hesitated, took a step forward, and thought to follow.

			“Tae,” Wong called out, halting her. 

			She looked up. His face was calm.

			“The thing about rock lilies . . . it’s that they’re beautiful and delicate . . . and they bloom despite all the rough and ragged rock around them.”

			A scream sounded off to the far right and made her flinch. When she looked back, Wong was gone. 

			She stared blankly into the forest for a moment, tears nearly welling up in her eyes, and then turned and ran before she lost track of the others. She caught up to them quickly after they noticed her missing and slowed.

			“Where’s Wong?” Li asked.

			She shook her head. “He’s gone back.”

			Li’s head darted back and his eyes opened wide.

			“We have to go after him,” Han said.

			Li winced. His brother had turned back to face the hunters and stall them; he could not waste his sacrifice by going after him. They had to keep moving forward for Kai. 

			“No,” he said. “We keep running.”
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			WONG DARTED THROUGH the forest with his staff tucked behind an arm, winding through the trees as neatly and quietly as a cat on the prowl. He headed directly into the cries of the demons, the shrill screams sending chills down his spine.

			Blood pulsed in his ears as he considered a plan of attack. The demons were too widely scattered now for him to stop them all. The most he could do was stand in the path of the loudest activity and hope to divert the bulk of the onslaught. It was an odd feeling turning into the chaos, but he preferred it over running away.

			He dropped to his knees and stopped. He held the Dragon Arm out before him, parallel to the ground, with both blades fully extended. He closed his eyes.

			The screams were almost upon him now. They rang in his ears and filled him with fury. His own mark flashed into his memory now—scars of the past enraging him. He let his mind go free, clearing his thoughts, and regaining balance. Soon the sounds of the enemy faded away—tools used to instill fear and uncertainty—and all that was left was silence. He closed his eyes and saw light—a bright, white, searing radiance.
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			Giddy from the hunt and their proximity to the mark, the lo-shur ninjas ran as a rabid pack. They could feel the mark’s draw within their reach. Though obscured by monk magic, it was almost tangible. It tempted and excited them.

			They let out primal shrieks—in part to terrorize their enemies, in part from the sheer exhilaration of the hunt. In spirit form the lo-shur were barely alive, without feeling and emotion. They were a cold, calculating, and malevolent presence. But when joined with their minions, they took on the nature of the forms they possessed. Blood coursed through their veins, air passed through their lungs, and sensations flooded their minds. They screamed and ran and hunted, elated to be alive.

			They sped through the forest unhindered by the darkness when the foremost ninja stopped. Several of its companions followed suit, taking up its cautionary posture. Their shrieking ceased and silence blanketed the area.

			In the clearing ahead knelt the Weapons Master with the Dragon Arm gleaming before him. He was alone, encompassed in a great aura of chi. It blazed and whipped around him like a great fire, spiraling upward in a funnel of power.

			The lo-shur would have ordinarily pounced at the opportunity to rid themselves of their hated enemy, but this time they held back. His display of power was staggering, causing them pause despite their overwhelming numbers. They considered their options as the mark, their primary target, pulled away.

			Seconds later they charged, screaming.
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			Although his eyes were closed, Wong could clearly see them coming. He could feel them coming. 

			Two straight ahead of him, the one on the left more powerful than the one on the right. Two on the wings, one heading toward him and the other running off to the side.

			The lo-shur ninjas quickly closed in. They charged as he knelt motionless and gained in excitement the closer they got. When they were close enough to see the lids of his eyes, he opened them.

			A silver disc shot from his left hand and metal blades protruded from it midair. It landed deep in the flesh of a tree trunk, barely missing the head of a ninja on the wings. The ninja appeared to be circling around, either to sneak up on him from behind or abandon their confrontation altogether in pursuit of Kai.

			The cutting disc got its attention.

			“Going somewhere?” Wong said.

			The ninja wasted no time and redirected its attack. Two of its comrades were already within reach.

			Wong jumped up from his position and held them back, blocking and sidestepping the attacks. He moved effortlessly, almost lackadaisical in his approach, despite the danger. Though he felt he could hold them off all day, the other demons soon arrived to intensify their assault, forcing him to retreat and assess his options. He couldn’t fight them all at once out in the open and knew his only chance was to isolate and take them out individually. A thicker part of the forest was desirable.

			Running into the pack, he sliced at the demons in his way and scattered them. He continued toward the denser forest with the lo-shur following closely behind. When he finally thought the conditions were right, he turned. He swept down on an outlying ninja and attacked it ferociously.

			The surprised ninja barely dodged his initial attack and backed away, fleeing from the blades of the Dragon Arm. Quickly, the other demons came to its aid and converged. Before they had a chance to surround him, Wong took off again.

			He employed this tactic for a time, winding through the trees to confuse them and then trying to pick off an isolated enemy when the opportunity presented itself, but the ninjas adapted quickly. To counter his strategy, they ran in tighter formations so they could close in on him whenever he attacked, and after a while, began to use his forays as a means to synchronize their own attacks. 

			It was not long before he knew his strategy was failing. Wong had hardly begun to move toward a stray ninja when several others burst through the woods after him. He parried multiple blows before flipping away to the sound of cutting stars whizzing by his head. The action was lightning-quick and the obstacle of a wooded terrain was not enough to deter them. It was time to push the limits of their abilities. Wong looked up and jumped into the treetops. Their new battle would take place above the ground.

			He scurried up a tree and jumped from branch to branch, vertically through the foliage. Below he could see the faces of the lo-shur ninjas climbing in pursuit. He stopped halfway up the trunk, ran horizontally across a bough, and sprang onto the next tree.

			After hopping several more stops, he turned to examine his pursuers. The lo-shur were now scattered across separate trees, picking different paths to him. Wong smirked. Because they were in the treetops, the lo-shur were unable to group together—only so many ninjas could fit on a limb. This made them vulnerable. He took off again, up and across several boughs, and planned his attack.

			He came down on one of the ninjas, knocking it off a tree limb. They landed on separate lower branches, but he jumped back up to the ninja’s level, facing off on a limb thick enough to support their weight. Unable to move laterally, Wong gained an advantage with his staff’s longer reach. The ninja slashed at him, but he blocked and thrust his weapon, catching it in the shoulder.

			Another demon landed on the branch behind him. He jabbed back at it with the opposite end of the Dragon Arm, but as soon as he did, the ninja on the other end advanced and attacked. Wong blocked and before the ninja on the far end could attack again, he speared the end of the Dragon Arm deep into the branch between them. The runes on the staff lit and the blade tripled in size. The branch cracked in half, causing the ninja to fall away.

			He turned his attention back to his injured foe and tried to finish it off, but reinforcements arrived and chased him away.

			Up through the treetops he ran, spinning his blades as he propelled himself higher so that a cloud of debris rained down behind him. The ninjas followed as best as they could, but began to lose sight of him as severed leaves, twigs, and splinters of wood hit their faces.

			Wong spotted a heavy bough above him and an idea emerged. The runes on the Dragon Arm glowed hot white again and the blade that had tripled in size lengthened even further. Putting his weight behind a swing, he sliced cleanly through the thick tree bough. Down it fell, promising to take with it whichever demons lay in its path. But despite their impaired vision, the ninjas couldn’t miss such a large falling object. They jumped to the side and watched it harmlessly drop by.

			What they did not see was the Weapons Master dropping down behind it.

			He caught one of the ninjas by surprise and knocked it off its perch. When they crashed into the branch below, he had impaled it with the large end of his blade—and with blackness still in its eyes.

			One down, three to go.

			The lo-shur ninjas perched above howled in disgust at the sight of their fallen comrade. Wong glared at them. His eyes glowed menacingly white with fire. 

			He ran off through the trees again, choosing difficult paths to follow. The ninjas pursued. After a short chase, he circled back, picked a target, and swept down on it.

			The ninja was prepared and repelled him, knocking him back off its bough. Wong fell and grabbed onto a thin tree limb, swinging safely to another branch. A second ninja pounced and sliced at him as soon as he landed, but he darted away, climbing higher into the trees. 

			A third demon came down at him from above, and the two exchanged strikes midair. Wong led with a spear attack, but the demon reached down and knocked it aside. As the two passed each other, Wong managed to pull out a throwing spike and stab it into the ninja’s side. He wanted to drop back down to pursue it, but the other two were already moving up toward him.

			He continued high into the treetops.

			With the lo-shur demons below, he did not expect to see something move ahead. It was another ninja. He switched trees and spotted more. Numerous figures now riddled the space all around him, but before panic could settle in, he realized they were just ordinary dark ninjas. He stopped to look around, perched atop a branch.

			“We have you now, Weapons Master,” snarled a voice in the trees. It was the lo-shur demon that he had just stuck a spike into.

			The other demons squatted nearby and stopped advancing too.

			“Do you?” Wong replied, eyeing his spike.

			The demon snarled and pulled the bolt from its side, letting it drop. An ordinary dark ninja landed on the bough next to it, and almost immediately, shadow pulled away from the injured demon’s body. It gathered in a cloud before seeping into the ninja standing beside it.

			The dark ninja howled at the infusion of lo-shur power. Its eyes turned black, its muscles bulged, and it looked to grow in size. Its mask popped off to reveal a smirking, cackling facade. It stood as a fresh new warrior, mutated, and injury-free.

			“Terrific,” Wong said. 

			He sighed, took a moment, and sprang forward again.
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			LI, TAE, KAI, HAN, and Zhozang continued through the forest, spurred on by sounds of the lo-shur. They ran on pure emotion—a mixture of fear for their lives and worry for Wong. Kai listened for signs of activity and looked up from Han’s backpack after sensing something unusual. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he felt a great power from afar.

			When the sounds diminished, they wondered uncertainly if Wong had stalled the lo-shur.

			“Hold on,” Li said. “We can’t keep running without aim. We need direction.”

			He chanted a quick incantation and a white ball of light materialized before them. He concentrated for a second longer, and the light shifted direction.

			“This way to the temple.”

			Looking to the right of it, the orb shifted again. “We run this way, away from the lo-shur but toward the temple as much as possible.”

			He was off again, hastening them onward. Because of the growing darkness, he maintained the glowing orb in front of them; it gave them light to travel by as well as a focal point to run to. Though the orb drained him, the minimal sacrifice in energy was worth the gains in travel.

			“Can we make it out of the forest?” Tae asked.

			“I’m not sure. For now, we must escape the reach of the radiance pools.”

			Fresh new sounds could be heard, some uncomfortably close behind. Li quickened their pace by moving the orb faster, but failed to distance them from the growing threat.

			The forest thinned out and patches of open space could be found on all sides. When the screams were almost upon them, they stopped and went silent.

			“They’re closing in,” Li warned. With a thought, the orb intensified. He spun around and backpedaled, shifting the light behind them in a wide arching path, revealing figures running in pursuit.

			They frantically picked up their pace.

			Li looked forward again, and the orb shifted accordingly. But what could not be seen before could be seen clearly now. Ahead of them stalked a lo-shur ninja, its stark white face frighteningly illuminated by the light. 

			Han, Zhozang, and Tae hesitated and let their pace drop. Li’s heart skipped a beat and a pang of fear shot through his body, but instead of slowing down, he lifted his sword and charged. The demon squealed.

			They were several yards away from each other and about to clash when Li shot the ball of light into its eyes. Blinded, the lo-shur ninja howled and jerked its head back. The moment was all Li needed and with his sword in hand, he took the head off his enemy with a single clean stroke.

			The ball of light disappeared the instant the blow was delivered—Li’s concentration instead focused on the strike—and the forest fell to darkness. The rest of the party caught up to him.

			Zhozang noted the severed ninja’s head rolling past his feet.

			“Well played,” he said.

			Movement could still be heard. Li held out his hand toward the danger—fingers spread and palm facing outward. A ball of light flared into existence. Dark ninjas halted in their paths, startled by Li’s orb.

			“Dark ninjas . . . but no lo-shur,” Han observed.

			The foremost ninja grabbed its neck, examined a needle in its hand, and then fell to the ground, paralyzed. Kai re-pumped his gauntlet.

			“I think Kai has the right idea,” Tae said. She fired an arrow into another’s chest.

			The demons charged.

			After a short scrimmage, the ninjas were either killed or turned back—their numbers insufficient enough to pose a real threat. But despite their victory, the company did not find itself at ease, for there were still rumblings throughout the area.

			Li peered ahead.

			An uneasy peace settled. Though ninjas could no longer be seen, the forest was alive with clandestine activity. General movement could be sensed, random and unfocused. There was an electric feeling in the air that hinted at battles to come.

			Li listened carefully. He picked out one direct, quickly-approaching entity. Tae heard a familiar low, rumbling noise.

			“I know that sound,” she whispered. “Zhuk kwai.”

			“It’s large!” Han barked. “Like an earthquake.”

			Runes on the Shaolin Sword flared and glowed with energy unlike before.

			“No sense running now,” Li announced. “Brace yourselves, for I fear this thing coming is both lo-shur and zhuk kwai.”

			Zhozang’s eyes grew wide. “A lo-shur zhuk?”

			The beast burst through the trees, the limbs bending and snapping before it. Dark gray fur matted its monolithic frame, extending to its arms which wielded a giant club—a massive weapon that appeared the size of a stripped down tree trunk. The abomination was indeed a possessed zhuk kwai, with pitch black eyes and incredible size and strength. Armed with the fighting instincts of the demonic spirit, the beast was nearly invincible.

			The creature turned to face them, looking for a point of attack.

			Suddenly, another club-bearing zhuk barreled in from behind, compounding the impossible situation by two. This new beast was nearly identical to that of the first in size and shape, except its fur was a muddy shade of brown. It appeared more excited than the first and darted its head about skittishly, scanning them over and moving constantly. It rallied its companion and together they joined in harmony, thumping their clubs against the ground ceremonially and gnashing their teeth at the prospect of battle.

			“Fantastic,” Zhozang said.

			The skittish zhuk was the first to break rank and charge. It barreled toward Tae with a giant hack and missed, shaking the very earth with its blow. Quickly, it dragged its club from its downward position and swiped at Han, who used much of his strength to deflect it overhead.

			Li blitzed, hoping to take advantage of an opening, but the beast picked up his movements and hammered downwards. Li sidestepped the attack, jumped onto the demon’s club, and ran up it lengthwise. The Shaolin Sword pulsed with energy as he looked to deliver a punishing strike, but the lo-shur zhuk swung its weapon overhead, catapulting him over its shoulder toward the gray zhuk behind it. Li ricocheted into the beast and hopped off its head, drawing its attention.

			The muddy brown zhuk continued its attack, swiping again at Han, when the sweet hum of an arrow could be heard and a poisoned tip plunged into its chest. The beast bellowed a low, guttural groan, but did not appear extremely hurt. Tae let another arrow fly, wishing instead that she had more viper arrows, but the demon blocked by lifting its club. It charged.

			For its size, the demon was much quicker than Tae expected. She turned and ran, feeling the club thunder murderously behind her. When the sounds of pursuit went silent, she glanced back to investigate but the demon was gone.

			Just then the earth shook and the unholy beast crashed down in front of her—it had sprung into the air and over her head, cutting off her escape. Before she could react, the demon backhanded her with its club, sending her flying into the trees behind them.

			In an instant, Han appeared and hammered the beast back with several booming blows. Three needles riddled its chest as it staggered and fell. Han rushed, but before he could deliver another strike, the beast kicked out with its leg and knocked him to the ground.

			Han got back to his feet and distanced himself, then took Kai out of his pack.

			“It is safer for you to be away from me now, little one.”

			He turned to see the injured zhuk wobbling, yet managing to rise to its feet. The beast was noticeably weaker than before as the toxins from the viper arrow and paralysis needles spread through its body. If not for the infusion of lo-shur power, the beast would already be dead.

			Tae was nowhere to be seen. Zhozang had taken up the fight against the gray zhuk with Li. Both were dwarfed by the demon.

			He knelt beside Kai. “If we can’t beat them, run as fast as you can away from here. Do not stop. Keep on running. Wong will find you.”

			He made sure Kai understood with a look, then turned and was off.

			Kai watched helplessly as Han rejoined the battle. He looked out into the forest and tried to sense where Wong was, hoping that he would arrive to turn the tide of the battle.

			[image: 41957.png]

			Zhozang and Li worked together to get past their enemy’s defenses. They stood apart from each other, trying to find a weak link at different angles. Li approached first but was driven back by repeated swings. Zhozang charged in from another angle but was driven back in the same manner. For every stroke of the zhuk, they were forced to dodge and jump back in retreat, knowing they were not strong enough to block the enemy’s blows head-on.

			“It’s too large,” Zhozang called out. “It’s club has too much reach.”

			“Noted, Zhozang. Stand apart. Wait for my move.”

			The demon swung at Li. Instead of dodging the attack, he ran straight at it. His sword dripped with energy as it struck against the lo-shur’s club, slicing a chunk off the end like a hot knife through butter.

			Zhozang moved in and caught the beast’s midsection, drawing blood. The zhuk scrambled back and held him off with its damaged weapon.

			“Filthy beast,” Zhozang taunted, striking again and again.
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			Han pulled open the bottom end of his mace, revealing a carriage that contained five poison darts and a piece of candy. He had never used the blowgun before and questioned whether it was a good time to start, but the zhuk seemed like an easy target and poison was already coursing through its veins. It was also the first time he had seen the piece of candy too, undoubtedly placed there by Wong years ago as a birthday joke. He wished instead that he found it at a time when he could afford to laugh.

			He placed a dart in the hole at the bottom of his mace and aimed it at the zhuk, which moved in his direction. He blew hard and watched the dart sail over its head. Not a very good shot for his first try, he thought. After reloading he fired again, this time pinning the beast in the upper torso. His poisoned foe approached quickly and he fumbled for his next shot before finally giving up, dropping the dart, and engaging it in hand-to-hand combat.

			The zhuk’s reactions were slow and the sumo took advantage. After the demon swung ineffectively with its weapon, he hurled his mace at its face, stunning it. He then grabbed the fat end of the demon’s club, ripped it from its grip, spun, and cracked the handle against its jaw, splintering the wood in two. The zhuk fell back and when it hit the ground, black shadow lifted from its body. The lo-shur spirit darted away in search of a heartier host.
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			Zhozang charged the gray zhuk, feeling the tide of the battle starting to shift in their favor. He pressed past its defenses and leapt in the air with the intent of burying his war cleaver in its skull. But he had pressed too hard and with a shift of its head, the beast caught him with a horn and knocked him midair to the ground. It then twisted and unloaded its anger on him with a vicious swing, fueled by the pain of the recent gash in its side.

			The Guilin champion beamed across the ground, flipping and curling, until he finally crashed into the side of a tree trunk some distance away. He did not move again.

			Li’s heart sank. “Zhozang!”

			He thought to charge, but held back for a more tactful approach after seeing Han come off his enemy.

			When the sumo arrived, the demon took the offensive and rushed him, thinking it could take out the slower opponent first. Instead, Han shifted away, chased by several crushing hacks.

			Li advanced to take the pressure off of Han. To counter, the demon slapped its free hand into the ground and launched a mound of earth in his direction. Jumping high in the air to avoid the thickest part of the debris, Li reappeared through it, almost on top of the demon. The zhuk ducked and lifted its weapon to avoid him, but it was too late, and the Shaolin Sword sliced into a shoulder muscle.

			The zhuk screamed and spun around, flailing wildly with its club. Li dodged the club and then catapulted off the weapon, using it to propel him toward the demon’s body. But just as he was about to deliver a deadly strike, the demon caught him by the waist with a hand. It dropped its weapon to firmly grasp him and snarled, blowing steam from its nostrils. Then, with a mighty heave, it flung him back overhead, sending him skyward, high above the treetops and into the distance.

			Han stood aghast. He shook off his disbelief and moved in strong to slam the zhuk in the leg, dropping the beast to its knees. It fell forward and into him, preventing him from getting off another good shot by wrapping him up. There was a brief struggle and the zhuk managed to get a hand around his neck. Han cracked his mace against the beast’s arm repeatedly to free himself, but the zhuk used its other arm in support. With both arms securely wrapped around his neck and upper torso, it squeezed.

			Han struggled and writhed, but the zhuk was too strong. Air cut off from his lungs and his face turned red. He dropped his mace and began to lose consciousness. Soon everything went black.
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			THE WEAPONS MASTER sprang through the trees, pursued by a horde of demons. Dark ninjas flashed by his peripheral vision at every turn, and somewhere behind him hunted three that were infused with black spirit.

			His first instinct was to run and put distance between them, but after a short time he decided on a new strategy. He reasoned it futile to expend energy battling the lo-shur when they could just take over new bodies; he had to either kill them outright or take out their supply of bodies—the dark ninjas. Seeing the latter option as the easier task, he set his sights on destroying the lesser beings.

			The demons converged around him. He looked at them and plotted course.

			Closest to him pursued two ordinary ninjas on lower branches. He pulled out a throwing spike and launched it at the first, hitting it, and causing it to drop from the treetops. He then jumped against a tree bough and propelled off it like an arrow, in the direction of the second ninja. They exchanged blows midair and the ninja suffered the same fate as its comrade on the forest floor.

			He perched atop a tree bough and reached for another spike.

			From above came the cries of the lo-shur ninjas. Wong stood up, peered at the ninjas swarming down upon him, and leaned back. A half dozen ninja stars plunged into the abandoned tree bough as he fell away.

			Landing on a lower branch, he flicked up his throwing spike. It missed a lo-shur demon as it shifted midair but hit a dark ninja directly behind.

			Immediately Wong ran off again, moving horizontally through the treetops. Cutting stars whizzed by his head, making him lift his staff to deflect more. He moved higher into the trees where his enemies would have to climb to attack him. The higher he went, the thinner the tree limbs became, making each step more fragile and deadly than before.

			A ninja landed on the branch in front of him. Wong jumped and landed hard, sending a quiver down the limb’s length and shaking the ninja off its feet. The ninja flailed its hands in the air, grasping for anything to stop its fall, but plummeted downward with nothing but a fistful of leaves. 

			The onslaught continued as more ninjas lined up on the branch. The Weapons Master plowed into them with the dual blades of his staff, knocking them asunder. When a more powerful lo-shur demon landed behind him, he bounced away without engaging, keeping to his strategy of eliminating the weak.

			Slowly but surely, he was chipping away at the ranks of the dark ninjas.

			The blades on the Dragon Arm recoiled and he stowed the weapon on his back. With a running start, he catapulted upward using the spring of a branch and soared high in the air. He let loose a cutting disc downward and its spinning blades impaled a ninja below. Upon landing, he squeezed the clutch on the disc at the opposite end of the cable to extend its blades, slashed at the midsection of a ninja, and continued on. He freed the first disc from its victim with a tug and whirled it wildly overhead by the cable. The disc whistled briefly before he unleashed it at another.

			Soon he had both ends of the cutting cable spinning in the air, cutting down enemies while holding others at bay. His weapon had greater reach than the Dragon Arm—a commodity needed in the current field of battle—and with Ko Hang’s improvements, his reach extended even further. He noted how much faster the cutting discs moved with the silken cables and wondered why he hadn’t replaced the chains earlier.

			The lo-shur demons tried to move in, but every time they drew close, a cutting disc whizzed by their heads. They plotted to reach him by various means, frustrated at how he managed to keep the discs moving in the treetops without getting them snagged. When a lo-shur finally managed to disrupt the disc’s movement with a properly timed blow, Wong retracted the cable and sped away.

			Perched atop a bough, he pulled out the Dragon Arm and inserted one end into a slot on a cutting disc. He spent another second attaching it before the lo-shur demons chased him from his position. He jumped away with a grin. 

			Lifting the staff high overhead, he whipped it in their direction and cast the cutting disc on the other end of the cable like a lure on a fishing line. The disc lashed out with tremendous speed, the leverage of the Dragon Arm giving it extra velocity. It shot through the air and sliced the neck of a lo-shur ninja before it could react. Immediately, Wong retracted the disc and lashed it out again and again. It tore up bits of wood as the remaining lo-shur scattered.

			With his attention focused on the lo-shur demons, the dark ninjas moved in on his stationary position. They rushed, forcing him to leap from the treetops without regard as to where he might land. He fell away, dropping from the heights, and with no landing underfoot, he lashed the cutting disc into a tree limb and swung away safely.

			More ninjas were on him and the lo-shur began to regroup. They chased him through the trees. Ninja stars riddled the space around him.

			Wong felt a sharp pain in his back and winced. He leapt once again and lashed the cutting cable into a tree limb ahead, but instead of propelling himself forward, he swung hard underneath and held on; his momentum forced him upward and around, turning him back to face his enemies.

			The Dragon Arm, which was now the handle of his cutting cable, lit, and a blade protruded from the bottom end. He launched it like a spear into a surprised ninja and knocked it back, dragging the cutting cable along with it. But by turning into the enemy, several dark ninjas were already upon him and the lo-shur compounded the danger by dispatching several handfuls of ninja stars.

			A shower of razor-sharp metal closed in.

			He tugged hard on the line to retrieve his staff and flicked his wrist over and over again, sending circular ripples down the cable. The Dragon Arm spun so rapidly that it appeared circular in nature as it traveled back to him and acted like a shield upon which the ninja stars deflected. The dark ninjas, caught midair on their way to Wong, were the unfortunate casualties of the deflected shrapnel. Though not fatally wounded by the redirected blades, they faltered and slipped away from the treetops when stung.

			Wong caught the twirling Dragon Arm solidly by a hand and waited. The lo-shur-infused ninjas caught up and landed on a nearby branch.

			A temporary accord was reached and they paused to catch their breaths. Wong looked around and took note—the forest was completely still. No dark ninjas were left. Only two lo-shur demons remained.

			He felt behind him and pulled out a ninja star that was caught in his back—the source of the pain experienced earlier. He grimaced and let it drop. Reaching down slowly, he freed the other end of the cutting cable from the branch. The lo-shur demons watched and never took their eyes off him.

			“All right. No more games,” Wong said.

			He detached the cutting cable from his staff and stowed the recoiled weapon on his side. A blade protruded from the detached end of the Dragon Arm, readying it for battle. He measured up his enemies, and without hesitation, he rushed the nearest lo-shur ninja headfirst.

			The lo-shur split up on either side of him, attacking from both ends of a large tree bough. Wong parried the blows from one ninja, and then turned to parry the blows of the other. Since there was little room to maneuver side to side on the branch, he flipped straight into the air to avoid the next attack. He landed on the other side of the attacking lo-shur, positioning himself so that both enemies were in front, with the tree trunk at his back.

			He engaged the foremost ninja vigorously, pushing it toward the second ninja. When he had it back on its heels, it pinned his staff down, and the second ninja moved in to take over the attack.

			Wong pulled back his weapon and retreated a few steps. He thought to flee through the treetops again so he could catch them in a more vulnerable position, but for the first time his mind shifted to Kai and the others—he wanted to end the battle as quickly as possible to return to them.

			He attacked with several revolutions of the Dragon Arm. The ninja in rear jumped over the first with a flying kick, landing it and sending Wong flying back. The first ninja simultaneously hurled a throwing knife at his head, but he flinched with a forearm to block. The knife lodged in his flesh and drew blood, causing the ninja that kicked him to cackle triumphantly.

			When the ninja took a step forward to pursue, however, it realized something was wrong. A sharp pain shot through the leg used to kick Wong. It looked down and saw a poison dart in its calf. The demon screamed and pulled out the dart, but the knife that was stuck in Wong’s arm flew into its stomach. Giving up while it still had a chance, the lo-shur separated from the dark ninja, which promptly fell dead to the ground.

			The remaining lo-shur rushed past its defeated counterpart. The Weapons Master quickly turned and jumped against the tree trunk, propelling himself off it and back-flipping over the head of the rushing lo-shur. He threw up his staff midway through the flip and reached for his cutting discs, launching both ends of the cable. The metal discs flew on either side of the ninja and pinned it back against the tree, locking it into place by the cable.

			Wong landed and advanced, caught the falling Dragon Arm, and launched it like a spear into the ninja’s chest. The lo-shur pulled away from the dark ninja in a puff of black smoke just as the spear hit, leaving the startled ninja alone to face its death.

			Wong retrieved his weapons and watched the lo-shur apparitions disappear into the forest. He stooped to his knees and hung his head, taking a moment to settle his nerves with the realization that the battle was over and he was still alive.

			He was tired, wounded, and drained of chi.

			He grasped the vial of Shaolin water around his neck and debated its use. It was time, he thought—his reward for taking on multiple lo-shur spirits and a legion of ninjas. The night was still young and he would need his strength before it was over.

			He sprinkled a few drops of the mystic liquid on the gash in his arm and felt the pain disappear. As he drank it, a cooling sensation extended from his core, electrifying him. Energy coursed through his veins.

			“Much better,” he said, rising to his feet.

			He straightened his back and stretched, ready for action, and took off in search of the mark.
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			LI RACED THROUGH the forest brush, oblivious to the twigs and leaves that scraped at his body. 

			After being flung over the treetops by the fearsome lo-shur zhuk, he crashed through leaf and branch, clawing at every loose limb in an attempt to slow his fall. He finally hit the ground with a thump, and lay there motionless, trying to recover. He wasn’t sure how long he remained there, but he promptly shot up at the first thought of Kai and took off in a panicked run. The beast was too powerful; his companions would not last long without him.

			He slowed as he returned to the battlefield, approaching with caution. The area was quiet, a stark contrast from the roaring zhuks and shrieking demons heard before. The silence, however, did little to comfort him; silence could only mean the battle was over and he already feared it was too late.

			His light orb flared brightly and he sent it forward to investigate.

			Signs of the struggle could clearly be seen. The giant zhuks tore up the terrain—deep hoof marks riddled the ground, chunks of dirt were strewn about from the impact wounds of their massive clubs, and a wide ridge had formed where one of the beasts slapped the earth at him. He moved the orb around to examine all of this, hoping to find a clue to his companions’ fates.

			Shadows danced from the light cast upon the uneven landscape until it fell upon the form of a human hunched up against a tree trunk. It was Zhozang. His body looked ahead without breath, as if to examine the battleground and wonder how things could have gone so terribly wrong.

			Li approached sullenly. A shiny glint of metal caught his eye. He discovered it was the war cleaver, which he retrieved and brought over to Zhozang. He leaned over and closed the warrior’s eyelids, laying the weapon across his lap.

			“Farewell, friend. May your courage and legacy live long after you.”

			He turned and moved on. There was little more he could do for Zhozang and he still needed to find out what had happened to the others.

			He analyzed the ground and followed the tracks of the zhuks. If he was going to find his friends again, dead or alive, he would have to track down the remaining zhuk. Circling the area, he finally spotted what he was looking for—a large set of hoof prints leading away from the battle.

			Something moved in the trees near him.

			Tae burst into the clearing with her sword before her. She ran to him, breathing heavily.

			“I saw your light.”

			“Good to see you,” he said with relief. “Are you injured?”

			“I’m okay. I was knocked out when the zhuk hit me. When I awoke everyone was gone. What happened? Where’s Kai?”

			“I don’t know. I was—” He paused, not quite knowing how to explain being tossed over the treetops. “—hit also. I believe the zhuk took that path,” he said, pointing at the tracks.

			He started off after them. “Come now—they can’t be far.”

			Tae followed. “Where’s Han? Where’s Zhozang?”

			“Zhozang’s dead. I don’t know where Han is.”

			Tae did not respond but took what he said to heart. She heard anxiety in his voice and could tell he knew as little as she did. She blocked out what he said about Zhozang.

			Li lit the way and held the light orb close to the ground to illuminate the tracks. Next to them, another set of tracks could be seen, though these tracks belonged to that of a rather large human.

			“These tracks are fresh,” Li said.

			Tae focused more on the human prints. “Those prints, they are Han’s.”

			“I think so. They’re far apart . . . he’s moving quickly. He could be running from the zhuk and toward the temple.”

			“There’s a little blood on the ground,” Tae said. “It’s next to the zhuk’s tracks.”

			“Yes, we injured it.”

			Li stopped and hunched low to the ground. He analyzed the soil and lightly touched one of the smaller tracks.

			“Kai. These are Kai’s prints.”

			His spirits picked up.

			“Then we must catch up,” Tae said.

			They moved quickly again, Li still analyzing the earth.

			“Han’s footsteps overlays Kai’s.”

			“And here, the zhuk’s overlays Han’s.”

			They curved around a tree and found their prints again. Tae spoke after deciphering the tracks and postulating, understanding that one footprint on top of another meant that the one on the bottom came first. Her training in the Stone Forest involved constant tracking.

			“So Kai is in front, with Han behind, and the zhuk chasing. If they were together, Kai would be in Han’s pack and there would be no tracks.”

			“You’re right. Kai’s steps veer differently. He is alone.”

			Before long, Li began to slow until he finally stopped and retraced his steps several yards. Tae understood what was happening. Kai’s footsteps were gone.

			“Kai’s footprints disappear here,” he said.

			“And here, Han’s footsteps take over. He is clearly in the lead now. He’s caught up to Kai and put him in his pack.”

			There was excitement in her voice.

			“But the zhuk still follows,” Li cautioned.

			They ran with renewed hope. The path was easy to follow; footsteps ahead of them could be clearly seen when hit with the light of the orb, while cracked and bent branches also pointed the way. If there was one thing that the zhuk and Han had in common, it was their uncanny ability to leave a path of destruction behind them wherever they went.

			As he followed, Li wondered what he would do when he caught up with the zhuk. After all, his first encounter with the beast did not end well. His best option would be to sneak up on it from behind and cripple it. But would he be able to get close enough without it sensing him? Perhaps a well-placed arrow or dagger to the back of the knee from a distance would do the trick. He shook his head and decided he would have to determine the best course of action when the time came. Over-thinking the situation was pointless. First, he had to find them.

			They hurried for several miles when the forest began to clear out. Ahead of them lay a rocky and mountainous terrain, the final barrier before the Tibi Plains. Scattered across the area was an assortment of small and uninhabitable shelters, worn away by weather and years of neglect.

			“What is this place?” Tae asked.

			“An old outpost. Long ago these mountains served as a line against the Koon Gee, before the Great Wall was built. On the eastern side of this ridge, there were defensive trenches and retaining walls.”

			They slowed to a walk and ventured a little further. The tracks had become harder to read on the increasingly rocky surface.

			Tae looked around her and observed the outlines of the old outpost remains. She wondered what they looked like long ago, with soldiers scampering back and forth across the trenches.

			Ahead, Li sensed movement. The light orb snuffed out in an instant, and the two ducked behind the fragments of a tattered wooden shelter. They waited silently for what seemed like an eternity, though in reality only several minutes passed. When nothing happened and it seemed like it was safe to move again, they cautiously continued in the general direction of the tracks, though Li dared not illuminate them.

			The snarl of a dagwai could be heard.

			Tae and Li stealthily approached and took cover behind the trunk of a gnarled, barren tree. Peering out, they spotted an encampment of lizards sitting at leisure.

			At least a dozen had gathered around a small fire in front of a cavern entrance. Large gates with heavy metal doors jutted out of the rock and swung open for easy access. Inside, torches lined the walls. Shadows of dagwais flickered about in the passageway as the creatures freely roamed the corridors. And from somewhere within, came a low, guttural bellow, like one made from the belly of a zhuk kwai.

			“Something’s wrong,” Tae whispered. “Han and Kai could not have passed through here unnoticed.”

			“No. And the dagwais would be chasing them if they were still on the move. Instead, they sit and they camp.”

			“They must be guarding that cavern. If they’re captured . . . we have to get into that cave.”

			Li frowned. “Our enemies have been here for a while. They look almost at ease.”

			“Then they won’t be expecting us.”

			“We can’t go in directly. If we’re spotted, we will incur the wrath of the entire legion. This is where the Koon Gee have set up camp. There must be a radiance pool inside.”

			“So what then?”

			Li gave it more thought. “This outpost is enormous. There were supply tunnels and passageways for troops underground. They spanned this entire area. Perhaps we can find another entrance.”

			“Let’s go then. I’m afraid we’ll be caught if we stay here too long.”

			They silently crept to their feet and slowly moved away from the dagwai camp. After gaining distance, they felt free enough to quicken their pace.

			“We’ll head east,” Li said, “toward the side of the mountain where the defenses were built. We’ll most likely find a supply tunnel there.”

			They ran through a bit of forest when the ground began to slope downhill. Soon, the grade of the earth forced them to slow and step carefully. They walked awkwardly until Li finally stopped. Ahead of them they saw the broken outline of a defensive wall. 

			“There. The last line of defense,” he said, pointing. “The supply tunnels were behind the defense.” He turned and looked back up the hill, gesturing. “Somewhere up there.”

			Tae peered into the darkness. “This would be a lot easier if it were day.” She sighed.

			“If only we had the time.”

			He started off again, walking perpendicularly from their original direction. Tae squinted to examine the terrain, hoping to find some hint of a man-made structure indicating an entrance. All was quiet, except for the sound of the earth crackling underfoot. They searched at a slow, but deliberate pace.

			In the quiet, Tae reflected on recent events. From the time she had been knocked out by the zhuk until now, everything had been a blur: her wake from unconsciousness, the frantic search for her companions, and their current search for Kai. But now her mind settled and her thoughts became less reactionary. What could be happening to Kai and Han? Were they okay? Her face hardened. Was Wong alive?

			Li weighed the risk of using a light orb to aid their search versus that of getting spotted. Without it, progress was frustratingly slow. He decided the territory was too dangerous for it in the end—too many dagwais and dark ninjas lurked about. His brother’s ability to use his chi to see in the dark would have been helpful now. How differently their powers had evolved, he thought. His powers brought light to dissipate the darkness; Wong’s allowed him to remain in it. He guessed it was a manifestation of their personalities and wondered briefly if Wong had survived the lo-shur attack.

			They stopped. The light of a small campfire could be seen ahead. He surveyed the landscape and found that there were more. Further down the hill, more fires burned.

			“They are not merely guarding an entrance this time. This is a small army of Koon Gee,” he said.

			“What now?”

			“Let’s get a better look.”

			They crept up to the edge of the enemy encampment. Even more fires appeared. The enemy’s numbers were much larger than originally thought.

			“There are a lot of them,” Tae whispered.

			Li nodded. “We have several options: go back the other way and hope to find an unguarded tunnel entrance; go back to the first entrance, fight our way past the dagwais, and eliminate them before they can alert the others; or keep on going through the encampment to find another tunnel entrance ahead.”

			“Through that?”

			Li nodded again. “Yes, through that.”

			“Why do I get the feeling that’s what you want to do?”

			“It is the best option of the three. I do not believe an entrance will be left unguarded behind us. And it is too great a risk to storm the first entrance directly. That leaves us the last option.”

			Tae thought about it and looked ahead.

			“It may not be as bad as it appears,” Li added. “Here, the Koon Gee are at leisure. They will be even less vigilant than the first dagwai camp. They are at rest, and their numbers will give them comfort—comfort we will be able to exploit.”

			“It does make some sense,” Tae responded. “They won’t be guarding the entrances as carefully in the middle of their encampment. They won’t think they need to.”

			“And there are bound to be several supply tunnels feeding this encampment. It’s the only thing that makes sense—otherwise they would have chosen a different location.”

			Tae nodded.

			“So it is decided then?” Li asked.

			“Okay.”

			“Let us go then. And be cautious. There are most likely dark ninjas about. Don’t let them see you.”

			Tae made a face. “I am not worried about them seeing me,” she said, looking down at his white clothes.

			“Oh yes,” he replied glumly, examining his garb. “I am not accustomed to sneaking.”

			“Then we’ll have to make adjustments.”

			She looked around and spotted a position by the remains of a defensive wall that ran along a path into the forest. 

			“Head for that wall. Come on.”

			They crept down the hill closer to the enemy campfires. When they reached the location picked out from above, they stopped and crouched.

			“What now?” Li said.

			“We wait for new clothes.”

			Li looked uncertain about their plan. “I hope this does not take too long. Time is essential.”

			Tae ignored him. They waited several minutes and grew anxious. At first they saw movement in the distance and heard dagwais conversing with each another, but dagwais were not what they were interested in. Minutes later they got what they wanted when shadows slipped out of the forest.

			“There,” she said. Three dark ninjas could be seen. “We only need one, but we’ll have to take out all three quickly.”

			They quietly stalked them using the broken defensive walls as cover. They were on a course to intercept when the ninjas veered away in the general direction of the campfires.

			“Good—their backs are toward us now,” Tae said.

			She took out her bow. 

			Li moved a throwing knife in each hand. “I’ll move in close, you aim for the leftmost ninja. I’ll take out the trailing ninja first, and then we take out the remaining two at the same time.”

			“Okay.”

			Li skimmed the forest for other signs of movement, and when he found none, he darted ahead and closed in. He moved within earshot of his prey. When it looked like he was ready to strike, Tae planted herself besides a crevice in the rock wall and took aim.

			Li whipped his knife into the back of the trailing ninja’s neck and darted forward.

			Tae squinted and hoped that she had enough moonlight to see her target. She could not miss—a simple screech or cry of warning would send the entire army down on their position.

			She let go. The arrow whizzed through the air and into the back of the ninja’s skull. When the ninja next to it turned to react, Li’s knife entered its lung, preventing it from making a sound.

			They quickly pulled the bodies behind the rock walls and out of plain sight. Li fumbled about and removed the garb from an appropriately sized ninja. He pulled it over his own and became one of them. When Tae handed him the only mask that had not been bloodied (Li’s final kill through the back), he balked at the thought. Instead, he took part of another’s outerwear and sliced through it with a knife to form a long black strip that he wrapped around his head.

			“Better than nothing, I guess,” Tae said.

			They pushed the bodies against the wall and concealed them as best they could.

			“You should take lead,” Li said.

			Tae looked at him inquisitively.

			“Ninja skills are better suited for the task than Shoukui,” he admitted.

			She nodded and pulled her mask over her face. Quickly and quietly, they advanced, keeping low to the ground. They made for a spot directly in between two campfires, where confrontation was least likely.

			Tae stopped and surveyed the area.

			“We’ll travel further in, then make for the highest concentration of campfires. I don’t think they would have set up camp too far from a tunnel entrance.”

			They zigzagged across the terrain, ducking behind whatever cover they could find. Deeper in the camp, they could hear the rowdy play of dagwais, and, at one critical juncture, the soft patter of walking ninjas. They proceeded more cautiously than before and took turns slipping across the enemy’s sightlines. Tae cut a path across the terrain, and then, when it was safe, she signaled Li to follow in the same manner. They continued like this for a while before stopping again.

			Ahead of them burned two campfires, and between them, a tunnel entrance.

			“I think we’ve found one,” Tae whispered.

			Her eyes examined the tunnel entrance and then trailed to the surrounding campfires.

			The campsite closest to the entrance was on the left. There, a fire burned brightly and was surrounded by five or six dagwais. Further to the right burned the second campfire. She found it harder to count the number of dagwais there, but estimated a similar number. She was glad to see no dark ninjas.

			The light worried her. “I don’t know if we can get past them. The campfire is too bright.”

			“Let’s get closer,” Li said. “I have a plan.”

			They crawled closer on their hands and knees, stopping behind a rocky outcrop.

			“Get ready to move,” he said.

			He held out his hand with his fingers spread toward the fire. After a few seconds, he acquired a sense of the energy flowing within it. Slowly he bent his fingers, and as his hand closed, the fire within the campsite began to die until it was completely snuffed out. The path to the tunnel entrance was canvassed in darkness.

			“Go,” he urged.

			They sprang from their positions toward the entrance. Dagwais could be heard clamoring as they snuck past them, but only in response to their dead campfire. By the time they reignited it, Tae and Li had already made it past.

		

	
		
			 

			30

			KAI AWOKE IN relative darkness, save the purplish glow of a radiance pool. Its waters were clouded and murky. It bubbled, gurgled, and churned, moved by some mysterious force within. Kai couldn’t remember where he was or how he got there. All he knew was that he was cold and more tired than usual. The air was stifling, and he found it hard to think coherently.

			Out of the darkness, a voice called out, shocking him out of his dreamlike trance and bringing him back to his senses.

			“Little one, what makes you so special?” the deep voice asked.

			The voice was familiar. Kai recognized it as Han’s, though skewed. He did not respond, but sat quietly in concentration.

			Han continued. “For decades we have searched for you. So much time and effort expended. At first there was Wong and we thought the search was over. And so we waited. With fear, yes. With apprehension. But also with hope that our destiny would one day be ours. And now there is you. And you are now ours.”

			A chill ran up Kai’s spine. He sensed movement around him but saw nothing. Lo-shur demons were probably nearby, haunting him in spirit form. From his past encounters with the apparitions, he had become familiar with their presence and it was unmistakable. They were watching him.

			Han emerged from the shadows. His face was lit by the radiant energy of the pool and revealed eyes that were pitch black. Although Kai had suspected it, he crawled back in horror. Seeing Han consumed by the lo-shur was too much for him to bear.

			He eyed his needle gauntlet, which had been removed and tossed in the corner. It was too far for him to reach.

			“Han,” Kai said. “Where’s Han?” 

			“Han is gone.”

			Kai’s heart pounded. “What do you want?” 

			The gruff voice chuckled. “You already know.”

			“You can’t possess me.”

			More chuckles followed. “No, not yet, but soon. We have been trying but your spirit resists, even when unconscious. It is an odd thing which makes us even more certain that we must have your power.”

			“You won’t.”

			“But it has already begun. Here. In this room. Now. The radiance pool is affecting you. Lo-shur are circling overhead. Your spirit will weaken and we will turn you.”

			Fear swept across Kai’s face.

			“You will become one of us,” Han added.

			Kai backed away in anguish until his back pressed up against the wall. He leaned against it for support, then rested his head between his knees, tears in his eyes. He wrapped his arms around his ears to drown out the sound of Han’s voice. His body weakened and his mind began to drift away. Whatever Han, or what was left of Han, said would happen was true. He could feel it. His mind was fading.

			He had to fight it. He closed his eyes and tried to shut the world away, with a small prayer that Wong would come for him.

			“Never,” he whispered.

			“You better hope we succeed, because otherwise we will have no use for you. And if we have no use for you, then we will surely kill you.”

			Again, laughter echoed across the chamber.
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			Wong leaned against a tree trunk to rest and catch his breath. He had been running nonstop ever since his battle with the lo-shur and needed a break to reassess matters. While he sensed Kai moving at first, he noticed that the mark was now stationary. Its draw had also diminished somewhat, as if he had gone back into the quor mine.

			He drew a deep breath and wasn’t sure what to make of it. Perhaps his friends were merely resting, though they knew better than to stop for long—the woods were too dangerous for it. Maybe they had encountered more enemies and were now engaged in battle. Perhaps they were all dead and Kai was captured.

			There was only one way to find out. He started back up again.

		

	
		
			 

			31

			TAE PEERED AROUND the corner and listened for signs of movement. All was quiet, except for an occasional voice or hiss in the distance. She motioned Li forward, and the two moved down the narrow corridor together. 

			Oil lanterns hung from the walls, making it possible to travel without use of the light orb. Though neither knew where they were going, they kept on moving, believing that Han and Kai were somewhere inside. 

			They emerged from the corridor into a large space. Cool, damp air circulated in the expanse. Several lanterns lit the circular enclosure, but the room was tall enough that the light did not reach the ceilings.

			Three more tunnels could be seen other than the one they had just stepped through.

			Tae whispered, “Which way now?”

			“One tunnel is as good as the other, I suppose.”

			They moved in inquisitively.

			Tae noticed an inscription next to the tunnel in the middle. “Look here. It says, To Central Chamber.”

			Li moved over to another entrance. “This one says, Defensive Wall South.”

			Tae read the final inscription. “Defensive Wall North.”

			She walked back to Li.

			“Central Chamber sounds promising.”

			“Agreed.”

			They started toward the center tunnel, but a light from inside it emerged and grew stronger. Something moved toward them.

			“Quick—hide,” Tae blurted.

			They ran to the corner of the room and tried to take cover behind several supply barrels, but a lantern hanging overhead cast too much light on them. Just as the travelers from inside the tunnel reached the room, Li reached up and clenched his fist. Instantly the overhead light went dead, like the campfire outside the tunnel entrance.

			Several creatures entered, the foremost carrying a lantern that was the source of the tunnel light. The lantern bearer was a lone dagwai followed by two dark ninjas and a zhuk kwai. All were clad in elaborate garb or carried special insignias that indicated some degree of importance. They moved silently through the room and exited from the same tunnel that Tae and Li had just entered through. After a few moments, they came out from hiding.

			“Did you notice their clothing?” Li said. “They are commanders.”

			Tae could tell by the tone of his voice that this was of special significance. She looked at him inquisitively.

			“They are probably relaying messages to their troops from the lo-shur.”

			Tae understood. Where the lo-shur were, Kai would be, and the tunnel the officers had just passed through would probably take them there.

			“I think that’s the right tunnel, then,” she said. “I wonder what the message is.”

			“I suspect they are planning to mobilize soon. Go back to the Koon Kagi.”

			“We have to find Kai fast.”

			“Agreed.”

			Li grabbed an oil lantern off the wall before heading into the tunnel, as it was completely unlit. Better to use the light of the lantern, he figured, than to drain his chi and create his own light. The color and intensity of the orb would give them away from a distance as well, but with a lantern, they’d look more like all the other soldiers walking through the passageways.

			They traveled at a brisk pace but were hesitant to move too quickly. The warm glow of the lantern peeled back layers of darkness to reveal well-traveled floors and gaps in the walls. Some of the gaps led to dead ends, while others to different parts of the cavern. They kept to the main path they were on, believing that it would take them to the lo-shur.

			Sounds of the enemy echoed from afar. A draft overhead could be felt.

			“The air stirs,” Tae whispered. “Is there an opening nearby?”

			“No, but there are shafts dug in above us.”

			He held up the lantern to cast light on the ceiling.

			“There,” he pointed. “A shaft that leads to the surface. There are many. They are meant to provide circulation in the tunnels, and even light at certain times of the day.”

			Tae was surprised at the enormity and intricacy of the complex. What she had originally thought to be a simple cavern was in reality a well-built fortress. One filled with Koon Gee, she thought, as another threatening sound came from within.

			Her pulse quickened. Another disturbance could be heard somewhat closer. She listened. Voices. And the unmistakable clank of metal.

			Quickly Li put out the lantern, and the two backtracked to a spot where they had last seen a gap in the wall. Any confrontation was too great a risk, no matter how few the enemy. If they were spotted and an alert was given, the entire Koon Gee army would flood into the tunnels after them.

			Li looked back and saw a dimly lit lantern turn the corner. He urged Tae toward the gap. Even though they were beyond the reach of the lantern light, he feared they might still be seen by the dark ninjas.

			They reached the gap and pulled out of sight, hidden behind a crevice in the wall.

			Quietly and patiently they waited as the Koon Gee soldiers traversed down the hall. Though they dare not look, they could tell by the sound of their footsteps they were dark ninjas. Nervous moments passed. Tae held her breath, afraid even the sound of it would alert them of her presence.

			The soldiers came and left. Sounds of their footsteps grew increasingly faint until they could no longer be heard. After waiting a few more seconds, just to be safe, Li poked his head around the corner and stepped out from the crevice. Tae followed and the two skirted down the passageway once again.

			“That was close,” Tae said.

			“The first of many, I fear.”

			Soon the passageway opened up and it was no longer apparent which direction they should go. Several different paths now appeared before them. They chose one at random, wasting no time to decide.

			“Something tells me this is going to be harder than we thought,” Tae said.

			Li agreed. Without Wong, they had no means of tracking Kai and were left haphazardly searching for him in the middle of an endless maze. It seemed like an impossible task that made him wonder if the time would eventually come to abandon their search altogether. He wasn’t even sure if Kai was there or still alive.

			Ahead, another lantern appeared. Li turned and put out his own, but it was too late. A voice called out to them—an unintelligible cry of a dagwai. The intonation of its voice was calm, indicating that it had not made them out yet. It probably just saw their light and hailed them.

			Tae and Li moved back to the cover of a wall crevice. They waited silently, hoping the dagwai would turn back, but it kept on walking.

			More footsteps could be heard now. Tae counted three distinct walking patterns.

			“What do we do now?” she whispered.

			“It is too late to run. They will see us.”

			“Then we’ll have to take them out before they can warn anybody.” She reached for a throwing star.

			“Wait. I have one more trick. If it fails, then we pounce.”

			He poked his head out from behind the crevice and knelt so they wouldn’t see him. Tae waited patiently, unsure of his plans, but ready with her ninja star.

			When the dagwais drew within proximity, he reached out his hand and started the light orb. It sprang to life not in a flash so that it would startle them, but slowly, beginning with a dull and tiny speck that drew their curiosity. It floated and danced through the air like a firefly, captivating the dagwais as it drifted toward them. It slowly grew in size and pulsated rhythmically, lulling them into a dreamlike trance. Li chanted an incantation and snuffed out the light from their lantern with his other hand, so that only the illumination of the orb remained to mesmerize them.

			“Sleep,” he lulled. “Sleeeeeeep.”

			Slowly, the dagwais’ eyelids began to droop, until they did not open again. The creatures crumpled to the ground motionless. Li turned to Tae and nodded.

			“Let’s go.”

			They rounded the corner.

			Tae examined the bodies. “They’re asleep? You put them to sleep?”

			“Yes. It was first taught to me by the monks for use on animals. It doesn’t always work.”

			“It’s a good thing dagwais aren’t very bright, then,” she said, tiptoeing past the sleeping lizards. “Amazing.”

			She looked nervously down the hallway, watching for more soldiers. “What now?”

			“We keep looking.”
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			They continued on through several corridors without direction.

			Li sighed. “I wish my brother were here. We are running aimlessly.”

			“We have to keep to the plan. They are here. We’ll find them.”

			“I have not given up hope yet, but the hour may come when we must seek a different path. Live to fight another day. The Shaolin warriors are mobilized. The Tibi Plains are just beyond this ridge. They should not be far.”

			“Storming this fortress with an army may not end well for Kai. And if they get away and move Kai to the Koon Kagi, he’s lost.”

			“You are right. I don’t disagree. Our best chance is to take him away from this place here and now.”

			“We’ll find them,” she said, but when she looked ahead, she froze.

			An apparition floated in the corridor. It turned, looked at them, and shot down the tunnel away from them. It blended in with the shadows and moved with such silence that it made them second-guess what they saw.

			They glanced at each other for a brief moment and then bolted after it.

			“Is this a good idea?” Tae shouted.

			“We have no other. Perhaps it will lead us to Kai.”

			They ran as fast as they could, but could not catch up to the lo-shur.

			The air stirred and an unnatural breeze swept past their faces. Li dropped his lantern and lifted his free hand. Instantly, the light orb burst into existence ahead of them and revealed a charging and mutated lo-shur ninja. It howled at its discovery and closed the distance between them rapidly.

			Li moved to the forefront and waited for the lo-shur ninja’s first strike. It came ferociously.

			Tae was about to jump in when she heard more noises in the distance—dark ninjas. A squadron had probably been patrolling nearby when the lo-shur came and possessed one of their members. The lo-shur they were supposed to be chasing.

			She refocused on the immediate threat and slashed at the mutated ninja. The lo-shur turned and blocked, then stepped away as Li pressed. It parried his attack, as well as several more from Tae, and retreated to a safe distance. It then lowered its sword and stood still with both palms up, grinning unnervingly and daring them to attack.

			Numerous dark ninjas swarmed in from behind it and pounced.

			“It’s getting a little crowded in here,” Tae snapped as she held off a ninja.

			They fell back. The lo-shur ninja jumped to the forefront of the wave. More dark ninjas joined the fray to crowd them, and soon they were no longer falling back, but running in full retreat.

			“We need to find a smaller passage . . . so they can’t get around us,” Tae said.

			Li knocked back the lo-shur that was chasing him. He then motioned his hand forward and shifted the orb in front of them, looking for a narrower passageway to help contain the flow of ninjas. He saw none and kept on running, remembering that they had passed a thinner cavern artery earlier.

			Feeling the pressure of the ninjas build behind them, Tae flicked back a handful of cutting stars, causing several of their pursuers to stumble. Li followed by leaping off his feet and powering his Shaolin blade through the ceiling substructure, causing bits of debris to rain down behind him. More dark ninjas fell, but the tide kept advancing.

			Up ahead, Li saw what he was looking for—a break in the wall to an adjoining passageway.

			Tae saw it too and headed straight for it. She turned the corner and looked back for Li, who was trailing behind her. As he began to enter, the lo-shur ninja barreled into him and knocked him past the entrance. She called after him and tried to follow, but the bodies of dark ninjas filled the gap. She tried to hack past them, but every time she cut one down, another appeared. She was driven deeper into the passage.

			Li sprang to his feet after the lo-shur crashed into him. Upward he slashed—the Shaolin Sword ringing in the air and catching the demon’s blade. The demon’s sword glanced up and Li followed horizontally with a flash, slicing it in half. The lo-shur looked down at the broken shard and back-flipped safely away into the shelter of the ninja crowd.

			The entrance of the adjacent path was being flooded with bodies. Li desperately tried to fight his way back to Tae, but multiple dark ninjas impeded his path long enough for the lo-shur to return, this time with a naginata in hand. The demon burst from the crowd and swung hard with its polearm, forcing him back.

			The dark spirit’s naginata was as tall as the demon itself, with a long curved blade about half the length of the wooden staff to which it was attached. The weapon’s length gave the demon extra reach, forcing Li to alter his strategy. He needed to isolate himself with the lo-shur and move in close with his sword so that the naginata was a liability. Since he could not do this in a hallway filled with dark ninjas, he had to move on.

			“Run, Tae!” he yelled. “Separate!”

			He did not hear a response.

			Taking one last look at the adjacent path, he retreated down the corridor and hoped that Tae would make it on her own. He hated the idea of splitting up, but there was nothing he could do as long as the lo-shur was there. He would try to make his way back to her if he could, but first he had to focus on taking out the demon.

			The lo-shur followed closely behind. Li could feel the blade of the naginata barely missing his neck with each swipe. He would have to turn and fight soon, lest the demon slice him from behind.

			He came across the first adjoining passageway and risked it, knowing a dead end would cost him his life.

			The corridor was narrower than the one before it, so Li tested out the new battlefield by turning sharply into the lo-shur. He slipped in past the naginata and slashed at the demon’s body, but it stepped away without harm. They clashed weapons a few more times before the steel of the other ninjas joined the foray. Instead of engaging them in combat, however, he took off down the corridor again, encouraged by the improved battle conditions, though not enough to make a stand. He would pick and choose his fight, when the moment was just right.

			Ahead he saw a makeshift doorway to a larger room. The entrance was simply composed of a horizontal beam held up by two vertical pieces of lumber. His eyes widened. He lifted his sword firmly with both hands and jumped. The sword and its runes shimmered just before he cut through the beam with a rapid slice. The doorway buckled and part of the roof collapsed, filling the air with dirt and rock. Li slowed to a stop and shifted the light orb behind him, casting light on his handiwork.

			As the debris slowly settled, the outline of a single ninja began to materialize. It was the lo-shur ninja alone, with the others unable to make it through the collapsed entrance in time.

			Li glared at the demon, pleased by the turn of events. His look conveyed a message that could not be mistaken. 

			He was no longer running.
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			WONG FLEW THROUGH the forest with his senses locked in on the mark. He breathed deeply and took in the scent of the forest; there was something about the night air that exhilarated him, something that warned him of the imminent danger around. He anticipated it, and almost found himself eager for it. The exhaustion from his previous tangle with the lo-shur melted away, and the only thing left now was his desire to reach Kai.

			The stillness of the forest gave way to movement and activity. Campfires appeared and the shadows of dagwais flickered about. Wong reached the outskirts of the Koon Gee encampment and approached with caution. This was bad news, he thought, for somewhere within all that activity lay Kai, with the fate of his other companions becoming even more precarious. He crept closer.

			There was commotion in the area. Soldiers rushed to and fro, and there was audible communication between them. Wong wasn’t sure what was happening, but one thing was certain—something agitated them. Were they looking for him? He had let a couple of lo-shur escape in spirit form and they had probably come back to warn the others. He pondered it for a moment longer and then was unsure. The soldiers didn’t appear to be looking for him.

			He snuck further inside the camp and stopped just short of a tunnel gateway. Some of the Koon Gee soldiers remained in front of the entrance while others ran inside it. This was an odd thing to do if they were guarding against him. There was a frantic nature in the way they carried themselves that made him believe something else was happening. Getting into the camp had been much too easy if they were really concerned about him and he had a feeling it had something to do with his friends.

			He emerged from hiding and swept openly toward the entrance. Trying to sneak in would take too long. If they didn’t know he was coming before, they would know now. 

			Mixing in with the shadows, he attacked as a blur unto his enemies. Several dagwais collapsed as he ran through them. Shouts of warning erupted and when the soldiers finally realized what was happening, he had already reached the cavern opening.

			Just inside the entryway, Wong noticed heavy iron gates on both sides of the wall. Hurriedly, he swung them shut and latched them just as the dagwais outside pounced. Howling mad, they clawed at the gates and tried to force their way through, but the gates had been built to withstand powerful sieges.

			He turned, shifting his attention to the dagwais already inside the tunnel. A handful of them heard the commotion and came to investigate, only to see the gates being closed and their comrades locked out.

			They charged.

			Out flicked the Dragon Arm. Soon the Koon Gee lay motionless on the floor, while the Weapons Master surged deeper into the rocky complex.
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			Li knocked aside a thrust of the naginata. He rushed in close with several quick slices and the demon reeled back, distancing itself briefly before pouncing again with the length of its weapon. Li circled and looked for a new point of attack.

			The demon provided an opening by thrusting its weapon, and Li took it. He moved in close and jumped into it with a flying knee and elbow, knocking the demon off its feet. The demon rolled away, sprung up again, and raised its weapon defensively. Li pressed on, cracking his weapon against the ninja’s polearm. Unbalanced, the lo-shur gave up ground and was unable to take the offensive. It rethought its strategy and took off down the hall.

			Li pursued. The ninja ran slow enough for him to understand that it wasn’t trying to escape. Either it was leading him toward reinforcements or it was looking for a better place to make a stand, a tactic he himself employed just moments before.

			They navigated through a series of short twists and turns and emerged into a great chamber. Lit torches lined the walls, providing sufficient light to fight by, so Li let his light orb dissipate. The lo-shur ninja stopped and waited for him to advance. It postured, and then let out a terrifying shriek that echoed through the chamber and down its halls. Li wondered whether it was meant to frighten him or call for help. He decided it was meant to do both, but did not matter. He charged.

			The temple master approached with his sword angled upward, the balance of the weapon kept toward the hilt. He produced several short, quick strokes, never fully extending his blade. His attacks were more defensive in nature as he sought to move inside the reach of the naginata; keeping his strokes tight to the body allowed him greater strength for each block and quicker recovery from each swing.

			The backpedaling ninja thrust its spear out defensively. Li blocked and ran his blade up along the spear’s length, attempting to lock it in place. Midway through, he spun and grabbed onto the wooden handle, using it as leverage for a jumping back-kick into the ninja’s chest.

			The demon fell and lost its grip of the spear, freeing Li to spin again and hurl the weapon into its gut. The blow did not instantly kill it, giving the lo-shur time to separate from its body.

			Li would not let it get away.

			His sword flashed hot white as he leapt and cut straight through the midsection of the spirit, whose spectral flesh sizzled against the sword as if it had touched a hot wok. After following up with a couple more slashes, the spirit dissipated with a gasp.

			At that moment, a draft of air swept through the room and blew out the torches, stranding Li in complete darkness. He could sense movement all around him and grew uneasy. Ninjas flooded into the chamber from every entrance to block his escape. The lo-shur’s earlier call had been answered.

			Li tightened his grip on the Sword of Shaolin, causing its blade to buzz again with a dim light. By its glow, he could see the outlines of ninjas advancing. He shifted back and forth nervously, holding out a hand in one direction and his sword in the opposite, trying to get a handle on what he was facing and making sure he wasn’t taken from the blindside. The creatures moved in slowly, step by step, until he could almost feel them upon him.

			In the center of the chamber sparked a bright ball of light, instantly halting the ninjas’ approach and sending them back a few steps. The ensuing vision, however, shocked Li. Worry draped across his face. He was completely surrounded by a wall of ninjas.

			Swords and cutting weapons of every size and shape shimmered in the light of the orb. The ninjas shielded their blood-red eyes from the light, hissing and cursing at the Shoukui of Shaolin. He stood as a pillar of light, alone in a sea of darkness. There were many more enemies than he could count, as bodies filled every corner of the massive hall. With little room to maneuver in, he would have difficulty evading them all. There was nowhere to run and nowhere to hide. His only option was to fight.

			He advanced a step and the crowd shifted in response: a step to the left, and the circle of ninjas shifted to the left; a step to the right, and the ninjas shifted right. With every movement, the ninjas followed in tune and kept just out of reach of his sword. They waited for the right moment to attack, drawing out the confrontation as if to savor every moment of the kill.

			Growing weary of their game, Li remained still and waited for them to make a move instead. Silence canvassed the area. He closed his eyes and raised his sword, ready to pounce at the first sound of movement. He heard the shuffle of footsteps, the clatter of metal, and even the sound of nervous breathing. Suddenly, heavy footsteps.

			A ninja lunged at him, but he immediately turned to cut it down. The action triggered a collapse of the circle as the ninjas moved in for attack, but Li killed two more with several swift movements. They backed away and encircled him once again.

			Their brief skirmish had been just that—the first few drops fallen from a heavy thundercloud. They stood silently again, Li alone in the center of a terrible horde, neither party willing to make a move. Soon lightening would strike, the thunderclouds would break, and a hostile downpour would engulf them in a flood of violence.

			Finally lightening struck—though neither party budged.

			Toward a darkened corner of the great chamber, untouched by Li’s light, sprang to life two balls of fire. The dual flames floated parallel to each other, suspended midair. They approached, moving closer, and then danced in a circular orbit. Ninjas began to catch fire and drop around them.

			Li took heart, for he knew what it was that he saw. Between the dual flames glowed the runes of the Dragon Arm, both of its ends ablaze with dragon fire.

			He took the cue and rushed forward, engaging the distracted ninjas. He would cut a path to his brother, and together they would fight their way out.

			The Dragon Arm spun wildly around the Weapons Master, its trailing flames encompassing him in a ring of fire. Wong leapt and swung the staff, thrusting its flames forward as a ball of fire that took on the form of a lunging dragon. The fire burst into a group of ninjas and instantly ignited them. He knocked his way past them.

			Li moved swiftly on the other end, his cool white light a contrast from the fiery blaze surrounding Wong. He wasted little time getting to him and they soon stood face to face. 

			They exchanged a quick glance, grinned, and then stood with their backs to each other, guarding against attack. The ninjas backed off slightly, after seeing their opportunity to strike from behind squandered.

			“Am I late?” Wong quipped.

			“It is good to see you,” Li said meaningfully.

			He exchanged quick parries with a pair of ninjas and pushed them back.

			“Quite a mess you’ve gotten yourself into,” Wong said.

			“I suggest we make for an exit.”

			“Follow me. We make for Kai.”

			Li’s spirits lifted at Wong’s words. His search for Kai up to this point had been aimless and haphazard, and his main focus had been reduced to mere survival. But now, with Wong’s sense of the mark, they had a real chance of finding Kai.

			Wong whipped the Dragon Arm and slammed one end to the ground. Flames exploded on impact and a trail of fire shot forward, igniting the ground ahead of them and scattering the ninjas. Wong and Li followed in its destructive wake and made for an exit.

			Ninjas moved in to block them. Resistance grew thick and their forward progress was in danger of being stalled. 

			“Switch,” Wong yelled.

			Immediately Wong reversed directions and swept toward the ninjas trailing behind. Li lunged forward, past Wong, extending his brilliant white orb ahead of him. He cut into the line of ninjas that were taken aback by the sudden change of pace, and broke through. Their forward progress was restored, with Li now leading the charge.

			They tried to slip past their enemies whenever possible, but were forced to hack and slash their way at points. As soon as they became bogged down again, they switched places like before, a tactic they had perfected over the years. When they finally reached the exit, they rushed down the hallway, but not before Wong sent another plume of fire into the doorway to buy them some time. 

			A few seconds later, ninjas funneled into the corridor after them.

			The fire extinguished on the Dragon Arm and two blades sprouted to take its place. Li kept up his light orb and moved it ahead to reveal several adjoining passageways.

			“Which way?” Li asked.

			“Left. Let’s lose the ninjas first. Cut your light.”

			Li snuffed the light orb but the hallways were still lit with wall lanterns. He sheathed his sword and held out both arms, extinguishing a set of lanterns with chi, but more could be seen ahead.

			“Don’t worry about that,” Wong blurted. “I have smoke.”

			He reached into his pockets and threw several ninja pellets to the ground. They exploded on impact and smoke filled the passageway, shielding them from the ninjas’ view. They cut sharply into a passageway after passing up another and ran at length before Wong stopped and looked back again.

			“No one’s following, though they’re probably not far. I wish I had my indoor gear.” 

			Li nodded. They took a moment to regain their breath.

			Wong spoke again. “I was tracking Kai when I heard a lo-shur ninja’s battle cry. That’s how I found you, but where’s everyone else?”

			“After you left us in the forest, two lo-shur zhuks caught up to us. Zhozang did not survive. We were scattered and lost Han and Kai. Tae and I tracked them here but we were attacked.”

			“Tae? Where is she?”

			“We were separated. There were too many ninjas,” he said in a downcast voice.

			Wong’s shoulders dropped and he did not respond. He had already thought his friends dead, but after finding Li, his hopes had renewed. He wanted more now—to find them all alive. Perhaps that was too much to hope for.

			The tunnels resonated with activity. 

			Li cast a wary eye behind them. “We have to find Kai and get him out of here. That is all we can do.”

			Wong nodded sadly. “This way,” he said. He started walking again.

			Li stared at his brother, happy to have his company despite the circumstances.

			“Chin up, brother. The night is turning in our favor. We will find them.”

			“I hope so.”

			“I am glad you are alive. I was not so certain you’d make it.”

			“The night isn’t over yet.”

			Li smiled. In a more concerned tone, he asked, “Can you tell if he is okay, Kai?”

			Wong smiled back. “He’s alive . . . and probably waiting for us.”

			“Let’s hurry then.”
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			THE PATH AHEAD was devoid of sound. Wong slowed, suspicious. Something about it worried him, and rightly so, as the outline of a body took shape in the distance.

			The brothers readied their weapons and approached carefully. Wong stared intently at the form and sensed something familiar.

			He studied it longer. “Han?”

			The form did not respond. It remained motionless, eyes lowered to the ground.

			The brothers inched closer and tightened their grip on their weapons. Though neither said so aloud, they harbored similar fears. Wong quickened their pace, eager to investigate, but Han’s head shot up in response, revealing pitch black eyes.

			The sight of Han possessed by a lo-shur stopped them in their tracks. Its icy stare was barren and devoid of emotion; no sign of Han’s consciousness could be seen in it. The demon recognized the anguish in the brothers’ eyes and grinned wickedly, reveling in the fact that the body it harbored caused them such pain. Wong stepped closer and threatened with his weapon, but did little else.

			Without saying a word, Han turned and fled. The brothers gave chase.

			They ran down a long corridor.

			Wong wondered what they would do when they caught up to him. There was a chance they could knock him out and free him with temple water and Li’s monk skills. And if that didn’t work, they could drag him past the range of the radiance pools, forcing the lo-shur to separate from his body. But even if they could subdue him, would they be able to get him far enough in such hostile territory?

			“The path ahead splits,” Li said, interrupting his train of thought.

			Wong noted the choice of directions. Fortunately, the sound of Han’s heavy, lumbering footsteps was unmistakable.

			“The right one,” he said.

			They pursued, but after a short time, Wong slowed to a halt. He stared after Han.

			“What’s wrong?” Li said.

			“It’s Kai. We’re being led away.”

			Li took a moment to understand what that meant for them. His face narrowed with frustration.

			“We have to go back the other way,” Wong said.

			Li did not move.

			“Curse the Koon Gee,” he finally said, glancing down the hallway.

			“Han’s lost. We have to give up on him for now. Kai is the priority.”

			“Han is not lost.”

			“It doesn’t matter. We can’t follow.”

			Li closed his eyes for a second and spoke. “I will not let that thing have Han. We will need him before this is over.”

			“But what can we do?”

			He held up the vial of temple water tied around his neck. 

			“We have options. I am the Shoukui, after all.”

			“I’m not sure even you could bring him back.”

			“I will once I find the radiance pool and destroy it.”

			“You don’t know where it is. You’re losing focus. Going after Han is something I would say, not you.”

			Li took a deep breath. “We have to think about this. I sensed Han’s spirit inside; it has not faded yet. If I can reach him, the demon will be drawn to the pool where its control over Han is strongest.” He looked him in the eye. “I can use him to find the pool and destroy it.”

			“Destroying the pool would be key,” Wong admitted. “But it’s too risky. There’s no guarantee we’d find it.”

			“We must. Even if we found Kai, I don’t know if we could escape this. Not with the radiance pool and this army. Not with lo-shur zhuks running about. We must change the equation.”

			Wong sighed, then nodded. “Okay. I will trust you on this. Follow Han and go for the radiance pool.” He paused. “But I have to find Kai.”

			“I know. You’ll get to him faster without me.”

			“So we must separate again?”

			“As you said, Kai is the priority.”

			“How will we find each other again?”

			Li grinned. “By following the trail of dead Koon Gee.”

			Wong was unsure but then relented. “I wish I had more temple water to give you.”

			“One is all I need.”

			They looked at each other a final time.

			“So this is it then,” Wong said. He reached over and embraced his brother.

			“Good luck, Wong. At least this time I’ve gotten a chance to say goodbye before you’ve run off.”

			He turned and moved away.

			“Be careful,” Wong called out after him. “Facing Han will be tougher than the zhuk.”

			Li nodded and then disappeared down the hallway.
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			LI CRAWLED AROUND a corner with his back pressed up against the wall. He held his sword in check, ready to unleash it at a moment’s notice. The footsteps he once heard so clearly had now gone silent. In fact, all sounds had diminished, even that of the Koon Gee in the distance. Since he was sure Han could not have escaped him, he was left with one logical conclusion: Han had stopped moving. He carefully stepped through doorways and around each corner, careful not to get his head bashed in by his war mace. Whether he was hunting Han or Han was hunting him, he could no longer tell. And then it occurred to him—if he could no longer tell, then he must be the hunted. He shook his head at the thought.

			He moved around another passage and peered ahead. Licks of fire from a wall lantern revealed an unwavering silhouette. Li realized his caution thus far had been unwarranted, for Han plainly stood in the middle of the hallway and out in the open, much as he had at their first encounter.

			Li slowly approached, dropping his sword slightly. He would not be intimidated by the image of a friend, corrupted as it was.

			Han examined Li, and then gazed beyond him, looking for signs of Wong.

			“I am enough for you, demon,” Li exclaimed.

			The demon shifted his eyes back to the Shoukui.

			“Look no further than this sword for your destruction,” Li said. He lifted his sword and pointed it, his demeanor becoming increasingly aggressive.

			Still Han was not impressed.

			“Feeble man,” he said while looking down at his hands. “From this vessel I draw great power. You cannot move me.”

			“You will leave that body.”

			Han laughed. “Second-rate brother. Fraud of the temple. Your idle threats can do nothing!”

			Li’s eyes flamed white and a ball of searing light burst above Han’s head.

			“Release him!” he commanded.

			Han instantly backed away and shielded his eyes. He stumbled back to his knees.

			The Shoukui advanced a step. “I can sense Han’s true spirit, creature. I can reach him.”

			The demon charged and flailed wildly with his mace. Li stepped back to avoid the attacks while keeping his hand out in front of him; he focused his energy on Han and concentrated on reaching his spirit.

			After dodging a two-handed strike, Li ripped the vial of temple water from his neck and threw it, slicing it in half midair to release its liquid. The water hit the possessed sumo’s face and instantly burst into a fine mist. Black wisps of smoke tore from his body like tentacles from an octopus and the demon struggled for control.

			Han screamed. For a brief moment, the clear of his eyes could be seen. They locked on Li’s in a moment of clarity.

			“Li,” he whispered. 

			Li’s spirits piqued with hope. Han was free.

			“Run,” Han said before the blackness returned.

			The demon slammed his war mace into the wall, rattling it and causing part of the ceiling to buckle. Debris rained down upon them and obscured their view. Han utilized the distraction to turn and run, leaving Li alone in a cloud of dust.

			Li hesitated for a moment before pursuing. Catching up to Han now would be useless. If the temple water did not release him, there was nothing more he could do except to destroy the radiance pool. Fortunately, he suspected the demon was headed there to strengthen its control over Han. It had almost lost control of his body and did not know he was out of temple water.

			He followed quietly at a distance. Though the demon would not bring him within plain sight of the pool where it could be destroyed, it would probably hover within proximity while trying to kill him. His counter-strategy was simple: battle the demon long enough to determine where the pool was. He would keep moving while trying to sense Han’s spirit. The closer they got to the pool, the weaker his spirit would be. The further they were, the stronger his spirit would be. Given enough time, he would be able to zero-in on the pool’s location. Hopefully. The trick was to stay alive doing it.

			Han ran down a series of corridors. Their path was relatively straightforward as Han made few deviations from their general direction. Li guessed the demon was taking the quickest path to the pool. If this was true, then it was a mistake, for he could then more easily extrapolate its location. He made a mental note of where they were and the direction they were going, trying to plot out a course in his mind.

			He shifted his attention back to the chase. Han’s footsteps were now much further away then he had expected. Was it possible that the lo-shur made him so much faster than before that even he had difficulty keeping up? How would they match up in battle? When the two sparred in days past, his quickness and skill had always been able to overcome the sumo’s strength, but now he was not so sure.

			Soon Han’s footsteps pulled away until they could no longer be heard, which startled Li even more. Han couldn’t possibly be this fast. He lowered his head and dug into the ground, pushing his speed to the limit. The thought suddenly crossed his mind that Han might not actually be running.

			Sensing movement, he slid to the ground. A whiff of air brushed past his face as a war mace passed inches above. The weapon slammed into the cavern wall, shattering a chunk of it to pieces. Han followed up and continued swinging, trying to hit Li before he could regain his balance, but Li managed to roll away from every strike before springing to his feet again.

			Still Han came at him with a barrage of attacks. The Shoukui backed away to avoid the swings, unsure if he was strong enough to block them. He made a couple of offensive slashes to change the pace, deciding he could not remain passive forever, but they were largely ineffective.

			The two withdrew and separated, attempting to refocus.

			Li used the pause in action to lower his sword and reach out with a hand. His eyes grew bright again with chi energy.

			“Release him,” he commanded.

			Han charged, screaming wildly. Li jumped back and backpedaled with his hand still outstretched; little of Han’s true spirit could be sensed. The sumo gained on him quickly so he swerved to the side to avoid his murderous swings. He ducked and rolled past him, turning forward so he could run with greater speed. The demon’s control had strengthened just as he had suspected, so instead of fighting, he continued down the hall with hopes of finding the radiance pool.

			Li ran blindly; the tattered tunnel walls pointed him into the unknown. Earth and rock was precariously held back and looked like they could collapse at any point. The path was straightforward—there were no twists or turns, adjacent corridors, or decisions of any kind to make. He just followed the path he was given, knowing that it led him closer to the radiance pool. 

			From time to time he glanced back at Han who seemed to have little trouble keeping up. He was fast, but at least he wasn’t able to catch up completely. He picked up his pace to test his limits and slowly began to pull away. Using his chi powers, he snuffed out the wall lanterns as he passed them, hoping the darkness would slow Han down; in reality, he was unsure if one possessed by a lo-shur actually needed the light at all.

			A sizable distance grew between them.

			The path ahead split in two. Which one would lead him to the radiance pool? He hesitated for a moment, knowing the decision was a crucial one, when it occurred to him—why not let Han make the decision?

			He silently ducked into the passage on the right and ran until he reached a safe distance. Han could be heard trailing behind, but was far enough back that he could not have known which path he had taken. Li reasoned that when Han arrived at the intersection, he would instinctively head in the direction of the radiance pool to protect it before it could be destroyed. So he would wait. And if Han came down the path that he was on, then he was headed in the right direction and he would continue running. If Han chose the other path, he would reverse course and follow.

			Han’s footsteps finally placed him within reach.

			They were loud and heavy at first, but grew lighter as he slowed to a stop. He paused at the intersection. Li held his breath. It was not long before Han’s footsteps could be heard moving again, but this time fading in the opposite direction.

			Li’s face brightened. The scenario played out exactly as he had hoped. He would now be able to trail the sumo toward the radiance pool. He waited for a few more moments, gathered himself, and then slowly started off after him.
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			WONG COULD TELL he was getting close. The endless chatter of the Koon Gee could be heard all around him. They were roaming these halls in greater concentration than the ones before and it made him certain that Kai was near. He took mental stock of their numbers and estimated how many he would have to go through to reach the boy.

			Looking around at the tunnel walls, he longed for the freedom of the forest, feeling closed-in and claustrophobic. With limited room to move, he would have to face more of his enemies head-on. It would be best to avoid confrontation in the first place.

			Footsteps crossed the corridor ahead. Wong crouched silently and touched the earth, feeling for vibrations. He counted three, maybe four ninjas. They came and went, unaware of his presence. He found the speed at which they moved noteworthy: they were traveling too fast to be carefully hunting for him and were instead doing regular sweeps of the tunnels. No doubt they were trying to cover as much ground as possible. By moving so quickly, however, he could sense them coming from afar, which gave him more time to avoid them. Of course when looking around at the empty halls, one could not help notice there was no place to hide.

			After the ninjas passed, Wong moved quickly again. There was no telling when he would come across another scouting party. It was only after another hundred feet, however, that heavy activity forced him to backtrack and sidestep into another tunnel. He paused and waited for the danger to pass before continuing again.

			This happened several more times with increasing frustration—for every two steps forward, he was forced one back. Perhaps there was a regular pattern to their movements he could detect if given enough time, but time was not something he had in abundance.

			He made up his mind and ran. Being chased back and forth through the tunnels was too slow and tedious. The thought of Kai alone with the lo-shur troubled him and spurred him on, especially now that he was so close. All caution soon fell away and he moved like a blur through the hallways, his senses completely locked in on the mark. The shackles of stealth had been cast aside—he moved without restraint and it felt liberating. If his enemies sensed his movement, then he would already be gone by the time they realized he was there.

			What he did not account for were enemies that lay directly in his path. He abruptly came behind three ninjas. Though they were on patrol, they seemed unaware of his presence. He had to take them out before they could alert the others, which meant swift and efficient killing.

			Pulling within striking distance, his Dragon Arm flashed and circled in the air, striking the heads of two ninjas in the rear. The third ninja turned around, sensing danger, but not in time to prevent the staff’s blade from piercing its throat; Wong purposely aimed it there to prevent the ninja from calling for help. The fight lasted seconds and barely impeded his progress, leaving him to wonder why he had not run with such abandon sooner.

			He continued on.

			Whatever positive feelings were generated by his last encounter quickly drained at the sight ahead. Soldiers brimmed wall to wall. This time, he would not catch them off guard. They were well aware of his presence and faced him with their weapons drawn.

			Wong stopped and surveyed the area. His eyes jumped around—first at the soldiers, their numbers, and the weapons they carried; and then to the tunnel walls that enclosed them. There was no way to avoid them. There were only two directions: back down the hall and away from Kai, or forward and through the mass of warriors that sought to destroy him.

			Wong made up his mind. He would not go back.

			He reached into his pockets and dug deep. His hand flashed above his head and down again as ninja pellets cracked against the earth and exploded around him. A gray plume of smoke erupted, filling the hallway and wafting down the corridor.

			And then Wong was gone.

			The ninjas charged through the cloud. They fumbled as a bumbling mass, unable to see clearly through the haze. By the time they emerged from the smoke, Wong had completely disappeared. They continued through the hallways in a frenzied search, reasoning that he could not have gone far.

			A brief moment passed and all was calm again.

			Quietly, Wong dropped from the ceiling. Instead of retreating behind the cloud of smoke as one would expect, he leapt toward the ceiling and dug his staff blade deep into the wall. There, he hung undetected as the blinded ninjas passed by below.

			He looked down the hallway after the ninjas, amused by his deception. It would not take long before they realized his trick and doubled back. Hopefully by then, he would have already found Kai.
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			THE POOL BUBBLED and the air stirred around him. A buzz filled the room and vibrated within its walls. Lo-shur spirits hovered overhead, circling and working some unknown magic.

			Kai was oblivious to it all, locked in a peaceful and dreamlike trance. He retreated within his mind and shut himself from the world. From where he was, there was perfect silence. The faintest glimmer of light filled his eyes. When he first awoke in the mysterious chamber, he was tired and disoriented. Voices filled his head and clouded his thoughts. At times he thought he would black out, but he soon learned to focus within. He would not let the lo-shur enter his mind. The voices were silenced and his mind had cleared, safe behind a mental wall.

			A multitude of soothing thoughts and images comforted him. He thought of his mother and father, warm nights by the fire, and the smell of freshly baked taro buns. He clung to the memory of a good night’s sleep in his bed under the comfort and safety of a simpler time. His mind shifted to more recent events and he found solace there too. Breath-taking views of the Stone Forest danced in his head, outdone only by the sensation of flying across the Yangtzhu River while suspended on strands of silk. He recalled Ko Hang’s workshop and the magnificent vials and instruments used to create his vast array of weaponry. And most importantly, he thought of all the new friends gained along the way, who risked their lives to protect his. They would not let him down.

			He focused on Wong. Where was he now? He had to find him. He stretched out his senses like Wong had once taught him in the forest, pushing his mind beyond the confines of the room to a place beyond.

			A distinct, oncoming presence could be felt, like a tidal wave that was about to hit. He was unsure of what it was, but he could only think of one thing: Wong was on his way.
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			The lo-shur whispered strategy, frustrated and confused. They could not breach Kai’s mind and debated on a new course of action. Some suggested they wait it out, that the boy would weaken in time, but others argued his mind grew more resistant instead. Perhaps they could knock him unconscious again and hope for better results a second time. Or perhaps they could deprive him of sleep and wear him out.

			One lo-shur brought up the possibility of using a special poison. It was potent enough to sufficiently weaken him, but was the risk of killing him too great? Perhaps it was better, they reasoned, if the boy was killed and the threat eliminated completely.

			No, not yet, they agreed. The boy, small and alone as he was, did not constitute much of a threat. Their control over him was relatively secure after all; he was held captive in a room full of lo-shur, in a fortress brimming with Koon Gee. Soon they would move him to the homeland, and once there, they would have all the time in the world to experiment on him. They needed to determine the extent of his power and understand what made him so special. If they killed him now, another threat would eventually come along, but if they controlled and harnessed his abilities, they would be able to use his power for decades.

			When all was said and done the question still remained: How could they break the boy?

			A dark ninja entered the room relayed an alarming message—someone approached Kai. The lo-shur were displeased and sent the ninja away, demanding that the intruder be stopped. Plans to possess Kai would have to wait. They decided upon a new plan of action and scattered.
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			Kai was not sure how long he remained locked inside his protective trance before he began to come out of it. He was being drawn out by a familiar voice, one that softly called to him over and over again. It spoke in a warm and friendly tone unlike the harsher one used by Han. 

			His vision slowly came into focus and he began to see the outlines of the figure that called to him. Long black hair identified her. It was Tae.
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			LI TRACKED HAN down a number of passageways while maintaining his distance and trying to remain undetected. The sumo was eager to protect the pool and moved quickly at first, but had now begun to slow. They were probably getting close, causing him to approach more cautiously than before.

			Gradually, the sumo’s footsteps tapered off until they became scattered and inconsistent; he was careful with each step, moving several paces at a time before stopping again. He was undoubtedly suspicious and listening for him, waiting for him to make a sound that would give away his position. Then Han stopped completely.

			Li froze. The short time that passed seemed like an eternity. Still Han did not move. 

			The first thing that came to his mind was that Han had reached the radiance pool and was now guarding it, though he knew the demon was too smart to have led him within plain sight. A more likely scenario was that Han had detected him following and waited in ambush. Whatever the reason, he was wasting time deliberating about it. His goal was to find the radiance pool, and Han had pointed him in the right direction. He would avoid him if he could, but knew this was not possible. So he accepted the inevitable and took a step forward. He would face Han again.

			He walked resolutely, without attempting to mask or soften his steps. It was a declaration that he approached unafraid. Han, for his part, remained silent and stood still. When Li finally got close enough to see his eyes, Han, according to protocol, stared back at him blankly.

			Li stopped at a safe distance and surveyed the surroundings. Han stood in the middle of an open area, at the crossroads of two intersecting passageways. This was a problem, because the path to the radiance pool was unclear. It could either be directly ahead or to the left or right on the adjoining passageway.

			Han’s deep voice broke the silence. “What foolish games do you play?”

			“One we’ve played before. Release him!”

			The light orb flared. Li attempted to reach Han’s spirit but could sense little of it. Unlike their first encounter, the demon did not flinch and remained in perfect control. He withdrew the orb without trying harder, already finding what he needed to know. The demon’s control over Han was stronger than ever. This meant that they had indeed moved closer to the radiance pool, and judging by the degree of the demon’s power, they were not far.

			Unamused, Han flaunted his mace and spoke more deliberately.

			“Let us finish this now. I grow weary of this endless chase.”

			“You should not be so eager for your own demise, demon.”

			“And you will give it to me?”

			“I will.”

			Han smirked. “And this body with me?” 

			Li smirked back. “Not when I reach the radiance pool and destroy it.”

			Han stopped smiling. Li could tell his words struck a chord, and for a moment, a look of concern flinched across the demon’s normally expressionless face. It happened quickly and was barely noticeable, but Li could not miss it—Han’s head shifted slightly toward the right and then back again. The demon immediately realized its mistake; it had given away the direction of the radiance pool. Before it had a chance complete its thought, Li began charging down the lane.

			“Clever man,” Han grumbled.

			Li sprang onto the side of the wall and propelled off it to gain height and vary the angle of his attack. The Sword of Shaolin seared hot white in the darkness. 

			Han barely lifted his war mace in time to block an explosive attack that never came. Instead, Li withdrew his weapon at the last moment and rolled past him and onto the floor. Han pursued with several swipes but it was too late. Li had already jumped away, making for the passageway that his eyes had unintentionally given away.

			The Shoukui ran forward warily, unsure of what to expect next. He heard Han’s footsteps thundering behind him and feared the passage would come to an end. It did not, but instead he was faced with another challenge as the path ahead ended and split perpendicularly. He could either go left or the right on the adjoining passageway and it was doubtful Han would oblige him with another answer. 

			The intersecting wall loomed large. He drew close to the end and still could not decide. Several wafts of air hit the back of his neck as the dark sumo swung his mace in an attempt to dislodge his head.

			An idea emerged.

			Li sped up slightly, drew Han close, and flashed the light orb blindingly behind him. He then cut sharply right as the path ended. A thunderous collision ensued. The blinded sumo’s momentum carried him straight into the wall. Clumps of earth fell from the ceiling, and dirt and debris kicked up around him, shrouding him from view. Li looked back at the devastation and hoped it would buy him some time.

			Nothing could be seen and he distanced himself further. Hopefully, he would run into the radiance pool with enough time to destroy it before Han caught up to him.

			The corridor ahead was devoid of wall lanterns and turned pitch black. Li shed light on it. His heart sank when he realized that the path was not one cloaked in darkness, but one that simply ended. He had no choice but to investigate; he could not turn back and there was no other path he could take.

			Reaching the end, he looked around. The walls were rugged and wide, forming a small nook. It looked as though a room had once been planned there but was abandoned in its early stages. He could hear Han rampaging toward him and saw no way out. The idea of fighting in close quarters was unappealing and he desperately needed a plan.

			Perhaps he could expand upon his previous trick, he decided. He closed his eyes and focused, and the Sword of Shaolin sparked to life. He jumped from wall to wall in the small enclosure and propelled his way to the ceiling. On his way back down, he laid precision cuts through the structure with a series of energy slices. At the bottom, he snuffed out the light orb and waited.

			“I pray this works,” he whispered.

			The sumo stormed closer. Li uneasily held his ground. Standing still while Han charged was more difficult to do than he imagined; he likened the feeling to that of standing at the bottom of a hill while a giant boulder rolled down it.

			Han finally barreled into the nook with Li backed up against the wall, appearing cornered and helpless. The sumo cocked his war mace and lunged, smashing his weapon through rock when Li dodged. The blow caused the walls to crack along the newly laid incisions and the entire structure began to collapse.

			The Shoukui delivered a drop-kick to keep Han under the falling debris and flipped away safely. Han groaned and disappeared under the rubble. The earth settled and no movement could be seen.

			“That should hold you for a while longer,” Li said.

			He turned and ran back the other way, moving past the debris from Han’s earlier collision and continuing on.
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			Rough patches of rock and earth smoothed over to modestly manicured stone. The condition of the hallways improved and made Li believe he was headed toward a more integral part of the complex. He came across another perpendicular intersection and turned left, reasoning that choosing right earlier had led him to a dead end. 

			A hallway with several doorways appeared. He sighed, wishing that the path to the radiance pool would be more clear-cut. He moved in quickly to investigate.

			He opened the first door. Directly in front of him stood a rack full of weapons; sword blades and ax heads glinted from the hallway lanterns. He flared the light orb.

			Several more racks of weapons were exposed, but those that hung were not of humans. They were blades carried by dagwais and dark ninjas, while the human ones lay in a pile on the floor. Though he was pressed for time, he stepped inside and figured he could spare a moment to pick up something useful. He passed up various swords and spears since his weapon was far superior, but quickly scavenged a throwing knife that was lying atop the human stash. He ignored the ninja daggers that hung openly on the shelves since using a Koon Gee weapon was too unsavory a thought for him.

			The next room was a large storage room that contained supplies used in the upkeep of the stronghold. Shovels, digging tools, ropes, barrels, and crates were scattered about. The corner of the room contained a stockpile of torch and lantern supplies that drew his interest; a bladder of lantern oil seemed like it could come in handy—it even contained a convenient carrying strap. Li grabbed it and moved on.

			He opened a third door, growing slightly impatient. The room was lined with cots. Something stirred in the one nearest him and he instinctively pulled the door back to limit the light that entered. He held his breath with the realization that he had stumbled upon soldiers’ quarters filled with dark ninjas. The soldiers were probably sleeping there until their next shift arrived.

			He closed the door and wondered how many more ninjas slept in each of the remaining rooms. He quietly moved down the hallway, deciding not to open any more doors.

			Ahead he found another dead-end. He stopped to think. Something didn’t feel right about the location. It didn’t make sense for the radiance pool to be hidden in a room next to sleeping soldiers and tunnel supplies. Though he wasn’t sure of what he was looking for, he did expect something more significant. He headed back the other way, deciding not to waste any more time.

			The hall began to widen and several exposed rooms appeared on either side of him, but no radiance pool could be seen. Still, he felt better about his choice of direction. He glanced behind for signs of Han.

			Stairways ahead presented him with another decision. One set of stairs led upward, while the other led down below. Judging by the current of fresh air that wafted down the staircase, he believed the upward staircase opened to the surface.

			His first instinct was to take the stairs downwards, into a deeper, darker place where the pool would be better protected and harder to find. But after some consideration, he reasoned that the effects of the pool would have been too contained underneath a mountain of rock, similar to what they experienced with the quor mine on Kai. Nearer to the surface, its supernatural effects would extend much further, something desirable to the lo-shur so far outside the Koon Kagi. So he made his decision and took the staircase leading up.

			The stairs were large and wide enough to fit at least four people standing side by side. The first set of steps brought him to a landing that turned left onto another set of stairs. That set of stairs turned left again and onto another landing that led to even more stairs. Curious, he moved to the edge and peered up the main shaft of the staircase, seeing that it corkscrewed him upward in such a fashion for some time.

			He climbed it with increasing trepidation and began to sense something ominous. The old wooden planks creaked beneath each footstep, announcing his approach to whatever listened at the top. On his final set of stairs, he slowed his pace to a crawl, partly to regain his breath, and partly to maintain caution. He raised his sword.

			The sky opened up before him. Moonlight hit his face and fresh air filled his lungs. He climbed out of the caverns and into a giant crater on top of the mountain.

			Rock walls lined the hollow twenty feet high. A scattering of trees could be seen on the perimeter while the center was cleared away. The previous occupants probably used the space for outdoor training, ceremonies, and morning meditations, but what stood out the most to Li was the radiance pool that glowed on the far side of it.
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			MORTAR AND ROCK came together, forming a circular well several feet above the ground. Somewhere on the bottom of the radiance pool would be a mark, much like the mark on Kai’s arm in that it would have been placed there by a lo-shur, but unlike Kai’s in that it was visible to the naked eye. Water from the heart of the Koon Kagi would be used to fill it and give it power. While the water allowed lo-shur to bind to their hosts, the mark radiated its effects. Together they worked hand in hand; one could not function without the other.

			All Li had to do to nullify the radiance pool’s effects was to smash the container and drain it, or disturb the mark on the bottom. He could also purify it by submerging his sword in long enough, but destroying it seemed the easier task.

			Standing in his way was Han, who blocked the path to the pool and silently watched with the same expressionless look Li had become all too familiar with. Behind him and offset to either side knelt the silhouettes of two figures—one small and the other many times larger. Though it was difficult to see by the moonlight and the purplish glow of the radiance pool, Li could tell they were the outlines of a zhuk kwai and a dark ninja. He could not tell if they had been mutated with black spirit, but instinct told him they were.

			Han spoke. “Is this what you seek, Shoukui?”

			“It is.” He tore off his black ninja garb to expose his white temple clothing.

			Han laughed loudly. “You dress for your funeral.”

			He held up his hand and his comrades rose from their positions. Li examined their outlines and then glanced around them, taking in the field of battle. This would be his toughest battle yet, and he wasn’t sure he could win it even if his brother was still at his side.

			“This sword has recently charred lo-shur flesh,” Li said. He pointed his weapon. “Yours can be next.”

			“Kill him!” Han shouted, motioning his comrades forward.

			The silhouettes raced toward him. The zhuk moved out in front while the ninja jumped onto its shoulder from behind, attacking him as a single unit.

			Li raised his sword defensively, unsure of what to do in the face of such an onslaught. He knew he was no match for them. His best chance would be to evade them until he could reach the pool.

			A buzzing sound warned him of danger. He ducked and flipped to the side as ninja stars flew by, raising his blade to deflect two more. He fled toward the trees on the outskirts of the crater for cover. Though sparse, they would offer him better protection than an open field.

			As he ran, he turned and held out his hand. The light orb flickered and dissipated quickly, shedding light on his pursuers’ faces. From the brief flash, Li confirmed his suspicions. Their eyes were pitch black.

			The beast grabbed the ninja and propelled it toward him like a spear, closing the distance between them instantly. Li spun around and glanced aside the ninja’s pointed attack, unable to run from the living projectile in time. He stumbled to his feet and rolled, which broke his momentum and forced him to fight.

			With his attention focused on the ninja, the zhuk bore down on him. Li jumped aside and scrambled defensively, parrying strikes from a ninja blade while dodging the zhuk’s war mace altogether. Once again, Li decided it was too much for him, so he fled toward the radiance pool where Han awaited. Though Han was just as much of a threat, destroying the pool was his only chance for survival.

			Before he could even run a dozen steps, the zhuk hurled the ninja through the air again. It landed in front of him and blocked his path. They were not going to let him run freely. Li stopped and wondered what to do next, sandwiched between them. He could not outrun them so he took the offensive.

			He targeted the zhuk and charged it, preferring to fight it face-forward rather than have his back turned to it. His tactic worked in part as his sudden reversal allowed him to dart past the zhuk’s initial strike—a downward chop that rattled the ground. He leveled his sword horizontally, looking to slash at the beast’s midsection, but the demon diverted the assault by scraping the earth and dragging its war mace defensively to its side.

			Li tumbled away and quickly abandoned the idea of attacking. His approach was completely haphazard, but it was the best he could do against such odds. He had to be patient and wait for his enemies to make a mistake.

			He swerved back to the pool with the ninja standing in his way. He tried to angle away, but the demon altered course to intercept him. They briefly exchanged strikes before Li swept a leg out from underneath it with a kick. He did not engage it further because the zhuk kwai was fast approaching.

			Continuing his sprint toward the radiance pool, he glanced behind him to see the ninja leaping back atop the zhuk’s shoulders. At any moment the zhuk would launch the ninja in front of him again. But before that could happen, he grabbed onto the strap of the lantern oil bladder he was carrying and swirled it high overhead. Letting go, he sent it skyward toward the demons, drawing their curiosity.

			A high-pitched buzz ensued as Li spun a throwing blade through the air. Instead of throwing the blade straightaway, he made sure it rotated and flipped as it sailed, making the impact much more violent when it hit the bladder. Lantern oil splashed from the ruptured vessel and showered down on the zhuk kwai and dark ninja.

			The beast did not stop.

			Li held his ground and widened his stance, flaring the light orb. He brightened the light with his palm out and then slowly clenched his fist. As his fingers closed, the light orb tightened and intensified until it finally became a tiny, but brilliant speck of light.

			The zhuk slowed with hesitation. Suddenly, a spark popped from the light, and then several more in rapid succession. The demons’ eyes widened when they realized the danger.

			Li opened his hand again and pushed forward, sending the spark flying into the chest of the zhuk kwai. Flames instantly burst from the ignited lantern oil and spread to the ninja. Both creatures fell to the ground and rolled, trying to extinguish the flames.

			Li retracted his hand. While he did not expect the fire to kill them, he hoped it would slow them long enough for him to concentrate on destroying the pool. He turned toward it once again, but something closer startled him. Han had crept up and was standing within reach.

			“Annoying gnat,” Han growled.

			A barrage of mace swings ensued. Li dodged the attacks and stumbled back. When he regained his footing, he countered with several swift slashes, but his sword clanked ineffectively off Han’s mace. He continued his assault, but despite his best efforts, the demon defended effortlessly. Li’s anger flared at his futility.

			His sword flashed white momentarily as he gathered his strength and lashed out with a swing, but Han anticipated and brought his mace forward before he could fully extend his arms. The sword stroke was powerful enough to cut into the mace, but not powerful enough to cut all the way through, leaving the blade partially lodged inside.

			Han lifted his club and tore the sword violently away from Li, who then spun away, being overpowered and disarmed. The sumo pursued and charged with the Sword of Shaolin still sticking out of his mace.

			Li flipped back to gain some distance and reached for a throwing knife. He slung it with as much strength as he could muster, but the sumo angled his mace in front to block. The knife stuck and remained lodged inside, much like the Shaolin Sword. After a final knife was deflected, Li backed away, weaponless. He bolted for the radiance pool.

			Han pursued. 

			Reaching the foot of the reservoir, Li abruptly stopped and turned. Han was directly behind him and tried to hammer him over the head, but Li baited him into the attack and timed his next move—he leaned to the side with his feet still planted and watched the mace fly inches past his face on a collision course with the radiance pool wall. Han, however, was able to hold back his swing, inches before fracturing the reservoir.

			He turned to Li and grinned. “Clever man.”

			Shifting his weight, he sideswiped Li in the face and sent him flying. Li tumbled back and crashed to the ground, bloodied. Han charged, eager to finish him off, but the Shoukui was up on his feet again and dodged the subsequent attacks. The lo-shur was surprised at his agility and thought for a moment it was fighting Wong.

			Angling for a chop at Li, Han brought his mace across his body, and then back again for another swing. On the final motion, Li arched his back sideways so that the mace sailed over him. As he did, he held his hand out and managed to grab onto the hilt of his lost sword. The momentum of the swing dragged him up again and the sword dislodged.

			Instead of using his reacquired weapon to attack, he ran away from the pool, toward a nearby tree. Han drew close and struck, but Li ran up the tree and used it to flip back over Han’s head. When he landed, he hunched and paused while his sword sparked hot white. He let out a war cry and charged with a vigorous swing.

			Han was able to dodge by sliding to his feet and falling to the ground, but a mistake had been made. Lying on the floor, he was left in a vulnerable position and fully expected Li to follow with a killing stroke.

			None came. The demon guessed that Li lacked the fortitude finish him off and laughed, taking great delight in the fact. What a pathetic adversary the Shoukui of Shaolin turned out to be.

			He turned to look.

			Li remained just past the tree, still stooping from the motion of his previous attack. All was silent except for the sound of creaking wood. And then Han began to understand. Li had cut through the trunk.

			The tree began to fall over and Han shielded his face. Its uppermost branches crashed into the radiance pool, splashing water and cracking its walls. Liquid spilled onto the earth.

			Li stood. The radiance pool was destroyed.

			After rolling out from under the fallen trunk, Han came to his feet but did not move. Li approached cautiously, staring at his eyes for clear signs of his old friend, but when Han looked up, his eyes were still a demonic black.

			Li backed up several steps, startled and confused. He raised his sword defensively.

			“Fool!” Han laughed. “Not so clever after all.” He continued laughing.

			There could only be one explanation: there was another pool. Somewhere hidden within the massive complex churned the demonic waters of another radiance pool. Li’s heart sank at the thought, though it was something he should have anticipated.

			The task of finding and destroying another pool seemed hopeless, and when things seemed like they couldn’t get worse, the zhuk kwai and dark ninja stumbled back into view. The flames from the lantern oil were gone, though the hair on the zhuk and the clothes on the ninja were charred and smoldering. Rather than slow them down, the burns they sustained seemed only to irritate and inflame them further. They looked at him, with rage in their eyes and breath, exuding the vengeance that was on their minds.

			Li wiped a trickle of blood from his face and felt completely alone.
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			THE REST OF the hallways were clear of Koon Gee. Wong traversed through them unimpeded and sensed that Kai was within reach. He no longer sprinted, but approached cautiously, like a predator zeroing in on its prey. He was close now and wary of the lack of activity. Though he fooled an entire squadron of Koon Gee into running the opposite direction, he wasn’t so naive as to think he was out of danger.

			He felt a shift in the mark. It was slight, but his sense of the mark was now much clearer than before, being in such close proximity to Kai. He concentrated for another second to confirm and determined that the mark was actually moving away from him. What could it mean? Why was he moving? He quickly plotted a course to intercept and followed, wary of the company that might be traveling with him.

			He clung close to the walls, the mark continually on his mind. Getting to it was trickier than he anticipated; he was traveling on an adjacent tunnel without a clear indication of how to cross over. Occasionally a wrong turn forced him to retrace his steps, but more often than not he stuck to the path he was given, seeing that it went in the same general direction as the mark. With any luck, a path to intersect would present itself.

			The sound of a shrieking lo-shur ninja pierced the silence. Startled, Wong looked forward and back, but there was no sign of Koon Gee. The sound came from the tunnel beyond—around the vicinity of Kai. 

			Wong burst into a sprint. All he could think of was that he could not afford to lose Kai when he had come so close. He flew by the cavern lanterns so quickly that they appeared as a regular pattern of blurs. He began to lose sense of his surroundings, focused solely on reaching the mark. Something in his gut told him that Kai was in trouble and he had to get there as soon as possible.

			Another screech followed. This time, the shriek didn’t sound like an alarm, but a war cry, like it was about to attack. The path ahead split, with one route seemingly in the direction of Kai. It was the break he was looking for and he took it.

			In the distance he could hear the sound of skilled swordplay. A fight was taking place and the thought intrigued him. Could Li have made it to Kai? It did not seem possible. He approached a turn and the sounds became much more discernible. Metal clanked upon metal in a familiar tone. He recognized it immediately. 

			It was his samurai sword.

			His familiarity with it was second only to the Dragon Arm, which now awakened and buzzed in his grip. His heart raced.

			He turned the corner. In front of him stood a ninja with long black hair, her back toward him while she exchanged strikes with a lo-shur demon. Kai stood off to the side with his back against the wall, watching helplessly. 

			Wong raised the Dragon Arm and hurled it, using the full weight of his body. It flew through the air and sailed just beyond Tae’s shoulder, landing directly in the chest of the lo-shur ninja with a crunch. The force knocked the ninja back several feet.

			“Tae! Kai!” he yelled, running forward, elated to find his friends again. Kai turned to him, but his reaction was not what he expected.

			In the brief moment that elapsed, Wong saw fear in Kai’s face. Their eyes locked and time froze. Instead of joy or relief, Kai’s eyes widened in anguish, as if he were about to cry out. Tae turned to him, a blow dart held up to her mouth, her eyes pitch black. Before he could react, he knew it was too late. His time had come.

			The poison dart hit him in the neck and his knees buckled. How could he have been so careless? He hit the ground and looked up at Kai one last time. Kai’s mouth was open as if he was crying aloud, but he could not hear it. His senses had already begun to fail and he felt deathly cold. He wanted to say he was sorry, but his breath was not strong enough to utter the words. His head lowered to the ground and he began to fall away.

			Tae stood above him when the darkness lifted from her eyes. Her mind cleared and her senses came back to her. She looked down at Wong, and then over at Kai, who had crumbled to the ground, howling. And then she remembered what she had done.

			She knelt by his body and turned him aside, caressing his face with her hand. Tears began to roll down her cheeks as she thought of the prophecy of his death and how it hung over his shoulders. Little did she know that she would be the instrument chosen to fulfill it; the thought of it broke her. She looked into his eyes and saw the life drain from them. For a second his eyes locked back onto hers.

			And then Wong was gone.

			She lay her head down on his chest and clutched his arms and wept.

			Suddenly, she sensed breath. She darted her head up and looked into his eyes again. The corners began to darken with a demonic presence that spread to his pupils.

			“No . . . no, no, no, no,” she began to mutter again and again.

			She reached for her sword, his sword, and angled the blade toward his neck. She panicked and remained frozen except for the trembling in her hands. She would have to kill him before the demon fully took over. It was no longer Wong, she told herself. She looked over to Kai and then to Wong again. If she did not kill him they were both dead. She gripped the hilt on the blade tighter and took a deep breath.

			Wong’s leg kicked up and knocked her back. His eyes were now fully black. He rose to his feet with a wild and giddy grin.

			“Yes,” he elated. “This will do! Alone one cannot overcome the poison, but together, yes!”

			Tae’s face hardened with anger and she thrust her sword at him. Wong shifted and dodged the attack without moving his feet. He grabbed her arm, ducked back under the sword, and hit her with a fierce uppercut that knocked her back several feet. Her sword dropped to the ground and she did not rise from where she landed.

			Wong, or what was left of him, laughed and then shifted his attention to Kai. Kai rose to his feet and began frantically backing away. Wong followed calmly.

			“What hope is left for you, boy,” he taunted. “Your hero cannot save you now. Wong is gone and there is only me.”

			He spread his arms and laughed.

			Kai backed up until his back hit rock. He climbed up on a ledge, out of options, nowhere to go. Looking down at the twisted form of Wong, emotion welled up. He could not let all his friends be taken, especially not Wong. Tae lay on the floor, Wong and Han were possessed, and Li was nowhere to be found. Help would not come for him. He was on his own.

			Wong reached up and grabbed him from the ledge.

			“Your friends have fallen, and so shall you!”

			From somewhere within Kai, great power erupted. Searing energy shot out from his chest and spread toward his head and fingertips. His eyes sparked white as chi fire enveloped him and set the hallway aglow.

			He slowly reached for Wong and touched his forehead. Instantly, licks of white fire jumped from his hand and swept across Wong’s body. The demon began to scream in horror and dropped to its knees. It trembled in disbelief.

			“Noo,” the demon gasped. “This is not possible.”

			Black vapors wisped from his eyes, mouth, and ears—they twisted and writhed but could not overcome Kai’s power. Like smoke from a dying fire, the black flames whimpered and failed. Soon the darkness lifted and the lo-shur dissipated, consumed by chi fire.

			Wong closed his eyes for a moment and shook his head to clear his thoughts as Kai’s energy extinguished around him. The hallway grew dark again. He looked up at Kai and stared at him blankly for a few seconds—in part to marvel at his abilities, in part to keep him in suspense with his twisted sense of humor. He then cracked a smile and embraced the boy.

			Tae came to her feet and approached cautiously, unsure of what had just happened.

			Wong sensed her timid approach.

			“It’s okay,” he said, still on his knees with his back to her. “I’m me again.”

			She dropped to her knees and joined in the embrace, her tears now ones of happiness. She looked at Wong, who returned her gaze and then held her face with a hand but said nothing. He pulled her in close and kissed her face. Kai looked up at the both of them and caught Tae’s eye. She leaned over and wrapped both of her arms around him, planting several kisses on his cheek. Kai blushed.

			Wong looked down at the boy and wondered about his ability. His energy not only overcame the lo-shur, it completely devoured it. It was a unique manifestation of his chi power that he had never thought possible—not even the Weapons Master himself could perform such a feat.

			He began to see how the prophecy of the Koon Gee’s destruction was possible, and for the first time he truly embraced it. Up until now, Kai had been his burden, a cog in the prophetic wheel that would lead to his death. And he had indeed died, if only for a brief moment. But now, he was alive, and Kai was something more. For the first time since he could remember, he had hope and the burden of the prophecy no longer weighed on his mind.

			Sounds in the distance caught his attention and temporarily sobered his mood. He rose to his feet.

			“Come on, we’re not out of this yet.”

			He walked over to the dead lo-shur ninja on the ground and pulled the Dragon Arm out of its chest. Tae rose too and held onto Kai’s hand, leading him forward. 

			Wong addressed them. “Li is here. He’s tracking Han to the radiance pool.” His voice turned more solemn. “Han is turned. And judging by recent events, Li has not found the pool yet.”

			Tae’s face lit. “I know where it is . . . the pool. I was leading Kai away from it. It’s close I think.”

			“The pool’s down here?”

			“Yes.”

			His face contorted. If the pool was nearby, then where was Han leading his brother? Li was most likely in trouble. The best way to help him would be to find the pool and destroy it for him.

			“Can you find it?”

			“I’m not sure. I think so. I mean I was conscious of what was happening, but at the same time I wasn’t—”

			Kai tugged at her arm and pointed. “It’s that way.”

			Tae had almost forgotten that he would know. She stooped down to his level.

			“Do you remember exactly where?”

			“No. Not sure.”

			Wong started moving in the direction Kai indicated.

			“That’s good enough for me,” he said with a smile. “I won’t doubt you.”

			Just then a patrol of dark ninjas rounded the corner. 

			Wong calmly looked at Kai. “Want to get this?”
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			LI FLASHED HIS sword back and forth, using it as a threat to ward off his enemies, though deep down inside he knew how useless a gesture it was. His enemies outnumbered him and were too powerful to take on at once. He likened himself to a cornered animal that flared its claws out of desperation and shook his head at the thought. He could not let the latest setback discourage him.

			He examined his enemies one by one. Han stood at the forefront, holding his mace out with one hand and using it to pound the other as a form of intimidation. His throwing knife still stuck out of the weapon, giving it a hackneyed and barbaric look. A smirk remained stretched across the sumo’s face. Li smirked back, knowing that he might be able to reconnect with Han’s true spirit now that the nearest radiance pool lay in tatters.

			Behind Han lumbered the zhuk, which his spiritual powers could do nothing against. The zhuk’s anger had diminished. Either its injuries from fire began to affect it or its adrenaline rush was wearing thin. Still, he could not become complacent toward the beast; the memory of being flung over the treetops by a similar monstrosity was still fresh in his mind.

			The dark ninja trailed behind. In contrast to the others, the ninja seemed small and inconsequential, but alone it was enough of a match for him, and its quickness was the perfect compliment to the strength of Han and the zhuk.

			Scanning the crater, he formulated a plan of attack. Open ground did not suit him well so he looked for a way out. He could scale the walls and bring the fight to the mountainside, but that would lead him further away from the other radiance pool, which was probably hidden somewhere inside. His best option was to head back down the stairs that brought him out. The long winding staircase would make for a favorable fighting platform.

			He glanced at the opening and calculated his approach. Because the zhuk and ninja were in the perfect position to cut him off, he would have to disguise his intentions by rolling away from them initially while waiting for a path to the staircase to open up. He hesitated for a second and then made his move.

			As soon as he took his first step, he noticed something wrong and stopped—Han’s head abruptly shifted to his right. He was clearly distracted, as if something was happening from afar. Li’s thoughts immediately focused on his brother. Had Wong found Kai? Whatever was happening seemed to weigh heavily on Han’s mind, and finding Kai would certainly be of great concern.

			Han motioned to his comrades and then took off toward the stairwell, abandoning the fight. The zhuk followed, leaving the mutated ninja behind. It stood in his path and waited.

			The Shoukui charged. If Han and the zhuk were headed to his brother, then he would follow them there. He exchanged sword blows briefly with the ninja and lunged for a killing stroke, but the ninja adeptly parried the blow and countered with a sidekick to his chest and a roundhouse to his head. The attack knocked him back a couple steps and the ninja pounced with several more slashes, but he was able to regain his composure in time to defend.

			He was pressing too hard and the mistake almost cost him. The ninja was still a lo-shur after all; killing it would not be easy. Han and the zhuk were getting away, so he decided to cut his losses.

			Rushing toward the ninja, he pressured it to the right, then broke left for the stairwell without engaging it further. The ninja pursued.

			He reached the stairwell and dropped onto the secondary platform, bypassing the first set of stairs. Peering over the side, he could see Han and the zhuk winding down below. He skipped another set of stairs, hoping to catch up, but the ninja dropped in front of him. The demon scowled and charged, but Li evaded it by hopping over the railing and dropping down another level. The ninja adjusted and altered course, forcing Li to engage.

			Now having the advantage of higher ground, the ninja backed the Shoukui downwards. Feeling vulnerable, Li retaliated by striking where his lower position dictated—its feet. He defensively parried a couple strikes and then slashed offensively, hoping to sever it at the ankles. The ninja jumped frantically away, tumbling over the side of the stairs to a lower landing, happy to still have its feet.

			Li glanced down again and saw Han and the zhuk exiting the stairwell. He hurried after them, pressing back the ninja and then jumping to another landing. Soon he was on the same floor with the supply rooms and barracks, and guessed he should still be going down. He took the adjacent staircase and reached the bottom. There was only one path out, so he took it.

			He flew down the hallway and never looked back. He could hear Han and the zhuk ahead of him and the footsteps of the ninja behind him. He did not fully understand what was happening or know where he was going, but he had little choice in the matter. And while he felt he should have had a better plan in place than being sandwiched between lo-shur demons, he was partially relieved there was no decision to make. He would just let the natural course of events unfold.

			He traversed deeper into the mountain, seemingly in the direction of where Wong left in search of Kai. He couldn’t tell for sure after having navigated through so many passageways, but it made sense to him and reaffirmed his suspicions. Nothing else but Kai would have caused them to abandon their fight so suddenly. He was the only thing more important to them then being able to rid themselves of a cornered and outmatched Shoukui.

			The passageway ahead split. He slowed his pace, unsure of which direction to take, and listened for the zhuk to point him in the right direction. Sure enough, he could hear rumbling coming down from one of the corridors. The drop in his velocity, however, enabled the lo-shur ninja to close the distance. It lunged but Li sidestepped it, its momentum carrying it past him so it was now in front. Li raced ahead and attacked, but the ninja back-flipped away.

			When it reached a safe distance, it turned and screamed a warning down the hallway. Though Li was disappointed at the lost element of surprise, he did not think much else of it. If Han and the zhuk were truly pursuing Kai, they would not stop now even if they knew he was coming. 

			He charged and swiped at the ninja, but instead of engaging it, he ran past it. He too knew what was at stake.
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			THE CORRIDORS BEGAN to look like one another. Kai was certain they were headed in the right direction, but was presently staring at a dead end.

			“Sorry,” he said with frustration in his voice.

			Tae held out a calming hand. “Don’t worry, Kai. I think we’re going the right way. Just try your best.”

			They doubled back and looked for a new path. 

			Wong gave little thought to where they were going and left the navigation to Tae and Kai. After all, he had not seen the radiance pool and could offer little help finding it. Instead, he focused his attention on detecting the enemy, having come across a patrol just before. Although the ninjas offered little resistance, he knew more lurked around each corner.

			Kai clung close to his side, just as he had done so often throughout their journey. He also reached out for Tae’s hand, longing for a feeling of security after being separated and trapped with the lo-shur. The thought of returning to the room where he was once held captive made him uneasy. He could still hear the gurgling of the radiance pool and feel the presence of the spirits in his mind. He squeezed Tae’s hand.

			Tae looked down at Kai and wondered what he was thinking. She then glanced over to Wong and noted his pensiveness.

			“So you’re still alive.”

			Wong grinned. “For now.”

			“You can be happy about it, you know.”

			“I am. It’s just that—” He held up a hand to halt their progress. He thought he heard something in the distance, but lost track of it. They continued again.

			“That’s one way to change the subject,” she whispered.

			Wong relented. “I know. I guess it’s been too long since I didn’t have to worry.” A shriek echoed in the distance. “Well, you know what I mean.”

			They turned a corner and proceeded down another hall. The area began to look familiar to Kai. He could tell they were close.

			Tae spoke again more thoughtfully. “You scared me back there. I thought you were dead.”

			“I thought so too.”

			She smiled. “Try to be more careful next time.”

			“Try not to shoot poison darts at me.”

			“It’s here,” Kai interrupted. “We’re almost here.”

			“Where?” Wong asked.

			“Down there,” he said, pointing. “There’s a small room inside a big one. It’s inside the small room.”

			“Good. Nice work.”

			He looked ahead and adjusted his grip on the Dragon Arm. 

			“Get ready. I doubt it’ll be left unguarded. I’m surprised there’s no one now.”

			Tae spoke up. “There was nobody left when I took Kai. They left it unguarded.”

			Wong was puzzled by her comment. “Describe the room. What do you remember of it?”

			“It was small and enclosed, maybe just the width of this corridor. There was a door on it and it was connected to a much larger area with several different passages.”

			“How big was the pool?”

			“It took up maybe a quarter of the room.”

			Wong frowned. “That’s much too small.”

			“Too small for what?”

			“For the lo-shur to reach us all the way in the forest. It would have to be much larger. No wonder it wasn’t guarded. There must be another.”

			Tae’s eyes widened. “Another pool?”

			“Yes.”

			“The room seemed like a meeting place for the lo-shur. The pool could have been put there just for Kai. To turn him.”

			“Makes sense.”

			“What do we do, then?”

			“We take care of this pool since we’re here and then I’m not sure.” He paused. “We find a way out.”

			“And Han and Li?”

			“We have to get Kai away first. It’s too dangerous to be here.”

			“So we leave them?”

			“I don’t know. You do.”

			“And you?”

			“Maybe I come back for them when it’s safe for us. I don’t know yet.”

			Tae grew silent.

			He placed a consoling hand on her shoulder. “We’ll worry about it when the time comes.”

			She nodded.

			They reached the room and entered cautiously. Everything was quiet.

			Wong guessed the room served as a central command post in days past. Plenty of floor space allowed for unrestricted troop movement and two doorways other than the one they had just entered through could be seen—one on the right, and the other to the left. The passages tunneled away from the main room in different directions, enabling commanders to relay messages to all parts of the complex. Heavy seize doors could be used to seal the passageways in case of infiltration, inhibiting the spread of enemy troops throughout the compound.

			“There it is,” Tae said.

			She pointed at a tiny building housed inside of the massive room. A single door on it could be seen that opened to the room where Kai had been held captive. On either side of the building curved stairs that wound up behind it, to the top of the structure where a platform could be used to address troops.

			Wong stepped in closer to investigate and noted more details. An expansive ceiling arched high above their heads. And while the rest of the room was empty, the walls were not; lanterns and ornate tapestries adorned them, along with a multitude of weapons that hung on racks. Though the weapons appeared in fair condition, they seemed placed there for decorative purposes rather than use as a functional weapons cache. It was the most elaborate room he had seen since he got there. 

			Just as he was about to head toward the radiance pool, he abruptly stopped.

			“Something’s coming. It’s big,” he warned.

			Tae could feel the earth rumbling beneath her feet. “Not again,” she said, the image of the lo-shur zhuk flashing through her mind.

			Wong thought to close the siege doors but it was too late. A giant demonic beast burst through the doorway.

			It rampaged toward them and blocked their path to the pool, looking as though it would attack at first, but then stopped short. It howled madly and held its ground with a threatening stance. Tae wondered if it was the same spirit they had first encountered in the forest.

			Wong stepped out in front and waved them back. There was a tinge of uneasiness in his voice.

			“Stay back. Let me handle this.”

			He moved forward with his weapon ready. He crouched while approaching, looking for an angle of attack. 

			Tae sheathed her sword and pulled out her bow. From somewhere within, she summoned courage. She would not let such an adversary defeat her again. This time, they weren’t on the run or being chased by an army. They were on equal ground.

			More footsteps could be heard from the same passageway as before.

			“Han!” Kai warned.

			Han appeared through the same doorway as the zhuk. He slowly approached, stopping well short of his beastly comrade. Wong noticed two things about his eyes: they were still black and they glanced at the structure with the radiance pool.

			Something was wrong. Wong could read it in their actions. There was apprehension and hesitancy in their approach, caution he did not expect while he was in possession of Kai. Then, Li stepped through the doorway. Wong’s spirits instantly rose.

			“Li!” he yelled.

			The Shoukui glanced around the room and caught his eyes, elated.

			“Brother, it is good to see you,” Li said.

			He moved toward Wong and stopped, with the zhuk in between them, Han to the side. A smile stretched across Li’s face. Looking over, he nodded at Tae and grinned even further when he saw Kai standing nearby. They were both alive and Wong had found them after all.

			The lo-shur ninja pursing Li finally entered the room and paused at the doorway.

			“This will make for an interesting game,” Wong quipped.

			The zhuk growled excitedly and shifted its attention back and forth.

			Li spoke. “The radiance pool—I destroyed it, but there is another.”

			Suddenly, everything made sense to Wong. His face brightened. “It’s in there,” he said, pointing to the central room with his staff.

			Li’s face brightened as well. “How fortunate.”

			Han took several steps closer to the radiance pool doorway to protect it.

			“You will still have to go through this body. We are still more than a match for you.”

			“Perhaps, but not when we get to that pool,” Li said. “And something in your voice tells me there isn’t another.”

			“You shall not reach the pool. You cannot move me.”

			“Figures out of all of us, it had to possess the fattest one,” Wong grumbled.

			Han’s voice heightened with annoyance. “Patience, outcast. Your time will come.”

			They eyed each other for several more awkward moments, neither party willing to make the first move.

			Wong finally spoke. “Okay then. Let’s get to it.”
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			THE WEAPONS MASTER ran straight at the zhuk. The beast chopped downward with its mace and slammed the earth where he once stood. Instantly, Wong reappeared to the right and moved in with his weapon flaring. The zhuk jumped high in the air to gain distance from the dual blades and prevent its legs from getting hacked out from underneath it. Once it landed, it attacked wildly with its weapon—powerful two-handed assaults that cracked the earth and turned Wong away.

			Humbled by the gusts of air that rushed past his face with every swing, Wong backed off of his direct assault. He underestimated the strength and agility of the zhuk and felt foolish for attacking it head-on.
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			Li charged toward the radiance pool the second his brother moved, while Han stood in his path and waited. He attacked the sumo but then tried to sidestep and get around him—his goal was to destroy the radiance pool, not get into a lengthy battle. Han was wise to his tactic, however, and used his girth to block off his path. Li swiped and picked at his defenses, trying to knock him off balance to get past, but the sumo backed up toward the door, making it difficult to find an angle around.

			Being restricted to the vicinity of the doorway put Han at a disadvantage since he could not move freely, but whatever advantage Li had disappeared when the lo-shur ninja joined the battle.
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			Tae’s hand quivered with the force she exerted on her bow. She took aim at the zhuk’s skull and released, letting Yaje silk snap between her fingers. The arrow felt good as it left her hand and appeared on target. It was about to hit when the zhuk jerked its head sideways and snapped with its jaw, splintering the arrow to pieces.

			The beast fixed its eyes on her. It patiently watched as she fired off another round and simply lifted its mace to deflect the attack. It scowled, exposing long incisors, and began advancing in her direction. The sight of it was unnerving, but Tae calmly held her ground and reached for another arrow. The zhuk picked up its step.

			Wong tried to intercept and divert the beast, but it swiped to keep him back.

			Suddenly, the zhuk howled in pain. Weapons hanging on the walls rattled. When the beast shifted back toward Tae, Wong noted the source of its pain—an arrow lodged in the back of its shoulder.

			The zhuk firmly grasped its weapon and plowed into the earth with a two-handed swing that sent a blast of rock and dirt in Tae’s direction. The debris sprayed across the room, hitting her and knocking her back. Kai, too, fell from the cloud of rubble.

			The zhuk charged and plucked the arrow from its flesh. It was about to toss the weapon away when it changed its mind and held on—it would use the very same arrow to impale Tae.

			Wong recognized the danger but was not fast enough to catch up, so he reached for a cutting disc and let it fly. The disc wrapped around one of the beast’s legs and caused it to stumble headfirst, but the momentum pulled Wong off his feet too, as the other end of the cable was still attached to his side. He slammed into the ground and lost the Dragon Arm. Frantically, he tried to detach the cable, but when he looked up he already knew it was too late.

			“That’s not good,” he said.

			The zhuk took hold of the cable and yanked, dragging him for several yards. Rising to its feet, it pulled again, dragging him even closer as he struggled to regain his balance. He tried to resist by pressing back with both feet, but the zhuk was too strong. The beast elevated its mace and prepared to pound him over the head as it reeled him within reach.

			On the final heave, Wong switched gears—instead of pulling back on the cable, he darted forward, overtaking the creature before it could get its weapon down.

			He leapt onto the zhuk’s shoulder and scampered across its back, wrapping the cable around its neck like a noose. The beast shifted and tried to shake him off, but he tightened the cable to hold on. He pulled on the line and cut into its skin while trying to strangle it, but the beast thrashed about and managed to slip a hand underneath the cable. Sensing his loosening grip, Wong desperately reached over and punched it repeatedly in the head.

			The zhuk tore Wong off its back by pulling onto the cable that was still attached to his side, hanging him midair. With a single arm overhead, it whirled him around by the cable over and over again, until it finally let go and sent him flying into a wall across the room. Wong grunted and collapsed to the floor.

			“Wong!” Li called out.

			He wanted to run over and help, but the ninja’s sword approached his head and forced him to defend. Han added several swings that caused him to tumble back in retreat. 

			“There is more than enough for you here,” Han taunted.
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			Tae recovered from her hit and brushed the rubble off her face. She first looked at Kai, who had risen to his feet, and then over at Wong, who had just crumpled to the ground. Not far away, the zhuk moved in his direction. He needed help.

			Rising to her feet too, she called out to Kai. “Stay here.”

			She charged and thought to divert the beast from Wong. Reaching into her quiver, she grabbed an arrow.

			“Aye!” she yelled.

			After firing a head shot, she swerved away. The zhuk raised its club and the arrow glanced off harmlessly, but she got its attention. The beast turned and followed, running parallel to her.

			She aimed high again and tricked the creature into raising its mace defensively, but then shifted low and shot its leg. The arrow stuck and the beast groaned and stumbled to a halt, though it did not go down.

			The zhuk grimaced.

			If she wanted to fire projectiles, then so be it.

			Lifting its mace high overhead, it hammered down on the stone floor repeatedly, causing it to break apart and shatter. It reached into its newly created pile of rubble and chose a fractured segment, launching it with a mighty heave.

			Tae ducked the projectile and watched it explode to dust when it hit the wall behind her. Her eyes widened at the prospect of a direct hit. Another large piece followed and she dove out of the way.
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			Han and the ninja attacked Li relentlessly. They kept him busy by alternating their attacks, allowing the other to constantly remain in position to block off his path to the radiance pool.

			At a pause in the action, Li glanced toward his brother and saw that Tae had come to his aid. He thought to go over and help, but doing so would only free Han to join the battle, making things arguably worse. His best chance to help them was to destroy the pool.

			The fight continued. The ninja wanted to do more than just keep him at bay, so it tried to get around him from the weak side for a killing stroke. Li felt the pressure coming and moved where the pressure dictated, threatening to skirt around Han. The sumo backed off to guard against this, and the ninja’s weak side attack unraveled.

			Once again, they were at a stalemate. Li knew he could always use the radiance pool to his advantage by positioning himself correctly, but what he needed was a way to break through.
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			Kai kept away from the battle just as he was directed. He took a step back and watched Tae dodge rocks while Li exchanged strikes with multiple adversaries. He wanted to help and wished he could do something more, but without the needle gauntlet, he was powerless. His eye wandered helplessly toward the various weapons hanging on the walls, knowing they would be of little use in his hands. Perhaps he could summon the inner fire that allowed him to vanquish the lo-shur earlier, but it had happened spontaneously and he was unsure of how he could evoke it again.

			He looked around and spotted Wong stirring. He wanted to run to him, but something closer caused him to stop. It was difficult to hear, but it sounded as if a shrill voice echoed from afar—a high note carried on a waft of air.

			He concentrated on finding its source and settled in on the doorway closest to him. Nothing could be seen through the opening or into the space beyond. The sound grew stronger. It was then that he realized that what he was listening to was not a single voice, but a chorus of voices.

			Air brushed past his face. The once light and eerie note now turned raw and disharmonious; a cacophony of dagwais headed their way. He recognized the sound from being chased through the forest and turned to call for help, but no one was free. The shrieks grew louder and his heartbeat accelerated.

			He examined the massive doorframe in front of him and knew what must be done.
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			Tae dived and rolled on the ground, evading one stone slab that landed next to her and another that sailed over her head. She came up from her roll with an arrow in hand and quickly fired. The zhuk smacked it away with the back of its fist and reached down for more ammunition, never dropping its gaze from its wily target.

			It grabbed a handful of smaller fragments and fired them together, creating a spray of pellets that were harder to dodge. Tae stood her ground and kept her eyes locked on the projectiles. She batted one aside with her bow, and then a second, arching her body to avoid the rest. Pellets crackled against the walls and floor when a stray pellet ricocheted into her abdomen, knocking the air out of her. She gasped and crouched on the floor for a moment to regain her breath.

			She stood, slinging the bow over her shoulder and unsheathing her sword, preferring to save the arrows for when they could be used more effectively; the zhuk, after all, had more ammunition than she did. The beast took this as a challenge for hand-to-hand combat and charged, growing weary of rock flinging.
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			Wong stumbled to his feet, dizzy and bruised. He gathered his senses and took note of the battle in front of him. The Dragon Arm lay on the floor where Tae and the zhuk fought. He quickly glanced at the wall behind him.

			His eyes brightened when he spotted a giant shuriken hanging nearby. It was star shaped with blades that made it almost twice the width of his body. He retrieved the weapon from the wall and grabbed it by the blunt throwing end, readying it for flight. His target was the zhuk, which was angled toward him in the distance, its sights set on pulverizing Tae. He leveled it off, ran forward, and spun around to launch the giant blade.

			It whistled deeply through the air on a collision course with the beast’s neck. With its senses heightened by the lo-shur, however, the zhuk detected the sound of the blade in time to duck. But while the beast was able to spare its neck, it did not escape completely unscathed as one of its horns was clipped in the process. The severed end clattered to the ground.

			The zhuk reached up and rubbed the nub of its once proud horn, casting an icy glare at Wong. It was time to focus on a new enemy.

			“I think that got its attention,” Wong muttered.

			He raced back to the wall and removed a long spear, a lightweight option that would add length to his attack without sacrificing speed. The zhuk noted his selection and approached.
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			The heavy metal door creaked as Kai leaned into it with the full weight of his body. Years of neglect caused its hinges to dry up and rust, making it difficult to move. After finally managing to close the first half of the gates, he frantically moved onto the second half. He could hear the rampaging army growing closer and worried he wouldn’t make it in time. When the door finally stopped shut, the clamor of the enemy was instantly muffled, providing him a brief moment of relief.

			It was then that he realized he had another problem—the gates had to be locked. He looked to the right and saw a thick metal bar leaning against the wall that could be used to secure the doors. Too heavy to lift up at once, he dragged the bar in place and lifted one edge at a time, fitting them into their respective slots on the doors.

			He stepped back uncertainly to examine his handiwork. A moment later, a loud thud hit the door. It was followed by another, and then another, until it became a constant reign of blows.

			Kai backed away, afraid, worried that the barrier might give way. He looked for a safer place to hide and spotted the staircase above the main structure.
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			Wong moved within striking distance of the zhuk. Tae stood off to the side with her sword out.

			“Help Li,” Wong urged.

			They exchanged brief glances and Tae understood—destroying the radiance pool was more important than fighting the zhuk. She moved away, leaving Wong and the zhuk alone.

			The Weapons Master moved in quickly with his spear, repeatedly probing and stabbing at the zhuk’s defenses. The zhuk backed away, annoyed, and finding it difficult to keep pace. Every time it swung or blocked with its heavy mace, the spear offered little resistance and came back stinging.

			Frustrated, it charged and swung away, deciding to overpower the Weapons Master with its superior strength. Wong stuck out his spear to halt its progress, but the zhuk batted it aside. The spear ricocheted violently, allowing Wong to use its momentum to step back and jump, spinning in the air, following through with the spear’s motion in his backhand. The blade caught the advancing zhuk’s shoulder and sliced it.

			Fighting through the pain, the beast moved in with its mace and hammered. Wong leapt back and rolled to avoid the blow. Still it advanced, but Wong was able to scramble to his feet and lunge with his spear, piercing it in the abdomen. The zhuk grabbed onto the shaft of the weapon as it stabbed its body and did not let go. It slammed down on the remaining portion of the spear and snapped it in half, then followed with a backhand swing that sent Wong flying back twenty feet.

			Wong lifted his head when he landed to see if the zhuk pursued, but it held its ground and removed the spear fragment that was stuck in its flesh; it appeared that the zhuk was even less eager to fight than he was, needing a moment to lick its wounds. Unable to get to his feet, Wong crawled back on the floor to put some distance between them, still reeling from the hit.

			He glanced over at the Dragon Arm, still too far away for him to reach, and wished it was in his hands. He had Tae’s sword on his back, the cutting chain, and a few small projectiles. Something more was needed. He looked up at the wall for a new weapon, knowing the next encounter would not end until one of them was dead.
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			Han followed every move that Li made with a counter move that blocked his path to the radiance pool. They locked eyes, daring each other to react while searching for a hint of movement that would give away their next step.

			The ninja rushed. Li brought his weapon up to meet it, parried twice, and stepped away, having to turn slightly to fend off a new round of attacks by Han. Once again, the action was fierce, making Li wonder if he was strong enough to beat them. Perhaps it was that shred of doubt that caused him to stumble back, losing his balance after clashing weapons with Han.

			The ninja jumped at the opportunity and moved in for the kill, but abruptly stopped and raised its sword in defense. The unexpected twang of metal clinked as ninja stars bounced off its weapon.

			“Two against one is a little unfair,” Tae said.

			She moved in and sliced at the ninja to create some distance while Li returned to his feet.

			“Impeccable timing,” Li said. He looked up at his enemies with renewed enthusiasm. “Space them apart. If you take out the ninja go for the pool.”

			She nodded and advanced, striking swords with the ninja and then veering to pull it away.

			Li was glad to finally fight Han alone. He took a deep breath and advanced, while Han backpedaled toward the door to protect it. When the sumo reached a safe distance, he planted his feet and held his ground, keeping Li back with several powerful swings. Using a single arm, he manipulated the hefty weapon with ease.

			Li found it difficult to fight against. He could not effectively block the weapon and he had already tried to cut through it. Fighting him was pointless—he just had to get around him. If he could knock the sumo off balance, he would be able to get to the pool.

			He lunged toward the sumo and backed away, drawing him into an attack. Dodging one swing and then another, he saw an opening and leapt forward with both feet, drop kicking him squarely in the chest. Han was jarred back a couple of steps, but did not fall. He quickly regained his balance and postured at Li on the ground, laughing at his futility.

			“Die!” he shouted, advancing and slamming his mace downward.

			Li rolled away, feeling like he had just drop kicked the side of a mountain. Rising back to his feet, he decided on a new strategy. He would not be able to take Han alone.

			As Han swung at him, Li focused on the dagger still sticking out of his mace, something he had thrown at the sumo on top of the mountain. He dodged a couple of swings and never took his eyes off it. Finally, on a well-timed pass, he reached out and dislodged the dagger, cocking it in his hand. But instead of throwing it at him, he flipped it back toward the ninja fighting Tae—if he could take out the ninja, Tae would be free to join him against Han.

			The dagger sliced across the air and landed in back of the ninja’s leg, causing it to buckle. Tae lashed out with her sword. Though the ninja managed to block, it was thrown off balance. Sensing weakness, she moved in and repeatedly cracked her sword against the ninja’s, keeping it busy until she found an opening.

			Its injured leg moved lazily.

			She pressed forward and sliced downwards when it failed to move away in time. The ninja hissed and flailed wildly, falling back to its knees.

			From somewhere down the hallway they heard a deep groan. The ninja grinned. Shadow lifted from its body just as Tae’s sword plunged into its chest, and the freed spirit immediately exited toward the sound.

			Tae ran to the doorway to investigate and peered into the blackened corridors. She listened for a moment longer and then backed up, anxiety blanketing her face. Quickly, she slammed the siege doors shut and frantically secured them in place with a metal bar. She moved away cautiously, her sword held at the ready.

			“It’s going to get crowded in here,” she yelled.
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			WONG ROSE FROM the floor and winced in pain. He hobbled toward the nearest wall and spotted two double-bladed hand axes. He grabbed one in each hand and smacked them together, using the ring to gauge the quality of the steel. The sound invigorated him. The dusty metal relics were small but well-balanced and in good condition. Satisfied, he squared off against the zhuk and kept light on his feet.

			The zhuk approached cautiously at first—in part because of its wounds, in part because it was unsure of what Wong would do with those axes. It swiped at him repeatedly, being careful not to let him come in close. Since Wong’s axes did not have the same reach as the spear, keeping him at a distance seemed the best course of action.

			The siege doors nearest Tae burst open and a second lo-shur-mutated zhuk crashed headfirst through it, popping the doors off their hinges. The tide of the battle turned in an instant.

			Wong’s heart instantly sank at the sight. A pang of hopelessness shot through his body, but as soon as it came, it left, and a new sense of urgency took its place. He saw the zhuk, the danger to Tae, and his Dragon Arm on the floor.

			A glimmer of fire sparked in his eyes.

			As soon as the zhuk nearest him turned back from the distraction, he whipped an axe toward its face with a left underhand. The blade spun deliberately in the air and sliced upward, but the zhuk was able to lean back in time to avoid it. Wong’s intention, however, was not to hit it, but to distract it. Immediately after releasing the first axe with his left hand, he recoiled with the second in his right. The zhuk, having turned its head up, did not see the blade coming and the axe head hit just above its kneecap. The beast howled in pain and dropped to the floor.

			The Weapons Master dashed past his crippled foe and made straight for the Dragon Arm, diving on the floor for it and rolling up to confront a new wave of attackers. Koon Gee troops flooded in behind the zhuk.

			“Take cover,” Wong yelled to Tae.

			The runes on the Dragon Arm glowed hot white and then turned ominously red. Wong whirled the staff in his hands and leapt upward, spinning in the air with flames of chi smoking from his eyes. The ends of his weapon caught fire and encircled him. At the pinnacle of his leap, he lashed out his weapon and sent a giant fireball forward. The flame seemed to grow midair, and once again took on the form of the dragon from which the weapon was forged.

			Tae dove to the ground while the zhuk braced itself by hunching over and crossing its arms over its head. The fireball plunged into the beast, engulfing it in flames and setting the nearby Koon Gee soldiers on fire.

			After disappearing from view behind smoke and flame, the zhuk violently spread its arms and stretched out from its protective stance, roaring at the top of its lungs. Flames blew out around it. The zhuk loomed large with a long, shiny sword-axe brandished in its hand.

			Wong was taken back by the ineffectiveness of his attack. Though he had wiped out a portion of the soldiers, the zhuk fared much better. Either his chi levels had sunk lower than expected after his recent bout with death or the lo-shur was incredibly strong. Whatever the case, his energy levels were now even more depleted than before and he wondered if the attack was worth the drain on his chi.

			As more troops entered through the broken doorway, he knew there was one last hope for them. He made a final dash toward the radiance pool, ignoring everything else.
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			Tae rose after taking cover from Wong’s fiery assault. She examined the carnage. Most of the ninjas were dead, while the thick hides of the dagwais enabled them to endure longer. While she was still incredulous that Wong had just shot a fireball out of his staff, she did not have time to dwell on it. The zhuk appeared unharmed and soldiers still moved about.

			A still-smoldering dagwai approached. Unafraid, she looked past it and let it stumble within reach before stabbing it through the chest, ending its misery. This was just a precursor as more of the enemy, ones uninjured by fire, rushed in. She prepared to fight them all, being the closest one.

			The first to approach was a dark ninja, which she disposed of with a simple block and follow through with her blade. A second dark ninja came, followed by a dagwai, but all were cut down will relative ease, or so it seemed after surviving multiple spars with the lo-shur.

			She was careful not to become overconfident and complacent; a barrage of dark ninjas helped temper her. Unlike the ones that came before, these ninjas carried long halberds that extended their reach and posed more of a threat. Attacking in unison, they pushed her back, forming a line of three so she could not move in close. They did not attack her outright, but jabbed in her direction as if they were trying to direct her.

			Growing suspicious, she looked back in time to see the crippled zhuk’s mace coming down at her. She jumped and rolled to the side, barely avoiding the strike. The zhuk had moved in behind her while she was distracted, using its mace as a crutch, but fell to the ground after delivering its blow. Because it was unable to put pressure on its axe-damaged kneecap, Tae shrugged off the threat and concentrated on the dark ninjas.

			She rushed to her feet and moved toward them from the side, skirting around their unified front and attacking the leftmost link. The ninja thrust its halberd at her, but she knocked it aside and ran her blade up along its length, drawing close before slashing across its chest. She ducked around her victim’s body before it fell, using it as a shield to protect her from the next ninja’s attack, and moved in close to impale it. The third ninja came at her with its spear, but she grabbed the shaft of the weapon and pulled the ninja forward. She spun and sliced the ninja across the neck with a backhand stroke. 

			Behind her, the zhuk stirred and tried to rise to its feet again. It leaned onto its mace and limped forward. Tae eyed one of the felled ninja’s spears and switched sword hands. She slid her foot underneath the weapon and flipped it up, catching it with her free hand before hurling it at the beast. Unable to move, the zhuk watched as the spear pierced its chest. It winced, dropping to the ground again.

			Next to the zhuk came a dagwai, and as soon as the lo-shur spirit realized it could do no more with its vessel, it released it, shadow-jumping through the air from one body to the next.

			The dagwai’s eyes turned black, its body grew in size and its muscles bulged; even its fangs intensified by lengthening and sharpening. It waved a spiked mace in the air and screeched. More Koon Gee soldiers poured in through the doorway and Tae wondered if the battle was ever going to end.
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			Wong flashed quickly across the room toward Han. He hunched low in an attempt to veil his approach behind Li, who was still busy battling the sumo. At the last moment, he showed and emerged to the right, trying to squeeze past them without confrontation, but Han’s girth did well to close off the path to the doorway. Wong adjusted with a flying kick, hoping to knock him aside, but the sumo simply lifted a hand to absorb the contact and remained unmoved.

			“I tried that already,” Li said.

			Wong felt time running out. “Attack together, no holding back.”

			They rushed forward and hacked away but Han hammered back with the heft of his maul. Still the brothers pressed on, trying to overwhelm him with their numbers when they felt the sudden pressure of an oncoming lo-shur zhuk.

			The singed beast barreled into them. Wong was knocked to the ground and before he could get up, a sword-axe came down at him. He rolled to the side to avoid the strike, but then came another, and another, with each miss slicing deep into the rock.

			“Wong!” his brother screamed.

			Li tried to help but Han intercepted and cracked him across the torso, smacking him to the ground. 

			After rolling away from a third slice, Wong looked up, disoriented, and saw the zhuk lift its blade high overhead. He froze as the weapon descended, knowing he would not be able to dodge in time.
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			Above the action and away from the chaos, Kai watched. He stood on the platform above the main room that housed the radiance pool, after having crept unnoticed onto the staircase before.

			From his vantage point he eyed the far doorway, which he successfully barred earlier and was intact still, only to watch a mutated zhuk crash through another. He stood in awe as Wong shot a dragon out of his staff and became frightened when the room filled with demons. Guilt crept into his consciousness as he watched his protectors battle on his behalf below while he hid safely above the danger. But now, the zhuk was directly beneath him after crashing into Wong and was currently trying to chop him in half; up and down went the zhuk’s blade, barely missing each time.

			Kai acted instinctively. He bent his knees and jumped. His hand caught fire midair and his eyes burned with the same radiance that had graced him before. He landed on top of the zhuk’s head, saddled between the horns, one hand grabbing the creature’s hide for leverage and the other slamming down on its scalp, emitting fiery waves of chi.

			The beast wailed and dropped to its knees, struggling briefly before flattening on the ground as though a bolt of lightening had run through it. Kai could feel the zhuk’s energy coursing through its veins. He could smell its burning fur.

			His command over the beast was masterful until something went inexplicably wrong—his strength began to fade while the zhuk’s recovered. When he had performed the same exorcism on Wong, his chi erupted like a dam had broken, with no end to the amount of available energy. But now he grew tired and his light weakened. At any moment the zhuk would break free.

			Wong was shocked to see Kai take down another lo-shur, but when he saw the boy’s chi fading he knew he had to act swiftly. Leaping to his feet, he ran toward the zhuk and jumped on its head, sweeping up Kai with an arm. Running down the length of its body, he made straight for the radiance pool doorway.

			Han realized the danger and looked to intercept, but was too far away. The zhuk, too, realized what was happening and shot for the doorway. They reached the room at about the same time only to see the door slam shut in their faces.

			A look of dread came over their faces—they knew it was already too late. Almost immediately, shadowy forms exploded from their bodies and their eyes began to clear. Tae’s dagwai also returned to normal, just as it was about to attack her. She hacked it down and watched the lo-shur hover above.

			The spirits lingered, then floated away helplessly, scared off by Li’s sword and unable to materialize or cause any more harm.

			Han shook his head to clear his thoughts when he noticed the zhuk standing in front of him. He grasped his mace with both hands and batted its head with a brutal swing, taking out his aggression on the beast.

			The door opened and Wong popped his head out. He looked down at the fallen zhuk and sighed with relief.

			“Good to have you back, Han.”

			“Glad to be back.”

			The two smiled and patted each other on the shoulder.

			Kai emerged from the room with the needle gauntlet back on his arm, happier to have recovered his lost weapon than to have destroyed the radiance pool. Li walked over and lightheartedly made a face at Han, then grimaced and rubbed his chest from the last hit.

			Han apologized. “Sorry. I was not myself.”

			The sound of metal rang in the distance and interrupted their reunion as Tae fought with more Koon Gee that had stepped through the doorway. Wong looked over inquisitively. Li had a more concerned look on his face.

			“We should help her,” Li said anxiously as he started moving.

			Han noticed Wong’s laid-back attitude and gave him a reprimanding look.

			“What? I gave her my sword!” he shot back.

			Wong moved in closer but stayed near Kai when the second doorway, the one Kai had barred shut, broke open. Heavy doors flew off their hinges in a flash of white light. A tall, muscular monk with a bald head carrying a scepter stepped in the doorway. A bright chi spark radiated from the tip of his staff.

			“Jaguan!” Li shouted.

			Wong appeared indignant. “Now he shows up.”
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			THE MORNING SUNLIGHT that bathed Tae’s face was much sweeter than anything she could have imagined. She lay in a comfortable bed, with four walls around her and a roof overhead, soft matting underneath, and fell back asleep. When she woke again, she had the distinct craving for some tea; it would make her feel civilized again.

			She got up and dressed, almost instinctively reaching for her sword. She realized what she was doing and pulled her hand back. To break from routine was strange. Up until now there had always been danger spurring them on. They were always in such a rush while fighting for their lives that things had become automatic. She would wake up and reach for her weapon, but now, there was no danger and no reason to arm herself.

			It was in that moment, when she had time to stop and think, that she felt oddly out of place. The room, while comfortable, was unfamiliar, and those she traveled with she only just knew. Only a week had passed since that night in the Stone Forest when she stumbled upon Wong and Kai. And while the ordeal had brought them a great deal closer than a week would suggest, she did not have the life long ties that Wong, Li, and Han seemed to have. Her thoughts turned to Kai, who was also in the same predicament, and she worried that he felt the same. She rushed off to see him.

			The hallway outside her room ended in a small eating space with two benched tables and plenty of windows. They were guests in the manor of the town lord, a longtime acquaintance of Li’s. She could smell breakfast wafting down the corridor and detected the scent of jasmine tea, which brought a smile to her face. When she entered the room, she saw Han and Kai sitting together at a table with food in front of them.

			“Good morning,” Han belted.

			“Hello,” Kai chirped.

			The awkwardness she felt that morning suddenly melted away. Morning breakfast with the boys had become a pleasant routine.

			“Morning, gentlemen,” she replied.

			Han shoveled the contents of a bowl in his mouth. Kai’s face was covered with pastry.

			“You let him eat that for breakfast?” she said in a testy tone.

			Han looked over and shrugged. “That’s what I ate. I already finished mine.”

			Tae frowned. She wiped Kai’s face clean with a damp cloth.

			“Where are Wong and Li?” she asked.

			“Li is attending to some business with Jaguan. Wong is still asleep, I think. I have not seen him.”

			“Still? He went to sleep hours before any of us. I wonder if he’s all right.”

			“I’m fine,” Wong said as he entered the room. “Just a little groggy.”

			“You look like hell,” Tae said.

			He glanced at her.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

			“It’s okay,” he said with a smile. “I didn’t sleep well.”

			“Why not? I thought you would have slept well after all this. I slept like a baby.”

			“I don’t know. I think I had a nightmare or something.”

			“He’s nervous about going back to the temple,” Han said.

			Tae looked over inquisitively.

			“Anxiety to see Grandmaster Tienkow,” Han clarified. “He feels guilty about leaving the temple. He always does.”

			Wong wrapped his hands around a warm glass of tea and sipped it. “I don’t feel guilty. I’m just still tired from, you know, dying.”

			“It was only for a second,” Han said.

			“Yeah. Han and I were possessed. You don’t hear us complaining,” Tae said.

			She pushed over a bowl of food.

			“Tough crowd,” Wong said, gratefully accepting.

			Jaguan entered through a doorway.

			Li followed behind and caught his brother’s eye. “You’re awake.”

			Wong grunted. “So what’s the plan, Shaolin-man?”

			“To the temple, now that you’re awake.”

			“What of the Shaolin warriors?” Han asked. “What’s their status?”

			“The warriors have the situation well in hand. They secured the fortress and will now sweep the forests of Koon Gee, all the way to Guilin.”

			“To Guilin?”

			“Yes. As discussed, we sent advanced scouts last night to check on them. We sent our swiftest riders, but I believe the danger is over. I think they’ll be fine, Han—”

			“The warriors will report back to us through Yaje Piau,” Jaguan added. “They can reach us through the Monk Staff.” 

			Han nodded. “Very well.”

			“So the army’s not coming with us then?” Tae asked.

			“No,” Li said. “But we sent scouts ahead of us, too. I doubt they find anything of consequence. The Koon Gee won’t come near the temple and will likely return home now that they’ve lost their opportunity to take Kai. Also, Jaguan will make the journey north with us.”

			Jaguan nodded.

			Tae glanced up and wondered if he would make much of a difference, and then remembered the siege doors blowing off their hinges the night before.

			“Nice to have you,” she said.

			Wong saluted Jaguan with chopsticks.

			“Okay,” Li said. “When you finish your meals and pack your belongings, we’ll be outside. We still have a long ride ahead of us.”

			“Sure,” Wong said.

			Li and Jaguan left.

			Tae furrowed her brows. “What was that about?” she said to Wong.

			“What was what about?”

			“You know. The attitude. The chopstick salute.”

			“It was an acknowledgement of Jaguan’s majesty.”

			“I detect sarcasm.”

			“Not really. If I had to storm the heart of the Koon Gee, I’d go with Jaguan. His skills are the perfect complement to mine.”

			Tae looked at him suspiciously and then glanced at Han.

			Han cleared his throat. “Wong and Jaguan do not get along.”

			“Ha! I knew it.”

			“It started when they were young. Wong drank a vial of sacred temple water and Jaguan reported it to the monks. He was punished for his irreverence.”

			“Why’d he drink the temple water?”

			“He was convinced it would give him spiritual powers. He also thought it would be cool and refreshing.”

			The two laughed and looked at Wong.

			He smiled. “Sacred water is tasty stuff.”
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			They prepared to ride out once again. They had spent the night in the town of Lomai, north of the cavern they fought the night before. They packed lightly and planned to stop at various towns and villages along the way for more food and shelter. Li thanked the town lord for his hospitality and bid him well before leaving.

			Most of the day was spent in travel. The path was easy and the weather was fair, allowing them to make excellent progress. They followed a dirt road that passed various farms and rice paddies, occasionally coming across intersections that connected the larger cities in the region. Stray travelers greeted them warmly and looked at them curiously.

			At times, the countryside reminded Kai of his village and made him feel homesick. Part of him yearned for things to go back to the way they used to be, back home and safe with family and friends, but another part of him had seen too much. There was training to be had, places to visit, and things to do. This was just the beginning. He even wondered if he would make it back to his hometown of Dailan ever again; his home there had burnt down, after all. He wondered if his parents made it to the temple and would be there to greet him when he arrived.

			They stopped a couple times along the way to rest the horses before finally settling in for the night in another small village. They departed early the next morning and prepared for the final leg of their trip, packing more supplies than they did the previous day. By mid afternoon, they crossed the last village on their way to the temple, with the path growing increasingly desolate thereafter. Trees and grasslands that once flourished became sparse and barren, giving way to rock and canyon. The air was still and the earth quiet.

			“You guys can sure pick a place for a temple,” Tae said.

			“Can you see why I left?” Wong said.

			“The temple was meant to be away from man,” Jaguan explained. “Its solitary nature lends itself as a place of spiritual enlightenment.”

			“Can you see why I left?” Wong repeated.

			At dusk they made camp in a shallow ravine. Light from the campfire cast shadows that danced upon the walls, spooking Kai. He constantly glanced over his shoulder for signs of danger. His mind conjured imaginary ninjas that crept up on them in the darkness. Tae, who had become accustomed to living in such an environment while in the Stone Forest, noticed Kai’s anxiety and moved over to comfort him. She extended an arm around his shoulder.

			They talked well into the night. Wong made fire puppets to entertain them.

			When morning came, they rode off again and by day’s end, they could see the outlines of mountains in the distance. As they continued on, signs of life sprang anew—a patch of grass here, a flowing plant there, all becoming more prevalent the closer to they got to the mountain.

			Soon another important detail came into focus: a brilliant white temple sitting atop a mountain. Its walls reflected the sunlight and served as a beacon. The sight of it not only gave them a bearing to travel to, but it also meant that their journey had finally come to an end.
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			BEN AND MAE beamed when they saw their son. Kai ran over to them gleefully, but did not collapse in tears as they had expected. Instead he embraced them fully, and though his eyes watered, he was for the most part composed.

			Something about him had changed; he was no longer the fragile boy they once knew. The change in his behavior was made even more apparent when he finally asked them if they were okay and had arrived at the temple without incident. He was asking them if they were okay. Mae wondered nervously about what Kai had been through that would have caused such a transformation, but was happy enough to be holding him in her arms again. As she embraced him she looked toward Wong thankfully, who did not say anything but smiled at their reunion.

			Grandmaster Tienkow appeared. His eyes flashed back and forth as he tried to decipher what had happened to them, when his gaze finally settled on Wong. He looked at him at length, surprised to see him still alive.

			Wong noted his reaction. “It’s a long story.”

			“And I shall like to hear it.”

			“Soon,” he nodded. “But first there’s the matter of a mark that needs removing.”

			“Fortunately, I have some experience with that.”

			Wong laughed.

			“It’s good to see you back in the temple again,” Tienkow said.

			“It’s good to be back,” he replied, though somewhat unconvincingly.

			The elder approached Li and leaned over to whisper, nudging him with his elbow. “Our wayward child has come home.”

			The two grinned in Wong’s direction.

			Wong shot them a look. “I’m going to assume you’re talking about Kai.”

			The elder refocused his attention on the boy.

			Mae finally let him go and turned him toward the grandmaster.

			“Master Tienkow, this is my son, Kai.”

			“Hello,” Kai said.

			Tienkow stooped and squinted. “Hello, little one. We’ve been waiting for you for quite some time.”
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