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Chapter 1 - Little Ones at the Gate
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circa 1,600 B.C.E - Kingdom of Fujun, China

The sky draped the world in a cloak of gray while mists encircled the grass-mantled hills at its feet. In the chill, each horse’s breath trailed upward like a spirit released. The beasts clambered up the slope. Twenty-six riders emerged from the wooded path. They began to spread out through the wide-open meadow. Here, the mists had retreated. The meadow, laced with silvergrass and dotted with boulders, lay beneath the crown of the hilltop and the ruined monastery perched at its tip. A scree-peppered path ambled ever upward.  

Wong Tau regretted it. He regretted this whole nasty business. 

Killing children... a business didn’t get any nastier than that. Yet the future peace of Cei demanded it. King Loyung Cei was dead, his kingdom conquered by Wong’s own lord. With the Sky God’s blessing, Wong’s lord would rule long and prosperously–but not unless they tore out the previous ruling family by its very roots. King Loyung Cei’s chief retainer had fled with the dead lord’s two-year-old son and daughter, fraternal twins. Twins who might one day grow up to rally a resistance to challenge the Son of Heaven.

That could not be allowed to happen. When the Sky God or the Heavens demanded it, so must it be.

Wong Tau abruptly raised his fist to signal a halt. Something stirred in him - a hint of warning. Instinct drew icy brushstrokes up and down his spine, and he ducked just in time. The arrow knifed through the air, punching through the throat of the warrior behind Wong. With a strangled, sickening, half-gurgled death-rattle, the man pitched from his horse. 

“Forward!” Wong’s cry joined the drumbeat of hooves as the warriors charged up the slope. They were close now. If the king’s retainer was desperate enough to engage them in a fight, one man against an entire company, well then, that revealed all Wong needed to know. The children could not be far.

Wong was the first to see the Cei retainer. He was an older man, but by no means elderly. Past his prime he might be, but his cleverness more than made up for it. As two riders converged on the giant boulder from which the Cei retainer rained down his arrows, expertly placed traps sent both men tumbling from their mounts. One died with a sharpened wooden stake impaled through his torso. The other warrior, Xu, Wong’s own cousin, broke his neck in the fall and lay still. 

By now, though, other riders had answered with an arrow volley of their own. The retainer dropped to the boulder, flattening himself to avoid being skewered. For now, it was enough. Soon, though, the remaining riders had encircled the rock. Soon one, two, four, five riders were clambering up the face of it toward their target. The stubborn retainer fought well. Wong watched as he managed to fling one man down the rock face to his death. Brandishing his sword, the retainer fought on as two warriors converged on him with blades drawn. He fought them off for an admirable moment and even cut through one man’s defenses, slashing through the weak spot just under the man’s quilted jerkin. The warrior howled and fell back. He would bleed out before they could get him back to the village - Wong Tau knew that much.

So it had come to this. Five of his men already dead. Like a tigress protecting her cubs, this Cei retainer fought with spirit. Spirit could only get a person so far, though. Wong drew an arrow from his quiver, nocked it, aimed, and fired.  

The arrow caught the older man just above the kneecap. Not a kill shot, but it didn’t need to be. The Cei retainer lurched to his knees, then shrieked as one of Wong’s warriors ran him through from behind. Blood soaked the front of the retainer’s tunic as he fell forward, giving the last measure of devotion to the two lives in his care. 

“Fan out and search!” Wong called to his men. “Find them!” He didn’t need to specify as to whom. The children were young. Alone, with their caretaker dead, they would not be hard to subdue. But first they had to be found. ‘Where would I go if I was a terrified child?’ Wong Tau asked himself. He chose the most obvious of choices, thinking like a child would. Granted, the retainer might have told the two little ones to hide. That might have been the smarter choice, and with the tall grasses of the meadow perhaps the two could have survived undetected long enough to freeze to death in the night as temperatures plummeted. In a sense, Wong realized, his work was already done. What were the chances of two helpless children surviving in the wilderness with winter’s grip already tightening on the land?

Yet his lord would require proof. He would need to bring back their ears, at the very least, to show that he had seen the awful task through to the very end.

Wong began guiding his mount up the rocky path toward the monastery. It loomed above him like a broken toy, the roof’s ceramic tiles crumbling or destroyed in at least a half dozen places, as if the Sky God’s daughter had been playing with her dollhouse and had the ultimate tantrum. Then there was a shout up ahead. One of his warriors had already gone up the path before him, probably using the same reasoning. 

“Here. I’ve found them!”

Shi Guan turned back toward Wong Tau as he and his remaining 19 warriors converged on the scene. 

The archway of the monastery gate frowned down at them. Before it a slender stream, spanned by the tiny, ornate curve of a wooden bridge, gurgled quietly. On the bridge two little children huddled.

They were not alone. 

A man with a short, bushy black beard flecked with silver, wearing the cap of a scholar-official and silk robes of ebony and crimson, barred the way. And he was not alone either. Another man, equally aged, stood out because he looked frailer than his stocky counterpart. He had only a thin, sparse, and wispy beard to cover his sallow face. The frailer one also wore only a simple cotton robe of drabbest gray, the same shade as the sky above. But it was the fatter one who spoke.

“Can we help you gentlemen?” 

The fat, black-bearded one had a rich voice. It seemed to come out of the earth, from some deep, fiery core, and to shake with a resonance that made Wong Tau feel apprehensive without knowing quite why. 

“Who are you?” Wong Tau said evenly. He urged his mount forward until he stood at the head of the warrior company. 

“I am Gu, and this is my brother Pan,” the black-bearded one said, indicating the frail one. The frail one had knelt down and was hugging the two little ones to him, whispering in a soothing voice. 

“We are the monks of Phoenix Peak. It is a well-known Taoist monastery and refuge. Surely you have heard of it?”

Wong Tau nodded, maintaining a veneer of politeness.

“Forgive me, Holy One. I did not know that monks still dwelled here. We were told that the Taoist order of Fujun had long since died out, and you are not exactly dressed like any monk I have ever seen.”

“Rumors, like appearances, can be deceiving,” the old man replied. “So...what can I do for you?”

Wong gestured at the children. “I must insist that you allow me to take these two children into my care.”

The black-bearded monk’s eyes were sparkling now. They seemed to glisten quizzically with mercury and liquid fire.

“Is that so? And why is that?”

Wong Tau sighed. He had no wish to kill these old men. An explanation would cost him only a little time. They had been on the trail of the retainer for over a week. What were a few more moments? So, he explained the situation to the two elderly monks, leaving out nothing except the truths that most mattered. 

“So, as you can see, old ones, we are just here to bring the king’s young son and daughter back to their father, safe and whole.”

“Is that so?” This time, it was not the fat one speaking, but the skinny, twig-like monk who now rose to his feet. “Do you know what I think?” The skinny monk’s gray whiskers seemed to twitch now with barely repressed rage. “I think you’re lying.”

Wong Tau now decided that he had been patient with these two doddering old fools for long enough. 
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Chapter 2 - Quarter Not Given
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“Think what you will, old man, but we will be taking the children with us. Stand aside.” The edge of his voice, as sharp as his blade, proceeded the warrior as he dismounted and strode forward. Wong kept his hand on the hilt of his weapon, holding it steady. Hopefully the two octogenarian monks wouldn’t try anything stupid. He still had no wish to kill them; and besides, age would do that soon enough. As he reached the bridge, Wong was pleased that the two children stayed huddled and cowering, clinging to one another rather than forcing a tiresome foot chase. He was about to push the old fat monk aside when he noticed something. 

The air. Something in it had changed. It was chilly, especially up in the hills here, where frost rimed the world each morning. But now, now it was as if the cold had plunged the world into the depths of winter in the span of a heartbeat. His teeth chattered, and that telltale instinctual warning bell in his mind was ringing. Something made him look back. He turned back, and his heart froze. The men, his warriors, they sat their horses, still as statues. Not statues, though. Frozen, lips blue, bodies coated with frost and ashen gray beneath. Some fell from their mounts. Others clung to their steeds like clay mannequins, or men whose souls had somehow been expunged. 

Wong Tau turned back to gape at the old man. The liquid mercury-and-fire reflected in the old monk’s gaze was like staring into a teeming, boiling cauldron. 

“What have you done to my men!?”

Yet before giving the old man a chance to even answer the question, Wong slashed at him. The old man jumped back. He wasn’t quick enough. Wong’s blade sliced cleanly through the old man’s wrist. Blood dripped from the stump, but now two things stopped Wong in the middle of his attack.

First, the ‘blood’ wasn’t the right color. Instead of red seeping from the wound, Wong saw what looked like molten gold.

Second, there was the laughter. The black-bearded monk was truly laughing – heartily, and holding nothing back. His dark rumble seemed to shake the hills themselves, and as they did so they planted a seed in the pit of Wong Tau’s queasy stomach. A seed that sent out tiny shoots of terror. 
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