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ONCE UPON A TIME, THERE was a young woman, Bai Jing.

She was the daughter of a High Official in charge of a small town nestled comfortably in the country, surrounded by fields and mountains. She was as beautiful as a Lotus, as graceful as a swan, and had the voice of a songbird. She was gracious and pleasant and had kind words for everyone. She was quiet, demure, well-loved, and respected in the town where she lived, for she was the living example of a holy servant. And when she walked the streets of her town, the townsfolk presented her with many gifts, bestowing favor and asking her to offer a prayer to Luo Shi on their behalf. Dressed in her finest, Bai Jing walked to the temple, which honored the Luo Shi, Empress of the Stars. 

The temple held the Empresses’ likeness, painted on the walls in murals and depictions. She dressed in white, had pale-colored eyes, and flowing white hair. She was bright—like the stars surrounding her—and she stared benevolently at a town below. The statues that honored the Goddess decorated the steps and the altar with marble and jade sentries. Bai Jing entered the temple, lit the incense, and kneeled, paying her respects to the protector of her town. While kneeling, Grace, a gift only the Empress could give, enveloped her. She received this gift daily, feeling the Empress’s touch upon her.

And once her prayers and respects were complete, Bai Jing rose and left the temple to traverse the streets back to her home again. 

But today, there was a commotion in the streets. Curiously, she joined the others who lined the streets, watching the parade of horses and the guards surrounding a young man on a white steed. He was tall and had a presence that commanded respect, and Bai Jing remembered the Governor’s son was to arrive today. He was to stay as a guest in her father’s home. Knowing she would be late to welcome him, she hurried back home and arrived just moments after he had dismounted. Her father proudly greeted him. 

She patiently waited for introductions to be completed before making her presence known to both. She entered the gardens, casting her gaze demurely down, and bowed in deference to his title. But when she straightened, she met his eyes and grew unsettled by the intensity within them. What she had been told about him was true; he was extremely handsome. But an underlying current of trepidation circled her, sensing a thread of evil within him. Teng Yan bowed to her, never taking his eyes off her. And at that moment, she realized they were not only receiving a visit by the Governor’s son, but a malevolent force stirred inside, a glimpse in his eyes, a glow... a hint of what it would reveal in the coming days. And silently, Bai Jing offered her prayers to the Empress, fearing she would need all the Grace the Empress could give her today.

Flushed and uncomfortable under his stare, she informed her father and their guest she would make tea, and they would take it in the gardens, under the pagoda. In the reprieve of her task, she gazed out the window to the fields and valley below. The country folk were ants, the cow herders, and the cattle dotted the land carelessly. Staring below, she imagined she could see the one she loved tending the fields and his herd of cattle. And at the edge of the field, barely visible from the window, she could see the precipice overlooking the mighty river, where she was to meet her love. 

Saddened, but knowing her duty, she arranged the kettle and cups on the tray. But before carrying it out to the gardens where her father and Teng Yan sat, she offered another prayer to the Empress, for she needed strength. She picked up the tray and, with quick, small steps, made her way into the gardens again. Bai Jing reached the pagoda and noted Teng Yan’s eyes following her every movement. Demurely, keeping her eyes cast down, she served her guest and her father before finally taking a seat. Replacing the teapot, she saw her father smiling broadly, and soon he could not keep the news to himself. But the moment he spoke, her heart fell to her feet, her movements grew heavy, and the tea tasted bitter on her tongue. Teng Yan did not come on business matters like she had first thought. 

He came for her hand in marriage. 

Indeed, this was an advantageous union, and her father quickly accepted. Bai Jing looked up at the man asking to marry her and saw a strange glow in the depths of his eyes. It was otherworldly and unnatural, and a shiver ran down her spine. He seemed to glow a light shade of green for a moment. Then it was as though she had seen nothing at all. Uncomfortable, she made her excuses to leave and hurriedly dressed to go down to the fields. Stealing from her home, she raced to the precipice overlooking the river below and waited under the flowering tree.  

“Bai Jing!”

She heard the voice of her lover and sagged in relief. She flung herself into his arms, and he held her safe, if only for a moment. In hurried words, she told her love about Teng Yan and what was to occur. She did not tell him of the strange occurrence, for she was uncertain of what she had seen. Pulling back from his arms, she looked into her lover’s eyes and saw concern for her. 

“I will not do it, Zhan Zin!” she vowed to him. 

Zhan Zin was a cow herder of low stature. And while his love for Bai Jing was great, even he knew they could never marry. Her father would never permit it. Though his heart broke, he knew this was a grand match and encouraged her to accept the proposal. But Bai Jing vowed she would never love another, even if forced to marry. 

When Bai Jing returned, she saw Teng Yan wandering the gardens. She hovered at the wall because it appeared he was speaking to someone. At first, she thought it was her father, but he was inside the home, visible from where she stood. Curious, she peered around the fence and saw a dark shadow that appeared human and animal. It stood before him in a glowing green, ominous, and foreboding swirl—and Bai Jing knew Teng Yan was not what he initially seemed. The conversation continued, the two unaware of her presence, and she shuddered when the feeling of dread slithered down her back. Teng Yan and this shadow spoke of death and dominion. 

Fearful, Bai Jing left her home again and raced to the fields. She called loudly up into the skies and asked the Empress to help her. Upon hearing the young woman’s distress, Luo Shi found Teng Yan. Immediately, she knew Qiong Qi greatly influenced him. Qiong Qi was a demon who escaped from the spirit world, and was no ordinary demon; he feasted on the souls of humans. Through Teng Yan, he would gain power and influence, transforming people into inhuman beings. But so great was Luo Shi’s love for her people that she helped her faithful servant. So, sweeping her hand across the skies, Luo Shi scooped out a star and created a sword.  

Forged from the star’s essence, she created a blade stronger than any steel on earth. This blade would not chip, it could not break, and it could slice through anything if the person wielding it believed it so. 

Near the hilt were three rings fastened to the sword’s spine. The first ring represented honor, because Bai Jing honored the Empress. The second ring represented courage, because Bai Jing faced a marriage to one she did not love. The third ring represented love, for Bai Jing would never forget her love for Zhan Zin. 

Then Luo Shi set eight stones of the purest Imperial Jade into the sword’s pommel. Two stones graced the pommel, one on each side. Three stones graced the guard on one side, and three on the other. The eight stones symbolized wholeness and completeness and strengthened the sword. Using the silver dust of the star, the Empress created a scabbard to protect the Star Sword. Once she completed this, she descended below, meeting her servant in the fields to present her with the gift.

Bai Jing thanked the Empress of the Stars for the Star Sword, swearing she would esteem what the goddess entrusted to her care. 

Bai Jing then took her leave and walked to the precipice overlooking the jagged rocks and swift river below to wait for the man she loved. Moments later, she heard him approach. Flinging herself into his arms, she relayed all which had occurred. This saddened Zhan Zin’s heart, but he was also angry, for he loved Bai Jing and could not bear the thought of her being harmed. He implored her to run away with him. And while everything within her urged her to go, she knew she could not leave the people. Because of the Grace the Empress had given, she could not leave her father and the townspeople to face Qiong Qi alone. 

So, Bai Jing presented Zhan Zin with the sword. 

She gave this gift so he would never forget her and to protect himself and the people. Zhan Zin graciously accepted the sword, but being a lowly cow herder, he had no money to present his own gift. So, taking his dagger, he pried out one of the Imperial Jade stones and offered it to his love to remember him. Bai Jing held the stone, brightened by two stars lit from inside. She clasped it to her heart as they shared one last kiss. 

––––––––
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Song

––––––––
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I BUST OUT LAUGHING, and my mother swats me. I rub my shoulder, unable to keep from sputtering out another laugh. 

“Song!” she admonishes me. “It is a beautiful story!” She holds the ring up to the fluorescent lights above us. She turns it from side to side. “Bai Jing had the stone set into a magnificent silver-gold ring in honor of her love.” My mother, Liang Cartelli, holds the ring between her thumb and forefinger. 

“Looks like a man’s ring,” I mutter, following her gaze. 

“Hmm. Perhaps it has been resized.” She holds it up to catch the fluorescent light in the stone again. Depending on the angle, two stars appear in the stone before winking out again.

“Why’d Bai Jing give the sword away, anyway?” I ought to know better than to get my mother started again. “She should have run home and skewered that guy... I would have.” I rub my arm again, making a face at her. 

“That’s not how the story goes,” she admonishes me. “The Star Sword was given for protection, yes, but also for Bai Jing to use at her discretion.” 

I watch my mother hold the ring up, quirking a smile in appreciation. It is a beautiful ring. The silver-gold seems to glow like the stars. But it’s probably because my mother spent about a half-hour polishing it. It had been rather dirty when we found it in a box mixed with a jumble of old costume jewelry. She harrumphs at me and turns away, and I try to stifle another giggle. 

I love my mother’s stories. This one just hit me fanciful and funny. Qiong Qi of the demon world and Luo Shi, the Empress of the Stars? It sounds like a typical tragic love story and two deities who used humans as pawns. Another Chinese legend my mother has told. I watch her retreat through the curtain of beads separating the front of the store from the back. 

The ring is fake, but thanks to my mother’s care, it’s pretty and makes a nice eye-catching jewelry piece. However, I doubt it’s hundreds of years old. At the very least, we will fetch a good price for it. Costume jewelry and antique jewelry do well in our store and online. 

My father, Marco Cartelli, met my mother twenty-six years ago, and he tells me it was love at first sight for them both, despite their different nationalities. Because my parents fell in love so quickly, my mother raised me on the tragic love stories from Chinese lore, many of which I heard growing up. And when Grandma would visit, she told the stories with even more flair. She would recount the stories while she taught me to prepare traditional cuisine. As a child, the stories Grandma told enthralled me. 

As an adult, I guess I’m a little more—jaded. 

“Song!” I hear my mother’s voice in the distance and know she’s in the back. We have a large receiving area or a small warehouse there. It’s where we house the surplus in our Pawn and Thrift Store. 

I scan the store quickly. The Pawn and Thrift Store is at the end of a three-business building. It sits next to the Italian restaurant, which came under recent new ownership, and the laundromat is on the other end. The Italian restaurant was Bellante’s Italian Restaurant, although it is more of a diner. But Sammy was the cook who had been there for years, and he purchased it, renaming the restaurant Sammy’s Italian Restaurant. Adelfo, the previous owner, has disappeared, and no one seems to know where he went. But honestly, the man was super creepy, and I’m certainly glad he isn’t around. 

But about two weeks ago, I noticed Elayna, who worked at the restaurant, had also disappeared, and I hope she is doing all right. She was nice. We’d chat about inane things, and she’d come by from time to time, browsing the pawnshop. I think she picked up a sturdy coffee table from us almost a year ago now, and while it wasn’t a great piece, it was nice looking. My father gave her a deal since she always slipped him extra food whenever he ordered. I’m sure he’s going to miss her. I already do. It was nice having another woman my age around here. 

Seeing the empty store, I push aside the curtain of beads hanging from the doorframe, listening to them clack together in a pleasing tone behind me. I walk down the short hallway to where my mother stands in the middle of the warehouse holding another small box of jewelry items. Last week, my father visited an auction and returned with mystery boxes and furniture pieces. How he finds these things, I’ll never know. But now we have more work in figuring out what is sellable, what might sell in our store, and what the junk is so we can toss it. I take the box from my mother, and she’s staring at the ring again. 

“Are you keeping it? Or selling it?” I ask. She seems inordinately interested in it. The two stars in the Jade stone seem to wink at me.

“Look at the two stars, Song.” She holds the ring up so we can both view it. “The two stars are Bai Jing and Zhan Zin.” She has a dreamy look. 

I rub my shoulder again. I suppose I shouldn’t have groaned out loud. I might have a bruise now. 

My mother turns away from me. “The two stars mean there are two people who will come together and...”

“Okay, mom. I’m storied-out now.” She’ll go on and on if I don’t stop her. 

She spins, her finger waggling under my nose and eyes narrowing. “You used to love my stories.”

I lean in and kiss her cheek. “I still love your stories. We just have a lot to go through today.”

She frowns before sighing, resigned to our fate within the walls of our store. “We will sell it. Too bad we do not have the matching sword...”

I watch her walk off and shake my head, wondering, not for the first time, if there’s any truth to my mother’s stories. Maybe there were people like in the story she told. People who were extraordinary in a way worthy of a legend and immortalized in a finely crafted tale to bring hope, impart a moral... or a warning. 

I return to the front of the store behind the glass cabinet, which seconds as our checkout counter. We have two eight-foot-long display cases with a gap in the middle near the register. Both effectively block off the store from the back area. And both rooms we fill with small antiques, knick-knacks, knives, or pieces of interest, designed to catch the eye and hopefully secure a purchase.   

I place the box on the counter, lay down a thin towel, and dump the contents out. There are many kinds of pins, brooches, necklaces, earrings, and rings, but nothing looks real. I wrinkle my nose at the musty smell of metal. Several of the jewelry pieces are lovely, and many people like the antique jewelry look. In the store itself, we do not sell too many jewelry pieces, but we seem to have regular sales online. My mother takes pictures of the ones we sell online, and my father or I upload them to the site.  

So, I sift through, and make three piles: one for the store, one for our online store, and one for the trash. Knowing this will take time and patience, I pull over the stool to get comfortable while separating the pieces and listening to my mother singing in the back.

––––––––

[image: ]


Shen

––––––––
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“I AM PLEASED IT MEETS with your approval.” I smile at them graciously before looking around the dining room. “And when is Mr. Fortini going to show?” I expected him sooner, but no one forces Nico to do anything. 

“He should be here any moment.” Blake surveys the room again filled with Nico’s people. 

“Marina!”

We turn to the new voice calling from the entrance of the restaurant. I smile at Elayna. She looks lovely in a pale pink dress, and Icilio, in a dark gray suit, is not far behind her. She scoots over to her friend and I watch them for a moment, a smile on my lips, but it soon fades when the familiar sense of unease tries to wind around my body. I push it away but wonder why it spiked again. I glance around, seeing nothing out of place, no malevolent force circles in the restaurant. I pull myself around yet again, determined to enjoy this night. 

“Shen, thank you!” 

I refocus my attention on Elayna. I bow to her, and she grasps my hands, squeezing. I raise them to my lips, and she blushes. I think I hear a growl, but I am not sure. Elayna’s eyes cut over to Icilio, flashing a warning. She then smiles at me again and greets Blake before looping her arm around Marina’s, and they move off together, talking up a storm. Conversation about clothing and Brad carries back to us when they move away, and I grin.  

“Icilio,” I greet the giant of a man walking up to me. 

He dips his chin. “Shen. Thank you for this. It means the world to Elayna.” 

“I am pleased to do this. And thank you for the opportunity to cater for the wedding as well!” I grin at him. It is a great honor and opportunity because it will hit the newspapers, and Che’Shun’s popularity will increase, and business will soar.

“Elayna would have no other.” He pauses for a moment. “I mean...”

Blake barks out a laugh and says, “No worries, Icilio. We all know it is the women who run the show.” 

I chuckle, watching the two beside me search out their mates, and I feel the emptiness again as though I am missing a piece of me—as though the music to my magic is missing from my life. 

Icilio turns to me once again. “Did Elayna tell you about the cake?”

I grin. “It is a challenge I accept willingly. It will take my chefs and me a better part of the day.” And the night, most likely. But it will be magnificent. 

I’m clapped on the back and jolt forward a step. Icilio apologizes, and I wave him off. He is a newly created Werewolf learning his powers and strength. But my shoulder stings, and I’m surprised he hasn’t dislocated it. Blake grins, and I make a face at him. I may not have the strength in my body those two have, but I am powerful in my own right. 

“Well, you four enjoy yourselves. I must oversee the kitchen.” I disappear, that is, by walking away. 

The kitchen is a bustle of efficient energy. I sense the excitement and tension, their desire to make everything perfect. But everyone has a job to do, and they do it with the grace honed from years of practice. I wander through the kitchen, answer questions here and there, and point out what’s missing or needs straightening up. But everything is running smoothly, and I am pleased. I am unsure if I should be grateful I am not required back here. 

When I return to the dining room, Nico and Elayna’s mother, June, are there. They make introductions, and even from where I stand, I see a blush on June’s cheeks, her hand touching her collarbone, smiling at him. Elayna hugs Nico, and Icilio greets his uncle. I take the next moment to move into their circle. Nico greets me in his Italian custom, a kiss on each cheek. When he finishes, I bow to him. I welcome Elayna’s mother, who exclaims what a wonder this place is, and I thank her. 

“This is magnificent,” Nico tells me. “Thank you, Shen. If there should be anything you need, you only have to call. A favor for a favor.” 

“Dad,” Elayna warns, her hand on her hip. 

The older man flushes and ducks into himself at her admonishment. June also makes a face at him. Yes, the women indeed run the show. Icilio grins. 

“You are gracious,” I say and short bow once again. “I must mingle and see to my guest’s comforts. But first, my guests, do you have everything you need?”

They tell me they are fine, and I move off. I catch movement at the front of the restaurant, and Brad and David have arrived. I’ve known both for years and make my way through the crowd to their sides. We greet each other, and Brad gushes about the restaurant. Then, he picks out people who need his fashion help. I laugh when David backhands his arm, shaking his head. 

“Where’s the wine?” David asks. 

I smile once again. “No, no, David. Tonight, for you, it’s imported beer.”

He doesn’t speak for a moment. “Shen!” His knuckle goes to his eye momentarily, and Brad loops his arm through his. 

“But don’t drink it all. I happen to know Icilio likes it, too.” I exaggerate a wink, earning smiles. 

David leans in, hand on his hip. “That was my influence.” He takes full credit while scanning the crowd beyond us. 

Brad chuckles. “They bonded over imported beer. Now, the two have a—thing.”

“We do not have a ‘thing,’ like Brad puts it. It’s an understanding.” He makes a face at Brad. He turns back to me. “I promise to behave.” David boy-scout salutes me. 

I direct those two toward Icilio and Elayna and the bar. The party is coming together nicely. There is a cheerful hum of pleasant tones, and laughter rises from time to time. I survey my restaurant, pleased with the outcome and my employees’ attentiveness. It is a lovely venue, and I think I should venture into renting out the restaurant for more rehearsal and engagement dinners.

David and Icilio are at the bar, and each has a bottle in their hand. Elayna and Marina sit at a table with June, and a few other women, chatting about, well, whatever women chat about when there’s an upcoming wedding. Blake stands beside Nico, and I can only imagine what they may be discussing. I see Brad has cornered a young woman, and she adjusts her hair, but she doesn’t seem upset by it. 

Because my loved ones passed away years ago, I consider these people my family. I would do whatever I could for them. I already do what I can for them. 

I will continue to do what I can for them. 
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Song
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THICK GREEN GRASS COVERS the arena, and the markers surrounding it are clear. I cannot move beyond the edges and must contain my movements within the barrier. Everyone understands this is my battle, and there will be no interference. It is a fight to the death, and I must be on my toes—no pun intended. To step outside of my rope barrier means death, and I will not let my foe win. I will defeat my adversary and emerge triumphantly. 

He thrusts his sword forward, and I angle my torso, bringing my sword up to deflect his strike off to the side. I spin, crouch, and thrust upward. He pulls his sword back to protect his torso from my stab. I rise, knee to my chest, sword extended, my free hand behind me. I take the step and jab simultaneously. He parries and spins away as I do, and we meet each other again, swords clashing, blade to blade. He jabs forward. I rotate my sword, so the point is facing down. This directs his blade away from my thigh and I simultaneously turn on the ball of my foot. 

He’s quick and lithe, and his sword swings up. I flip my sword up to counter the move; the spine facing me as I parry the blade past my face. He doesn’t expect the move, and I snake my arm back around with a slash of my sword. He can barely deflect and stumbles, exposing the back of his neck to me. My sword twirls back around, and I decapitate my foe. I tuck my arms in, turning my wrist, and the spine of my sword rests behind my arm. 

Applause fills the air, and I short bow, grinning at the audience. 

I exit the roped-off stage area with small, quick steps to where the other students stand or sit. It is nearing six-thirty in the evening on Friday, and our annual celebration is being held in the park. We sought a permit for this night, and now we’ve set up a staged area, loosely roped off on the grass. Meng holds this event yearly to showcase his students and me, his only other teacher, to the community, hoping to gain new followers and stoke an interest in the defensive arts. 

I reach for my scabbard resting near my bag. Once I know my Dao sword is secure, I set it against my bag and stand in line with the students to watch the following demonstration. I might have grown up in this small Italian town, but my mother insisted I learn the arts. The students and I politely clap, and the next and final demonstration begins. I meet Sifu’s eyes, and he nods, obviously pleased with my earlier performance. I am always delighted to do the sword exercise. I am quite good at it. 

The next two students take their place on stage and begin a combat exercise, which appears more like a dance than offensive measures. This is a fluid dance of motion, pushing and pulling, twirling, and crouching. The fight simulation could be deadly if any blows or kicks connect, but we do not wish to startle the audience. This is for show, and hopefully, we will gain more students. I glance around at the younger children with broad smiles gracing their faces, pointing, and entranced by the gracefulness of the students. 

Meng began his studio many years ago. I think he is in his sixties, still strong and lithe. Silver streaks his hair, and he sports a Fu Manchu. With his facial structure and deep-set eyes, he pulls it off with air and a look of wisdom. He is my teacher, mentor, and friend; all rolled into one. I respect him as he respects me, and I am glad I stuck with him for all these years—or maybe it’s him sticking with me.

His training method and attitude towards it were one reason I joined his classes. Right away, it seemed he singled me out and trained me harder than the others. I spent years with him, and eventually became an assistant teacher because I had proved myself an apt pupil, and I’m still learning from him today. While Meng had initially started the studio, we cultivated it into a studio with loyal students and generated interest with new and eager students.  

Applause once again fills the air, and I blow out a breath. The event ends, and many onlookers reach for flyers. Our once-a-year event has not disappointed, and drawing in new students is always fantastic. And I know Meng always welcomes whoever wishes to learn the Arts. 

I pick up my bag and scabbard with the strap on it and swing it around my shoulder. Then I heft my bag up, surveying the mingling people who slowly walk away. I think we might have a decent bunch joining us this year. Meng always offers the first class for free, which is a draw for many. And for every three people we get to visit, one for sure stays, having found in the class something they need in their life. 

Meng and I chat with potential new students and answer their parents’ questions. After a time, we all file away, pleased with our performances and the likely additions to our classes. I say goodbye to Meng and walk with a few students to the parking lot. We chat about the next class and the events of this evening, and soon I am by myself as they peel away to their vehicles. I can’t see my car yet, but I parked more toward the back of the lot next to a truck. 

“Song!”

I freeze, recognizing the voice instantly, and barely manage not to slump my shoulders. But dread is filling me, coating me like a wet blanket. The guy has always been—nice—but there has always been something about him that made me uneasy. I plaster a smile on and turn, gripping my bag’s straps. He’s waving and walk-jogging to catch up to me. I know he likes me, and since I do not feel the same way, well, it’s awkward. He keeps pressing to go out. Just dinner, he says, but imagining myself going out with him makes me cringe. I could not spend hours listening to him jabber away. I can barely spend minutes listening to him.
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