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The Jade Dragon protected Long-En for centuries - until it was taken.
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When the Jade Dragon is stolen from the temple in the quiet village of Long-En, the locals are stunned. The very idea of such a theft is unimaginable. And without the protection of the powerful icon, what awful fate might befall the peaceful hamlet?
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Two young cousins, Li Yong Fa, a martial monk recently returned from years of training at the Shaolin Temple, and Li Zi Yi, a potent geomancer, team up to track down the thief, recover the priceless statue, and return it safely to Long-En. Little do they know how far afield they will be taken, and what dangers they will face in strange and inhospitable lands, before they even get close to their goal.
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“Alan Baxter is an accomplished storyteller who ably evokes magic and menace.”

– Laird Barron, author of Swift to Chase.

“Step into the ring with Alan Baxter, I dare you. He writes with the grace, precision, and swift brutality of a prizefighter.”

– Christopher Golden, New York Times bestselling author of ARARAT

“Alan Baxter’s thrillers have complete anatomy—muscles, brains, guts, and heart.”

– World Fantasy Award-nominated author, Anna Tambour.

“Alan Baxter delivers a heady mix of magic, monsters and bloody fights to the death. Nobody does kick-ass brutality like Baxter.”

– Greig Beck, Internationally bestselling author.

“...fantastic storytelling in the vein of Neil Gaiman or Alan Moore, but with a merciless black streak...”

– Spooktapes

“Alan Baxter has joined the ranks of talented authors who seek to push the boundaries of fantasy fiction...”

– The Manly Daily

“...if Stephen King and Jim Butcher ever had a love child then it would be Alan Baxter.”

– Smash Dragons

“Alan’s work is reminiscent of that of Clive Barker and Jim C. Hines, but with a unique flavour all of its own.”

– Angela Slatter, World Fantasy, British Fantasy and Aurealis Award winner.

“Baxter draws you along a knife’s edge of tension from the first page to the last, leaving your heart thumping and sweat on your brow.”

– Midwest Book Review

This novella remains the copyright of the author. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the author except for brief quotations used for promotion or in reviews. This novella is a work of fiction. Any reference to historical events, real people or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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I’d always wanted to write something in the vein of the great wuxia (martial heroes) kung fu epics I’ve loved so much my whole life. I’ve been a career martial artist for almost four decades, so kung fu has been an integral part of me for pretty much forever. But I’m a horror and dark fantasy writer for the most part, and had never got around finding a good story to scratch that wuxia itch. Then, back in 2016, Lindy Cameron of Clan Destine Press asked me to write a story for her new anthology. She wanted big stories, full of epic adventure, with fantasy or science fiction cores. But the story also needed to be a bit more family-friendly than my usual fare. And it needed an Australian connection. This is what came of that request.

The two protagonists in this yarn are cousins – he a Shaolin monk, her an accomplished geomancer. The Shaolin monk, Yong Fa, shares his first name with my Sifu, my kung fu teacher, in a subtle homage to him, and the character shows some of my teacher’s irreverence and cheekiness, but is otherwise an entirely made up person. The character certainly isn’t based on my Sifu. The geomancer, Zi Yi, is altogether more serious and focussed, but an accomplished mage in her own right. Together their skills are complementary and that’s just as well when they realise the scale of their task, the distance they have to go to track down their missing jade dragon, and the kind of unforgiving country they’ll be led to.

I’d had a nebulous idea for this Chinese-inspired fantasy story in mind for ages, with Shaolin martial arts and spirit magic, travel and adventure, but never quite had the framework to make it sing. Then the request for the story from Clan Destine Press said it needed an Australian connection of some kind, and I realised that setting this Chinese fantasy towards end of the Aussie gold rush would be perfect. It made the original idea better, and I was able to give a historical nod to my adopted country. It all catalysed into what I hope is an exciting novella.

You should check out the two volumes of And Then..? from Clan Destine Press, but as this is a story that’s unlikely to ever find its way into one of my collections, I thought it would be a good idea to release it on its own as a chapbook. And as I have more room to spare now, this is a slightly expanded and embellished version compared to the one originally published. I got to add a few flourishes I had to cut out before.

It was a hell of a lot of fun to write, and I hope people have at least as much fun reading it.

Alan Baxter, NSW, 2020
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Near Jiangmen, southern China, April 1859
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Li Yong Fa paused among pine trees on the ridge and gazed into the valley below. Nestled in a deep vee of pale grey rock, bisected by a clear, rushing stream, was Long-en, the village of his birth. The houses with their red and green roof tiles and tan burnished wood seemed artificial from his vantage, like toys for children. People and carts in the narrow streets were as ants. A melancholy smile tugged at Yong Fa’s lips. He’d spent most of his life at the Shaolin Temple, but he cherished returning home, seeing loved ones, even though it held a special kind of hurt as well. He always wondered what might have been...

He shook himself, straightened his saffron jacket and the heavy wooden beads around his neck, and started down the winding path. Strong legs and fit lungs made short work of the journey. He passed no one along the way and entered Long-en from the southern end. Villagers paid him the respect due a Buddhist monk, with bows and palms pressed together. Some recognised him and were friendly as well as courteous, but most did not. It had been a long time, after all. Then the old pork bun seller with his rickety cart, who had been supplying the village for longer than Yong Fa had lived, came hurrying up the road, panting and sweating behind his creaking wagon.

“Yong Fa! You’re just in time!”

The young monk frowned. “For what?”

“The Jade Dragon!”

“What of it?”

“It’s gone!”

Yong Fa’s mouth fell open. Their most valuable artefact, the heart of the village for centuries, kept in the temple maintained by his Uncle Bao. “Gone?”

“Stolen! Go, go!” The old man waved a stick-thin arm frantically behind himself, gesturing towards the temple.

Such a theft was unthinkable. Yong Fa thanked the bun seller and hurried away, his pleasure at homecoming shattered.

The temple stood at the centre of the small community, a three-tiered pagoda paying homage to the many gods of agriculture and protection, health and good fortune revered by the local populace. Long-en was a simple place, removed from the bustle of modern life. But one thing set Long-en apart from others of its kind: the Jade Dragon, carved by the master artisan Yao Gailing, five hundred years ago when the area was first settled. Long-en was proud of its history.

A dragon took pity on Yao Gailing, so the story went, as he stumbled through the land, lost, alone and heartbroken. Yao had been in love, his life mapped out, his fortunes grand, until a terrible illness took hold of the woman he loved, and slowly wasted her away. All he sought was a quiet place to live, and peace to mourn his beloved. Yao had no taste for company. The dragon, heart-sick at the man’s powerful grief, had split a mountain in two, releasing a small river so that Yao might have his isolation in the peace of the valley. Yao settled there, safe in the arm of stone. In gratitude and homage, Yao fashioned a statue in his saviour’s likeness from a boulder of the purest jade that had been washed free from the mountain by that new stream.

Two-feet long, intricately crafted and of the most flawless green, the Jade Dragon was revered by any who saw it. And its auspicious creation and heartfelt intent made it powerful. For centuries it had brought luck and prosperity to Long-en. How the world was changing, Yong Fa thought, if someone would steal such a holy item. And for what? To try to use its powers of protection for themselves? Or even worse, to sell? The theft motivated only for personal gain?

He approached the temple and his cousin, Zi Yi, was the first to spot him. Her face was pale under long black hair tied back in a braid. She wore her trademark olive green cheongsam dress. Yong Fa had lived in Long-en for only five years. The first three with parents he no longer remembered, murdered by bandits on the road far from town. One day he had been left with his father’s brother, Bao, when his parents travelled to the city far away, for papers. For administrative duties even they could not escape. And they had never returned.

So for two more years Yong Fa lived with Uncle Bao, Aunt Hua, and precocious Zi Yi, one year older and ten times bossier. Yet to this day, his cousin remained his best friend. His smile broke free at the sight of her. Uncle Bao and Aunt Hua, unable to afford two hungry mouths, had sent him to be raised in the Shaolin Temple when he turned five. He didn’t resent them for it, despite the fear and loneliness he had felt keenly at the time. It had given him a better life than he might have hoped for otherwise, but he often wondered...
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