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—Ian Thomas Healy

September, 2015

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction


[image: ]


Ian Thomas Healy and I go way back. Far back into the realm of The Nerd—like, junior high Creative Writing Club territory. That far. Way back when being a nerd was not cool, but would attract the bullies from every school corridor. We both cut our teeth on the same fabulous literature, and the generous teachers who spent extra time with our special brand of creativity. I may have a club picture somewhere I can use for blackmail purposes . . .

Suffice to say that I know very well that worlds of wonder are second nature to Ian, and also that he has had a stellar education in the creation thereof. What I have found in the Just Cause Universe books I have been honored to have read, is that vitality of the kid coming of age into a superpower, now tempered with real writing skill. The fearless details of worldbuilding now made by a man who has created children, a family, and who knows the tough real world well. So what we get in the Just Cause Universe is an alternative, parahuman-full world that feels so much like our own, whether the protagonist is a teenaged superhuman or a middle-aged woman just trying to be a good security guard. Either way, we can feel for and identify with our heroes, whoever they may be.

In The Lion and the Five Deadly Serpents, we are transported into a real-life wu xia film: the questions of honor, the romance, and of course the spectacular action all intact. What the Just Cause books consistently do well is present us with realistic characters we can relate to, and this book is no different. Except there's a lot of kick-ass martial arts. 

I hope you enjoy this action-packed ride as much as I did. Now excuse me: I've got to go dig up that old typewritten magazine from junior high . . .

—Jenn Zukowski

May, 2015
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Chapter One
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“The journey of a thousand miles begins with one step.”


—Lao Tzu



March, 1980

New York City, New York

The form was everything.

Lionheart pivoted smoothly on the ball of one foot and lashed out with the other, catching a sand-filled training dummy up high, where its chin would have been were it alive. He followed through with the blow in a full spin, dropping into a crouch with one arm raised above his head as if he wore a shield across it. His hips twisted like a spring and uncoiled with tremendous power as he delivered a double palm strike to the midsection of the dummy, sending ripples of sand through the reinforced bag to shatter imaginary ribs and explode theoretical organs like water balloons. He slapped aside one of the dummy’s flailing wooden arms and caught the other on the outside of his arm, thrilling to the solid impact. His knee came up into the dummy’s side, brutalizing it once more, and he raked his claws across the hapless bag’s leathery face, which bore the scars of numerous previous attacks from the leonine man. Sweat matted his mane as he delivered blows with his palms, with his fingers, with his elbows. The dummy shuddered almost like a living thing, doing its best to recoil on its heavy spring base as Lionheart worked over it.

At last, the form came to its end with a pair of devastating strikes. His double footed lunging kick tore the dummy from its mounting hardware, followed by Lionheart twisting around to rip out a piece of the leather bag that would have been the throat of his opponent.

Sardonic applause filtered in past the pounding of blood in his ears and he looked up to see Javier leaning against the dojo door, his face twisted into half a grin beneath his thick Puerto Rican mustache. “I’d say we’re safe from any further problems with that dummy.” He raised his hands to his mouth to light a cigarette.

Lionheart glanced down at the sand leaking out from a half dozen spots on the bag and the splintered wooden base. “Yeah, I’d say so. Hey, you mind not smoking in here?”

Javier shrugged and blew a lungful of smoke out into the hall. “I gave up almost all my other vices. Let me have this one.”

Lionheart picked up a towel from a nearby rack and wrapped it across his shoulders, which were covered with short, golden fur like everywhere else on his body except on his head, where it spread into a magnificent mane any male lion would have been proud to wear. Even though Javier was trying to be polite and not breathe smoke near him, Lionheart could still smell the tobacco, and it made him wrinkle his broad nose in disgust. “Don’t usually see you up so early in the morning, Javi.”

Javier shrugged. “When the tinkering muse comes, you have to appease it.” Javier was known as the flying armor-suited superhero Javelin outside of Just Cause. He was constantly trying to upgrade and improve his suit as technology advanced around the world. His latest project involved networking his suit to the two Cray supercomputers in the center of Just Cause headquarters, high up in World Trade Center Two. It was all well beyond Lionheart, who found his patience with technology ran out with telephones and walkie-talkies. “Actually, there’s some body here to see you.”

“Somebody?”

“Some body. I mean it. She’s a foxy Asian chick I wouldn’t mind getting to know better if I weren’t already attached to Irlene.” Irlene was another hero of Just Cause, with the ability to shrink objects and people down to fractions of their original size. She and Javier had connected after the events involving her brother, the Destroyer. It was more a lapse in taste than anything else, Lionheart thought at the time. Somehow, though, she’d managed to keep her patience with the inventor’s plethora of bad habits and even cured him of some of them. It had been a long time since anyone had found Javi sprawled on his floor, unconscious after too much booze or too many pills.

Lionheart wrinkled his nose again as another breath of smoke crossed it. “She asked for me?”

“She did. Has your side thing got another side thing going on?” Javi smiled his insufferable, knowing grin that always made Lionheart want to hit him. He was referring to Lionheart’s complicated relationship with his teammate Pony Girl, which was further complicated by the fact she was married.

“I don’t have a side thing going on,” Lionheart lied as he tried to dry his mane. When he sweated, he took on the scent of a wet dog—or a wet cat, which was closer to the truth.

“Of course not. Anyway, she’s in Devereaux’s office. I’ll let you tell him you need more victims for your chop socky gym.” Javi nodded toward the ruined training dummy and then sauntered away.

Lionheart sighed. He knew his training was hard on the equipment, but it came with the territory when one was stronger, faster, and tougher than normal humans. He had wicked sets of finger and toe claws, and fangs to chomp through bones if he were so inclined. When in public, he was careful to keep himself composed and smiling as much as possible so people tended to associate him more with a character like the Cowardly Lion from The Wizard of Oz or King Richard from the Disney film Robin Hood instead of a vicious beast belonging in a zoo. It was the cross he had to bear, looking like an anthropomorphic lion, gifted with parahuman abilities, cursed with the appearance of a monster.

He pulled on a New York Mets t-shirt so he’d look a little less threatening, and tried to smooth down his mane some as he padded through the halls of Just Cause. He nodded at John Stone, who was hunched over a desk doing paperwork, an oversized elementary-school pencil clutched carefully in his thick granite fingers. He wondered where Pony Girl was, and then quashed that thought. The two of them had only acted on their desperate attraction to one another a half dozen times over the past few years, and even though they’d only been caught once, it had caused some rifts among the team that might never heal properly. Once or twice a year, it seemed, the simmering attraction boiled over and the two of them would find someplace to be alone, something which was surprisingly difficult even in a city as cosmopolitan and blasé as New York.

It was one of the reasons Lionheart had thrown himself into his training. When he was busy punching training dummies—or less frequently, bad guys—he wasn’t thinking unproductive and dangerous thoughts about the woman who’d stolen his heart years before.

Lane Devereaux had a large corner office of the Trade Center, and the tableau of the New York skyline sparkled in the early morning sunshine, promising a beautiful spring day. The man himself was perched with one hip resting on his desk, his salt-and-pepper hair gleaming with overuse of styling cream. He looked as dapper as ever in his gray suit as he gestured with his pipe and smiled at the young woman sitting in the chair before him. The office smelled of the cherry-flavored tobacco he preferred and Aqua Velva aftershave. The Asian woman had a strangely familiar scent to Lionheart, a mixture of Far Eastern spices with floral overtones in her clothes, and skin reminding him of someone he’d known long ago. “Ah, Richard, please come in,” said Devereaux, his voice carrying only the slightest hint of the French accent he’d grown up with. “This is Chou Lihua. Ms. Lihua came here asking to speak to you.”

“Ms. Chou, actually,” said the young woman. “In China, we give family names first, Mr. Devereaux.”

Lionheart stiffened. He knew the family name Chou. It could only mean . . . “You are related to Master Chou.” He didn’t make it a question. Huizhong Chou was the man who’d taught him Shizi Hou, Lionheart’s trademark fighting style, the man who’d seen the hero hiding beneath the fur, the man who’d saved his life.

“He is my father,” said Lihua. As soon as she said it, Lionheart wondered how he could have not seen it before. She had the same defiant cast to her jaw as her father, which spoke of a willingness to buck authority and to question the status quo. Her eyes were the same as his, although her nose turned up at the end whereas his had been broken so many times to be almost unidentifiable as a proboscis. Even pulled back into a ponytail, her dark hair still cascaded halfway down her back. She wore a sky blue and white tunic over flared white trousers and sandals making her look like a stewardess.

Lionheart bowed, falling into the old formalities as easily as if he’d never left them. “My apologies. How is your father? I haven’t spoken with him in many years.”

Lihua bowed her head. “He is dying, Mr. Lyons. He has asked to see you.”

Lionheart nodded. “Of course.” He looked at Devereaux. “I’m going to need to take some time off.”

Devereaux touched a match to the bowl of his pipe, drawing air through the stem. “Of course, Richard. Take all the time you need. God knows you’ve earned it.”

“Where is he?” Lionheart asked.

“Hong Kong,” said Lihua.

Lionheart grimaced. “I don’t have a passport. And people get a little freaked out when I get on a plane. Last time I flew, they treated me like I was a hijacker.”

Devereaux shook his head and blew out a puff of smoke. “That’s ridiculous. Let me put my people to work, Richard. I’ll have a passport for you in six hours. And as far as planes go, take my Learjet.”

“Oh, I couldn’t—”

“Nonsense, I insist,” said Devereaux. “Flying to Paris on an airliner is bad enough. At the very least you’ll be comfortable and be served decent meals. What’s the point of being wealthy if I can’t lavish it upon my friends in their time of need?” He drew another lungful of the fragrant cherry smoke. “Besides, my accountant is quite creative. I’m sure he’ll figure out a way to deduct the entire expense.” He smiled at Lionheart. “Pack your bags, my friend.”

Lionheart bowed to Devereaux, the gesture the best way he knew how to show respect and gratitude to the man who’d given him a job and a purpose and a place to utilize the parahuman abilities he’d been granted.

狮 和 五 致 死 蛇

The suitcase seemed almost too small for a voyage of several thousand miles. Lionheart sat on the edge of his bed, regarding the single bag holding all his worldly possessions. Even after years of being part of the greatest superhero team in the world, everything he owned fit into a single suitcase. It was as if his entire life had been defined by impermanence. It was very much a Taoist type of philosophy, one which Master Chou would have appreciated.

When Master Chou had first come into Lionheart’s life, it was to intervene in a would-be fatal beating about to be administered upon him by a fellow parahuman. It had been in a small and remote Midwest town, and Lionheart had been living the lifestyle of a wanderer, never staying in one town for long, working enough odd jobs to stay fed. Being of such an inhuman appearance in Middle America was even worse than being a black man in the South. He was as unwelcome as hippies in a conservative town or women in a gentleman’s club, even with his exceptional physical abilities.

He’d run afoul of a gang of biker punks, like Hell’s Angels, except they were led by someone like him—a man with parahuman powers and a demonic, inhuman visage. They took offense at some imagined slight, looking for a reason to start trouble, and Lionheart intervened before really thinking about it. He made a reasonably good accounting of himself at first, but then the parahuman leader entered the fray, and Lionheart had his first true taste of parapowered combat. The gang leader beat him up and down the street, and was about to murder him when Master Chou stepped up and immobilized the thug with a couple of pressure point strikes. The first word he spoke to Lionheart was “Coming?” and Lionheart realized he’d been given a powerful invitation that might never be repeated.

The two men began traveling together. Master Chou was wandering, like Lionheart, across America for no specific reason other than it was another leg of his lifelong journey. In time, Chou taught Lionheart some basics of Wing Chun and found the leonine young man a willing and capable student. Eventually, Chou developed a style ideal for someone of Lionheart’s build and abilities, basing it upon the Tibetan Lion’s Roar style of Shizi Hou.

Eventually, the two men parted ways. Lionheart went to New York to join Just Cause and become a well-known and respected superhero, while Master Huizhong Chou disappeared, and Lionheart hadn’t been able to track him down again. At some point the man returned to China, and apparently he at least had a daughter. Lionheart would have to ask Lihua more about what happened with her father and why he’d gone on his journey, leaving his family behind. They’d have time; it was a long flight to China, with several stops for fuel along the way.

The suitcase seemed to beckon to Lionheart, as if chastising him for sitting around when there was traveling to be done.

“How long you going to sit there staring at that thing?” asked an all-too-familiar voice. Lionheart looked up and smiled at Faith, who called herself Pony Girl. She was in her costume and smelled of exhaust and popcorn, having likely just returned from patrol in Central Park. Her hair was piled up in a stylish teased tower atop her head, held in place by spray and laughing at gravity’s attempts to pull it back downward.

She looked beautiful.

“Not much longer,” said Lionheart. “Devereaux should have my papers done shortly, and then I’ll be off.”

“All the way to China. I heard,” said Faith. “That’s a long way.”

“It’s a call I can’t ignore.”

“I’ll miss you, Rick.” Faith was fast, and suddenly she was standing right before him, holding out her hands to him.

He stood and embraced her. “I’ll miss you too, but maybe it’s for the best.”

Her lips brushed his, lingering, so slow compared to the speed at which she did everything else. “God, I wish you weren’t going. But you’re right. It’s for the best. We can’t keep doing this forever.”

Lionheart nodded. “No, no more.”

Faith stepped back. Her eyes were bright with tears, but she smiled at him. “Don’t stay away for too long. Just Cause needs you. We need you. I . . .” She didn’t say she needed him, but it could remain unsaid and both would know it was there regardless.

“I’ll come back when it’s time.”

Faith leaned into him, whispered “I love you,” into his ear, and then ran from the room.

“I love you too,” said Lionheart into the quiet of his solitude.

狮 和 五 致 死 蛇

Most of Just Cause had turned out to see Lionheart off. A van with its suspension heavily-modified in order to transport John Stone’s massive bulk had joined a pair of black Lincolns on the tarmac of JFK, outside Lane Devereaux’s private hangar. Stormcloud, Javelin, Imp, and Imp’s younger sister Reggie had ridden in the first car. Lihua and Lionheart had ridden with Lane Devereaux in the other. John Stone and the Steel Soldier had been joined by Sundancer and her younger sister Sunstorm, the newest member of Just Cause. The only ones who hadn’t come out were Pony Girl and her husband Audio, and nobody was particularly surprised.

“I can’t believe Devereaux is putting me in charge,” said Javi, shaking Lionheart’s hand as the stewards loaded his and Lihua’s bags on board the Learjet. “That’s like giving a sixteen-year-old the keys to a Ferrari and telling him to keep it under fifty.”

“You’ll do fine,” said Lionheart. “You’ve come a long way the past few years.”

“And if he has any problems, I’ll shrink him down to the size of a cockroach and stick him in Reggie’s terrarium,” said Imp, grinning like her namesake.

Reggie, only eight years old, threw her arms around Lionheart and let him pick her up and swing her around. “Imma miss you, Lionheart,” she whined. “When you comin’ back?”

“I’ll be back just as soon as I can,” he told her, ruffling her braids. “I don’t want to miss you growing up.”

She stuck out her lower lip. “Who wants to grow up? Not me.”

Stormcloud pushed his hood back, exposing his leading-man good looks. “You be careful.”

Lionheart shook his hand. “You too.” And he meant it. Since the Blackout of ‘77, the hero formerly known as Tornado had become a grim, dark shadow of his former self. His lifestyle had likewise changed, with him turning up in seedier parts of Greenwich Village, involved with seedy young men with seedy habits.

The Steel Soldier was a futuristic combat android, and yet over the years, it had become as much a friend to Lionheart as anyone else on the team had. The machine had some almost human characteristics to its behavior, and it shook Lionheart’s hand with solemnity. “I wish you the best of luck in your travels, Lionheart,” it said, its vocoder crackling through the speaker in its chin.

“Thanks, Steel.”

Sundancer hugged him. In public, she wore a full-face mask to cover the burn scars she’d received when her own powers had been reflected into her face by Destroyer. It had taken her a long time to accept they would be permanent, and it had been an emotional nightmare for the former Playboy model. “I’ll miss you too, you big dope,” she said. “Bring back souvenirs, okay?”

“I will.”

Sunstorm wasn’t nearly as demonstrative as her sister. She’d only been with the team a few months and in a lot of ways still seemed like an outsider. She nodded at Lionheart and he nodded back and it was good enough for the both of them.

John Stone was careful not to squeeze Lionheart’s hand when he shook it; his granite fingers could have pulped Lionheart’s. “It will be quiet in headquarters without you around, my friend,” he said. “Do come back as soon as you can. We’re hearing some rumors the Weathermen are reforming under new leadership.”

Lionheart grimaced. “You guys be careful. Take them down as soon as you can. I’ll read the reports when I come back.” He turned to Lane Devereax. “Thanks again for letting me use your plane, sir, and for letting me take the time off. I’ll be back as soon as I’m able.”

Lane Devereaux nodded. “Of course, Richard. Clear skies to you.”

Lionheart looked at Lihua, who’d stood quietly off to one side while he said his goodbyes to his friends. “You ready?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

Lionheart took one last look at his friends and teammates, wishing one more had been there, but glad she wasn’t. He gestured to the door of the Learjet and smiled at Lihua. “Let’s go to China.”
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“Life and death are one thread, the same line viewed from different sides.”


—Lao Tzu



March, 1980

Hong Kong

By the fourth leg of the flight to Hong Kong, Lionheart could barely tell which way was up. The only reason he hadn’t torn the side of the plane open to throw himself out to a merciful death was Lane Devereaux’s jet was the most comfortable way he’d ever traveled. Plush seats with padding in all the right places, room to stretch one’s legs, and a selection of interesting wines and meals ameliorated a lot of the misery of air travel. But after stopping for fuel in Seattle, and then again in Anchorage, Lionheart wondered if maybe his old master could have had the good graces to just send a goodbye letter.

The stopover in the unpronounceable Siberian town of Omsk took much longer than anticipated, thanks to the curious and suspicious Soviet officials who boarded the jet and searched it from top to bottom, removing numerous items of “contraband” that the stewardess plied them with using blatant bribery. She apparently spoke flawless Russian and translated their questions to Lionheart and Lihua. They seemed to be on the verge of grounding the jet and hauling off all the occupants as capitalist spies, which was an outcome that made Lionheart’s knees quake. Not many things scared him, but the idea of rotting away in a Soviet labor camp in Siberia made suicide sound like an attractive option. The stewardess kept up her nonstop chatter with the officials, pushing bottles of wine and delicacies like caviar and American candy bars at them until at last they relented, signed off on all their papers, and permitted the jet to complete its refueling and depart upon the final leg of the journey.

“Tell me about yourself, Lihua,” said Lionheart as the stars swirled above them. He had no idea what time it actually was, but it felt to him like late afternoon. “Your father never spoke of his family to me when we traveled together.”

Lihua shrugged, her feet drawn up beside her on one of the plush chairs. “There is not much to tell. He departed when I was only seven and my brother seventeen. Our mother had just died from . . . I do not know the English word. Liugan. The sickness that burns and fills the lungs.”

“Pneumonia? Or the flu?”

“Perhaps. Father chose to deal with his grief by taking a lengthy journey. We did not know he went to America until after he returned last year.”

“Wait, how long was he gone?” Lionheart blinked in surprise.

“Nine years.” A muscle twitched in Lihua’s jaw.

Lionheart shook his head. “Unbelievable. I never would have thought him the sort of man to run away from his family.”

“He did not run from us!” Lihua sat up, sparks flashing in her eyes. “He was honoring our mother. She dreamed of traveling around the world, and read to us from pamphlets she got from British travel agencies. Father chose to honor her by taking the voyage she never could.”

“For nine years. That’s far out.”

“Things are different in China, Shi Xin.”

“What is that? Shi Xin?”

“That is how you say Lionheart in Cantonese.”

“Shi Xin. I like it.”

“You will be a curiosity in Hong Kong. There are no superheroes in China.”

“I find it hard to believe. I’ve seen the numbers on how frequent abilities appear in a given population, and China’s got one of the biggest populations in the world. There must be dozens, or hundreds of parahumans.”

“There may be, but they are not superheroes. They do not wear costumes and live in great towers as you do.”

“I don’t . . . well, I guess maybe I do live in a tower. But that’s just out of convenience. So you’ve never even seen another parahuman?”

Lihua shrugged again. “I do not know. Perhaps the government keeps them locked up.”

“Are they going to try to lock me up? Here we just got out of Russia with no worse than an empty cupboard. I’m not sure we have anything left to bribe Chinese officials with.”

“We will not have to bribe Chinese officials. Hong Kong is a British colony. You will find many people who speak English there, although perhaps not as well as I.” Lihua’s face brightened into a smile. “Our mother read to us every night. She spoke lovely English. She learned in a British school.”

“So who cared for you and your brother after she died and your father left?”

“Zheng Yaoting. Our nan pu. Like a servant. He cares for the house and the school.”

“You have a school?”

“Yingtao Mu. It is the Cherrywood Academy, where my father once taught his arts and now my brother Qiao does.”

“You have a Kung Fu school. Fantastic,” said Lionheart. “I wonder how different it is from the ones in the movies.”

“It is very different. Much smaller. Few people even notice it, tucked away against the Aberdeen docks like it is.” Lihua’s face crumpled into a frown. “It has been in my family for generations, but perhaps not for much longer.”

Lionheart leaned forward. Whatever was upsetting her, this seemed to be the root cause of it. “Why? What’s going on?”

Lihua turned to stare out the window at the night, unrelenting but for the faint glow to the left side of the plane of the approaching sun. “There is . . . a Triad.”

Lionheart had heard of Triads before. They were Chinese organized crime clans, like the Mafia. If his old master’s family was mixed up with that, it could lead to all kinds of trouble. “Who are they? What are they doing?”

Lihua didn’t look back at him. “They are Wu Zhiming She. The Five Deadly Serpents. They are a heroin cartel smuggling into and out of Hong Kong.”

“Sounds like bad people.”

“They are the very worst sort of people.” At last, Lihua looked back at Lionheart. Her eyes were bright with concern. “They want our school.”

“Why would they want an old martial arts school? Wait . . .” An idea occurred to Lionheart just as he’d started to speak. “You said your school was against the docks. It could be turned into a covert front for smuggling.”

“Qiao believes the same as well. They own the slip adjacent to the school. It would not be difficult to bring heroin into the school and then have the ‘students’ distribute it out into the city.”

“And nobody would be the wiser,” said Lionheart. “Unless they knew why the Five Deadly Serpents had acquired the school in the first place.”

“There are dangerous fighters among the Triad. Dashe Yongshi. Serpent Warriors. A school would be a logical place for them to train.”

“They don’t have a school now?”

Lihua’s laugh was bitter. “They probably have a dozen. Training the fighters they have takes time and resources. The only reason they would have to want Cherrywood is because of its location.”

“I’ve got a real problem with that.” Lionheart squeezed his hands into fists. “I’ve dealt with a lot of Mafia and Westie gang issues back home. Nothing good can come from organized crime, no matter where they are.”

“My father also had a problem with it,” said Lihua. “Which is why they have poisoned him.”

狮 和 五 致 死 蛇

Yingtao Mu, the Cherrywood Academy, was a traditional Chinese siheyuan residence in the town of Aberdeen on Hong Kong Island. Ten-foot-high gray walls surrounded the enclosure, decorated with a repeating geometric design in red. Entering through the tall red gates felt more to Lionheart like he was walking into a fortress than into someone’s domicile. The gates opened into a large open courtyard with a garden shrine against one wall and the entrance to the private courtyard opposite it. The courtyard itself was formed from stones worn smooth by thousands of footsteps brushing across them in training, for it was where first Master Chou had held his classes and now his son Qiao taught. A rack against one wall held a selection of training weapons like wooden swords, staves of varying length, and blunt spears. A small gong hung beneath a sharply-angled roof in a small overhang. Papers with hanzi characters inked upon them were pasted beside all the doors. Lionheart asked what they were and Lihua answered they were wards against evil spirits. Lionheart made sure not to snort in derision; he knew how important magic was in Chinese culture.

They passed through the second gate into the interior courtyard, surrounded by four houses facing inward. The quadrangle had cherry blossom trees growing in each corner, and each one sported a thick mass of pink and white blossoms. The high walls deflected the sea breeze, allowing only a gentle swirl to circle the yard, ruffling Lionheart’s mane with the scent of salt water and the harbor. The walls likewise blocked much of the sound of the docks beyond, making the area seem like a peaceful island amid the chaos of industry. Each house facing the courtyard had bright red doors and pillars supporting the overhanging roofs, while the walls were a brilliant white.

To avoid undue attention as they crossed town, Lionheart had drawn the hood of his sweatshirt up over his head, but once they were beyond the walls of the siheyuan, Lihua told him he could uncover. “There are no unfriendly faces here,” she said. “Yaoting? Qiao?” She called something out in Cantonese.

A man who might have been anywhere from forty to ninety years old came out from the house across the courtyard. He wore baggy pants that flapped around his knees, slippers over his socks, and a shapeless tunic. His face lit up in a gap-toothed grin, developing crags and wrinkles all over. “Qingfu Lihua!” he cried, and uttered in sing-song rapid-fire Cantonese. Lihua replied to him, and Lionheart felt thoroughly lost at sea.

“I’m sorry, Shi Xin. This is Zheng Yaoting, the housekeeper and caretaker of my father. He has been filling me in on my father’s condition and asking if you are the one I sought. He speaks very little English. ”

Yaoting bowed to Lionheart. “Please meet you. Please welcome.”

Lionheart bowed back and then looked at Lihua. “He’s not freaking about my looks?”

“He had some idea what to expect,” said Lihua. “Come, I am sure father will want to see you while . . .” She swallowed and grimaced, as if she’d just tasted something terrible. “While he still lives.”

“Where’s your brother?” asked Lionheart.

Lihua shrugged. “Yaoting said he is not here. He does not know where Qiao went. Qiao is not dealing well with father’s illness.”

“How are you holding up?”

Lihua bowed her head. “I am coping.”

Lionheart reached out and took her hand. “You don’t have to do it alone.”

She shook her head. “I must. Qiao has the school to look after, and prepare for father’s funeral. Yaoting has to care for the house and watch over my father when he can. I will grieve when the time comes, but until then, I must be strong.” She pulled her hand away from Lionheart and glanced down toward his feet. “Please take off your shoes.”

He nodded. “Of course.” And he reached down to untie his black Chuck Taylors.

“Your feet . . .” Lihua stared at them.

Lionheart looked down at his hybrid human-lion feet, with the thick rounded toes and claw nubs poking out from them, all covered in the tawny fur spreading across his body. He wiggled his toes, honestly glad to be out of the shoes. The soles of his feet were tough enough to go without shoes pretty much anywhere it was permissible. Converse were the only shoes he could buy off the rack to fit his unusual feet, so when occasions required it, those were his footwear of choice. “They get me from place to place,” he said with a laugh. “My mother used to say when I told her I didn’t like them and I wished they were like other kids’ feet. She’d say they get you from place to place just like everyone else’s feet, and that was the end of it.”

“Hush, here we are.” Lihua’s voice dropped to a whisper. “He may be asleep.” She slid a panel door aside and looked into the room beyond.

“Lihua . . .” said the weak voice of Master Chou Huizhong.

“Fuqin,” she said in a soft voice. “I have brought Shi Xin, as you asked.”

“Richard,” said Master Chou. “Come in, my young friend. My time is not long.”

Lihua stepped aside to allow Lionheart to enter Master Chou’s room. Despite the bright morning sunshine, the room was kept dimmed by silk curtains over the high windows, but they were open to allow a hint of breeze. Papers with columns of hanzi characters sat beside every window and were even on the door. Candles burned on a rack off to one side, along with a smoking brazier of some mild floral incense. A woven reed mat hung on the wall behind Master Chou, whose head was propped up on a European-style bed. A small table beside him held a clay pot of what smelled like strong green tea.

Lionheart was appalled at how much his master had wasted away. Chou Huizhong had never been a fleshy man, even despite his years spent in America where food was hardly dear. But to see him now, he looked like one of those devastating starvation victims on late-night UNICEF commercials. His skin was stretched taught across his bones, and yet despite being paper-thin, it had collapsed into his cheeks, giving him the appearance of a recently-exhumed mummy. His eyes were rimmed with red and his skin had taken on an unhealthy jaundiced appearance except in the places it had become blackened with incipient gangrene. Despite the candles and incense burning, and the breeze carrying hints of cherry blossom and the sea with it, there was an underlying odor of decay making Lionheart’s stomach twist.

“My God,” Lionheart whispered. “What happened?”

“It is some kind of poison,” said Lihua. “We have had the best British doctors we could afford here, as well as Chinese physicians. They all agree on poison or venom, but they cannot identify the source, and cannot treat it effectively.” Tears streamed down her face. “I feared he would be gone before I returned with you. It will not be long now.”

The way Master Chou’s eyes looked right at him without seeing made Lionheart wonder if his master was already dead despite the slow, irregular rise and fall of his chest. “He’s in pain?”

“We have been giving him morphine, but his blood does not flow right. It is very thick, like mud. A side effect of the poison.” Lihua dabbed at her eyes with a silken cloth.

“Richard . . .” Master Chou’s voice was weak, the whisper barely carrying over the gentle hiss of the breeze.

Lionheart made himself overcome the distaste at the odor to come to his side and take his hand. “I’m here, Master.”

“You were . . . a good student.”

“I’m still a student. I never stopped studying, even after we parted ways.”

“Yes. Good student.”

“You asked me to come. What do you need to tell me?”

A slight spark came into Master Chou’s eyes. He coughed and thick blood splattered across his lips, like someone had spilled black currant jelly upon his face. “The day we met . . . you fought a man. Not like you, but like you.”

“He was a parahuman.”

“Yes. Not like you, but like you.”

Lionheart glanced up at Lihua, but her eyes were affixed upon her father, not even seeming to notice him. “Go on, Master, I’m listening.”

“I do not . . . have long left. Wu Zhiming She . . . Not like you . . . but like you.”

A new voice interrupted. “So . . . this is the gweilo who stole from us.” Lionheart looked up to see a solid young Chinese man wrapped up in a long gray robe under which his shoulders bulged like cantaloupes. The corners of his mouth turned down in distaste as he glared at Lionheart.

“Qiao!” hissed Lihua. “How dare you?”

“How dare I? How dare he.” Qiao set a parcel on the small table beside his father’s bed. “More morphine, for all the good it does. Perhaps we should go to Wu Zhiming She and see what they have that is stronger. I am certain they would be glad to help us. They have already helped Father into an early grave.”

Lionheart stood and stepped back from Master Chou’s side. It had been a great many years since he’d felt like someone was offended at his mere presence. A lot had changed in America in the years since he’d been born, and people had not only grown more accepting of parahumans, but they treated them like movie stars or sports heroes. Being instantly disliked was something Lionheart didn’t miss, and he felt his hackles rising. “I’m sorry. I’m not sure what I did to offend you, Chou Qiao, but I apologize.” He bowed, hoping to forestall any further arguments in front of the ailing Master Chou. He was still trying to wrap his mind around what Master Chou had told him. The nearest he could figure was there were parahumans in the Five Deadly Serpents Triad, and that was why Chou had called for Lionheart.

“You are not welcome here, gweilo,” said Qiao.

“Stop it, Qiao. You are being very impolite.” Lihua’s tears subsided in favor of righteous rage on Lionheart’s behalf. “Shi Xin is our guest.”

“Qiao.” Master Chou’s voice crackled with fluid in his lungs. “Shi Xin . . . honored guest. You will . . . treat him
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