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 1 | Information Extraction
Techniques

Felix Crow was a badass.

He wasn’t a good man, or even a stable man,
but his heart was in the right place and there was no doubt he was
a badass.

Seen from behind he cut a mysterious figure
as he stalked down an unnamed alley in the Fànzuì Hútòng
district of Croatoa. He always felt it was loony to call an entire
district crime alley, but he didn’t make the rules. Felix Crow
exploited rules, or ignored them entirely.

His keen eyes scanned the alley, seeking out
a hidden sign that he was assured wasn’t a joke. In a place like
this, calling something Xīwàng had to be a sick joke. Hope,
in a crumbling alley filled with the lowest echelons of murderers
and drug dealers was, at best, a fresh box to sleep in. But
supposedly there was a place called Hope that held a secret he
would very much like to know.

Felix walked right down the middle of the
alley. The brim of his hat hid his eyes and his long coat flapped
out behind him. The hat was lifted from a body he had left in an
alley a few months ago and the coat was a gift from his sometimes
friend, sometimes enemy Chan. The coat supposedly offered magical
protection, but Crow had yet to try it out. The hat just made the
ensemble look good.

Ahead of him, a shadow stepped into the alley
and laughed. It sounded like the giggle of a schoolgirl who just
realized she’d traded her life for an endless supply of Johns and
synthetic heroin. Madness and anger echoed down the narrow lane.
The pale light from Xiǎo Mǔqīn reflected off a long and wicked
looking knife that had to have been made of discarded bits of metal
fused together in one of the cheap magic shops nearby.

Little Mother’s light was pale compared to Dà
Māmā’s light, but it was one of those rare days where Little Mother
was up and Big Mother was down. The pale light did little to
illuminate the alley, but at least it was daylight; travelling the
alleys at night was risky even for people like Felix Crow.

Crow kept walking. He had more important
things to deal with than petty thugs with cheap knives. He reached
out with his mind and found the knife. His fingers snapped and the
blade exploded. The would-be thug, a gaunt thing with more bones
than skin stared at the handle in his fingers. Some remaining
neuron knocked another neuron around and eventually the message got
to the man’s voice.

“Crow,” he gasped.

Felix Crow paused. He knew his antics had
spread his name around the city. It was impossible to kill the
Clock Man and go unnoticed; even if he had gone out of his way to
keep the dirty deed quiet, brother baiju loosened his
tongue. The thing in front of him was hardly worth the time, but it
was important to keep up his reputation. “Xīwàng,” he said
quietly. “Where is it?”

“There’s no hope here, man,” the thug
replied. His wide eyes darted around the alley. Shadows moved
quietly, hiding in corners and behind trash cans. Maybe, just
maybe, enough of them could take down the legendary Felix Crow.

“Not for you, anyway,” Crow said. “But that’s
not the kind of hope I’m looking for. A place called Hope. There
will be a door. Where is it?”

A trash can tipped over, spilling ramen and
rotting vegetables. Crow spared a glance at a kid holding a stick
before looking back at the thug with the broken knife. “Not the
brightest idea you’ve ever had.”

The thug chuckled. His knife may be broken,
but Felix Crow was supposed to have an arsenal on him. If he could
get hold of the arsenal, he’d be a king. With that jacket and that
hat, he could move out of the alley. Anyone who killed Felix Crow
could write his own ticket in the underworld. Hell, it was rumored
that the Beast himself offered up a fortune for Crow’s head.

All around Crow the alley came to life. The
people, things really, had been here so long they’d started to look
like the alley itself. Dark eyes, tattered clothes, and grimy skin
rose out of invisible hiding places. Some had sticks, others had
knives taken from the dead hands of souls who had lost their way
and wound up in the alley.

Crow sighed. It would figure a simple in and
out job would turn to lā shǐ on him. The whole alley reeked
of lā shǐ, why shouldn’t the job follow suit? Maybe job was
too strong a word. Job implied an exchange of services for money.
Quest would be a better term. Mad quest, probably. Still, it would
figure a simple in and out quest would turn to lā shǐ on
him.

He spun in the alley and took in the motley
rabble. None of them had eaten in days. Their eyes were full of the
madness of Tiāntáng De Fěn. Heaven’s Powder was a new drug
on the scene, something for people who couldn’t afford anything
more. It was gaining a toehold in the city, and even on Croatoa’s
streets it wasn’t uncommon to see burnouts trying to visit heaven.
They described it as a religious experience, but like all religion
it was an addictive lie.

“Fuck off,” Crow said. “I’m busy.”

“Nice jacket,” a voice said behind him. “Nice
hat.”

Crow didn’t bother to turn around. He could
see the shadow of the of the speaker waving something around. “I
know,” he said. “Now fuck off.”

“I want the hat,” another voice said.

That was the problem with Tiāntáng De
Fěn; it convinced people they were already in Heaven. First
time users experienced a euphoric high and usually slept it off.
But, like all drugs, the effects waned and soon people were
constantly chasing the religious high they got from the drug until
the heaven became real all the time. A person who thinks he’s
already in Heaven will fight over anything. These guys had spent a
lot of time believing they were already in Heaven and Nüwa‘s tits
were in their faces.

“It wouldn’t fit you,” Crow said. “Now fuck
off before I turn it loose on your skinny ass.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Crow saw the
shadow move closer. Whatever the weapon was, it had pulled back
into position. Crow shook his head. He hated dealing with amateurs.
Turns of hard training with legendary Chan had made him cynical
when it came to fighting. Crow would readily admit he was no Chan,
but he was hardly something to be trifled with.

The shadow shifted slightly and Crow knew the
attack was coming. Some young punk, looking to make a name for
himself was trying to brain him with a stick. Crow spun and dodged
the incoming attack. The punk hit nothing but air.

Crow didn’t hesitate. He was busy and these
idiots were wasting his time. He twisted his body, flexing his legs
and twisting his hips. Force worked its way up from the ground,
through his legs, up his torso, and through his shoulder. A fist
flew, fast as an arrow and strong as stone. Knuckles hit the punk’s
face, twisting his head to the side. Teeth flew out of his broken
jaw.

The junkies watched as their temporary friend
staggered. His face went ashen and the punk toppled to the side.
Crow didn’t care if the punk was dead or out of it. He kept moving.
The punks became targets in his mind. It was one of Chan’s little
tricks – it’s easier to punch the life out of a target than a
person.

Crow moved with random precision, drawing on
the harsh tutelage of the man who had become one of Croatoa’s most
feared and respected fighters. Never be predictable and hit exactly
what you want to hit. Chan had taught Crow to move and keep moving;
a static target was easy to hit. While Crow moved, he watched for
openings and struck at the places most likely to hurt. Another
junkie stepped up to swing a piece of pipe at Crow’s head and
almost immediately found himself kneeling on a broken knee. He
started to scream out in pain, but a vicious chop to the throat
silenced him permanently.

Like all drugged up hop-heads, the punks
didn’t realize the danger they were in. They thought they were
strong, but starvation and drugs had made them weak and Crow was a
predator in their midst. For the time being, they worked together,
but the alley was a place of constantly shifting alliances as each
denizen tried to jockey for a better position. When a threat was
great enough, like the time the police had shown up looking for a
rapist, the alley had temporarily banded together. Felix Crow
qualified as a threat and the added bonus of killing the guy who
had killed the Clock Man made Crow a delicious target. The hat and
coat were nice, but the street cred from killing Crow would be
overwhelming.

They attacked en masse, an uncoordinated mess
of junkies wielding weapons culled together from trash or stolen
from other junkies. Even with the mass attacking, Crow still had
the advantage. He might not be able to work the same kind of magic
that shattered the knife – that required focus and a small amount
of time – but he had the ability to sense when an opponent was
about to strike.

It wasn’t much of a sense, maybe a half
second, but a half second in a fight can be a lifetime.

The next junkie slashed at Crow with a piece
of rusty metal that had probably belonged to a bed frame. Crow
deflected the knife and snaked around the man’s arms. He drew the
punk closer and head butted him. The punk’s nose exploded, his eyes
started to water, and he suddenly found he was having trouble
breathing. He staggered back as Crow pressed his attack.

What the junkie didn’t realize was Crow could
move forward far faster than the junkie could backpedal. Before he
could take two steps, Crow had smashed the man’s ribs.

Crow assessed the fallen guy briefly before
turning to find the next target. He found a burly man that had gone
to seed when the drugs took hold. The big guy held a long piece of
rebar over his head. A fist hit the side of the man’s jaw and
unhinged it with a sickening crack. A large boot slammed into the
side of the guy’s knee, cracking bone and tearing tendon.

A lifetime of training, a hint of magic
passed to him from a dragon, and a propensity for violence turned
the junkies into a simpering mess in short order. Crow took a deep
breath and exhaled slowly. He looked around for the first guy and
almost missed the terrified eyes looking out from behind a trash
can overflowing with rancid meat and old noodles.

“Get your ass over here,” Crow snapped.

The eyes shook from side to side and
disappeared behind the trash can. Crow muttered a string of Chinese
curses and kicked a nearby crying mass in the ribs. “Now!” he
yelled.

The junkie’s eyes were wide and his body
shook as he slunk from his hiding place. Gone were all the thoughts
of getting the jacket or the hat. He’d be lucky if he left with his
life. “Please don’t kill me,” he mumbled. His remaining sandal
slapped the pavement and squished through gelatinous puddles as he
slowly made his way to Crow.

Crow’s arm lashed out and his fingers wrapped
around the guy’s throat. With a slight grunt, he lifted the junkie
into the air. “I promise I won’t kill you if you tell me where I
can find Hope. I have a meeting there, and I don’t like to be
late.”

Skeletal fingers grabbed at Crow’s hands.
Fingernails that were trimmed like claws dug gouges in his arms,
but Crow didn’t flinch. “I don’t have much time and if I have to
kill you I’ll waste even more time looking for someone to beat on.
So, do yourself and someone else a favor and tell me where I can
find Xīwàng.”

The junkie croaked something that could have
been anything from “it’s over there” to “go fuck yourself.” Crow
squeezed. The man’s face turned blue and the light faded from his
eyes. Crow pushed his face closer to the junkie, close enough to
smell rotting teeth and a shallow diet of trash and whatever
insects or lizards got too close.

“What was that?” Crow asked. “I couldn’t
quite make that out.”

A feeble arm, more bone than anything else
and shaking from lack of oxygen and food, pointed across the alley.
Crow turned his head and peered, but all he could make out was
decaying brick and the faintest hint of where a paifang used
to stand. The outline of the archway was etched in shadow on the
wall.

“Through that paifang?” Crow asked.
“Is that there I’ll find Hope?”

The man nodded weakly. His skin was ashen and
clammy. Crow knew the junkie didn’t have much time left, but also
knew the man was barely alive as it was. When he’d been on the
local constabulary, Crow had seen the same man in different skin
time after time. It was only a matter of time before the
Tiāntáng De Fěn caught up with him and sent him spiraling
into a pain-wracked death.

“You’re not joking around, are you?” Crow
asked.

The man barely managed to shake his head.
Crow knew exactly how long it took to the kill the average person
by shutting off the blood to the brain. He’d been counting to
himself ever since he lifted the man off the ground. At one hundred
and fifteen seconds, Crow dropped the man.

The junkie hit the ground like a bag of meat
and collapsed in on himself. With a bit of luck there wouldn’t be
any brain damage that couldn’t be made worse by living in this
place and using Heaven’s Powder night and day. The drug was odious.
Even Crow, hardly the paragon of virtue, eschewed the stuff. Had he
still been a cop, he probably would have been stuck tracking down
whoever was making and distributing the stuff. But, he was no
longer a cop and would never get assigned to the Heaven’s Powder
case.

No matter. People could do whatever they
wanted with their bodies. Crow had higher aspirations.

Felix Crow wanted the city. He wanted it in
the same way that a man wants a woman he doesn’t respect. He wanted
to slap it around and control it, keep it on his arm during the day
and scream at it at night. The key to the city was controlling the
underworld. No matter what people believed, the root of all power
in any capitol was germinated by graft and tended by people with
knives.

In the dim light Crow could barely make out
the faded, dingy remains of letters: Xīwàng. The legends
were true, then. Croatoa was an old city, not ancient, but old.
Like all cities, it was alive. It breathed and bled and heaved in
orgasmic revelation. Croatoa changed and grew after the Dragon
Wars. This part of town was old and decayed, quite possibly the
first part built.

Crow ran his fingers along the old stone and
closed his eyes. The cold mind of the rock told him stories of
dreaming gods and magic and dragons bigger than houses. He thought
back to his little dragons and made a mental note to pick up some
meat for them on the way home. Through his fingers, he felt the
weight of centuries, through wars and strife and junkies puking and
killing each other for hats or jackets. The stone lived on, quietly
watching the world go by, unperturbed by the goings on of Croatoa’s
transplanted children.

“Xīwàng,” Crow whispered.

His fingers felt along the smooth stone.
There had to be a switch or a lever somewhere. The legends of Hope
had largely been forgotten, but a musty tome in a ramshackle pawn
shop spoke eloquently of the place. Hope, it is said, remembers
everything, but cares about nothing. Things slide off
Xīwàng’s back like baiju tossed in a drunk’s face.
The only way to keep hope alive was to let the world move without
letting it interfere. The monks that founded Hope had dedicated
their lives to providing hope while the world itself descended
further and further into the madness of the Dragon Wars and the
unpleasantness that followed.

Crow’s fingers traced the whole of the stone
wall and found nothing but whispered memories. He stepped back and
scowled. There had to be a way in. If anyone in the city would know
where to find the Beast, it would be the monks of Hope. He hadn’t
come this far to be stopped by mere stone.

He reached out with his senses and felt the
cold stone. His mind pushed aside the stories and visions and dug
deeper. The stoneness of the wall gave way to increasing emptiness.
Crow pushed deeper until he saw the first pinprick. Soon the world
was filled with pinpricks of light, each vibrating in mad
intensity. He didn’t completely understand exactly what he was
looking at, but he knew how to make it do his bidding.

His mind gently pushed one of the vibrating
things. Crow was no aetherist, but he knew enough to know what he
was looking at was intensely tiny. In addition to being able to see
very slightly into the future, the dragon in the North had given
him a kind of magical power. The stone wall, immense though it was,
was essentially the same thing as the knife that had exploded
earlier. It was matter and all matter was made up of the tiny
pieces.

Crow nudged one of the buzzing things and
watched as it collided with another buzzing thing. Soon they were
all buzzing and knocking against each other. A final push set the
pieces atwitter. The air in the alley buzzed and hummed. He’d never
tried anything this big before, but like the dragon had said,
“Magic can create a gold statue or remove a mountain.”

The humming in the air turned in a deep basso
thrum, the kind of thing the kids in clubs like to listen to. That
music always gave Crow a headache; he was more of the traditional
music kind of guy. He slowly backed away from the thumping door.
Once the reaction started, it was almost impossible to stop it.

Thunder and smoke rippled down the alley.
When the dust cleared, Crow found himself staring through the black
and white paifang into an exquisite garden. He pinched
himself to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. The paifang was an
archway to another country, one that shouldn’t be in the middle of
an alley in one of the many worst parts of Croatoa.

He stood and stared at the garden and
wondered where the golden light was coming from. The garden reeked
of calmness and peace - promises too vague to be disappointing when
they don’t show up. Felix Crow calmly stepped over the rubble of
the old stone wall and into the garden. He didn’t need calmness and
peace. He needed information and this was as good a place to start
as any.


 


 2 | It’s Just Chan

The crowd was a rambunctious, roiling mass of
bodies chanting and yelling. Baiju and bidi smoke and
sweat mixed with the smell of roasting jùxíng jī. The great
birds were a favorite at any event and at the Fights they were a
standard. The food and drink and smoke laced with magical drugs
kept the crowd alert and attentive, but it was one man in the
center of a pentagonal structure that held everyone’s
attention.

The man was dressed simply in plain gray
robes and a conical dǒulì on his head. He stood perfectly still as
a pair of men dragged a limp body out of the ring. Money changed
hands as the man calmly let the world pass around him.

His name was Chan. Just Chan. He may or may
not have had a family name, but the world of Aluna knew him as
Chan. He was a favorite in the fights; a beloved predator that
everyone wanted to love, but no one completely trusted. They
watched him out of the corner of their eyes, like people watched
snakes and scorpions that looked like they might get too close.

The truth was, he was less of a threat than
anyone would have guessed. Even though he was dangerous, it was
only to those who attacked first. Chan was also a badass, but he
was a gentle badass.

Where Crow trended toward the darker side of
his nature, Chan embraced his better nature. That didn’t mean he
was a pushover, though. Because sometimes to encourage the better
nature, it was necessary to dance with the darker nature.

Once a month, downtown Croatoa was shut down
for the Fights. They weren’t random street fights with thugs
sparring with each other or punks knifing strangers in alleys;
those kinds of fights happened during the day. Croatoa’s famous -
or infamous - Fights were legendary. The Fights were ostensibly a
spectator sport, but in a world where most people looked at
fighting as the highest form of sport and expression, they were
viewed as the art of the people and things tended to get out of
hand.

Fighting was at the very heart of Croatoa.
After the Dragon Wars, the idea of being able to take care of
oneself through violent means took hold. The people elevated it to
an art form and thousands of distinct styles had emerged over the
turns: varying drunken styles, high-flying kicking styles,
grappling, punching. Fighters learned quickly how to integrate new
information into their skill-sets or they learned how to kiss the
mat.

Chan was widely regarded as one of the best
to ever walk into the ring. His first fight was the stuff of
legends. At eighteen, he wandered into the fights as a young punk
with nothing to lose and everything to prove. Chan won that night,
barely, but he bested every opponent that walked into the ring. He
himself would describe his victory as luck, but he also liked to
define luck as the intersection of skill and opportunity.

He watched patiently as a pair of assistants
dragged an unconscious fighter off the matt. Blood trails from the
man’s broken body glistened under the magical arc lights. The crowd
roared. Some roared for the money they’d made, others for the money
they’d lost. The man being dragged off the mat had been a heavy
favorite to break Chan’s winning streak. Remaining undefeated for
over a hundred fights meant every young raptor in the city wanted a
shot at Chan. To beat him would be like beating Chi You. Just like
the god of war, though, Chan remained steadfastly unbroken.

“Who would like to be the next to challenge
the almighty Chan?” the announcer asked the crown. “Surely there
must be a warrior somewhere out there. Someone capable of dealing
with the man in the dǒulì.”

Chan remained still as a murmur rumbled
through the crowd. He had all night. If no one challenged him, the
pot would be smaller, but rich nonetheless. Rich enough to live on
for a while.

“Remember!” The announcer yelled. “Beating
Chan also means beating all his opponents.”

Chan breathed in and let the air out slowly.
His pulse never changed. Some would claim that a sign of a
psychopath, but Chan had spent a lifetime learning to fight and
win. Emotion got in the way of a clean, precise fight, so he
excised it from himself.

He practiced the traditional preset patterns
and forms, but also liked to explore new ways to cripple his
opponents. Out of this miasma of traditional training learned at
the feet of the masters of yore and hard-won knowledge from growing
up alone on the streets of Croatoa, Chan had fused together a
system that made sense for him and his abilities. The result of
that fusion was a fearsome fighting system that blended the best of
the traditional with the brutality of fighting for his life in
alleys around the city.

Chan wasn’t a machine, though. He fought
because he was good at it and because he saw it as the highest form
of power and art. Some people looked to money to solve their
problems or an army of minions to do their bidding, but in Chan’s
mind the only skill worth having was survival. It was a skill he
was attempting to pass onto a protégé he’d recently acquired
through a series of unfortunate events.

He watched the crowd distantly as his mind
chewed on the problem of finding a pair of missing Earthlings in a
city the size of Croatoa. There were millions of people crowded
into the city. How then does one go about finding two humans – who,
coincidentally looked almost exactly like native Alunans?

“Here comes our newest champion!” the
announcer yelled.

Chan watched the crowd surrounding the ring
for a sign of who would come next. He’d been here all night,
waiting for the perfect opponent. The gangs usually sent at least
one of their people to compete, but so far, he had faced nothing
more than hobbyists. Not that the gang members were significantly
better than hobbyists, but Chan knew the gangs had information.
Since he wasn’t the kind of person who knew where to find a gang
member, Chan did the next best thing. If he couldn’t go to the gang
members, he’d find a way to make one come to him.

A shuffling of the crowd the left caught his
eye. Someone was moving through the throng, shoving people around
with wild abandon. The man was a behemoth. He stood head and
shoulders above the audience. Chan’s first thought was someone must
be carrying the man. There was no way a person could be that
large.

He looked down at his arms and felt small.
Compared to the walking mass of muscle striding through the crowd,
the nineteen-hand tall Chan was positively tiny. As the giant
walked, the crowd parted around him. Some reached out and patted
his back, others held their hands up for a high five. They were
looking forward to this giant tearing Chan apart. The crowd that
had cheered him on had gone fickle and decided they wanted a new
hero.

Such was life, Chan thought. One day you’re
at the top, the next day the people get bored and look for a new
person to follow.

Time slowed down. Chan was experienced at
fighting, there was no doubt about that, but he never took it
lightly. Especially in the city’s sanctioned fights. Here the rule
of law was the mob and when thousands are chanting “Kill him”, it’s
almost impossible to ignore. So far, Chan hadn’t intentionally
killed anyone in the fights. He wore his history like a badge –
hundreds of fights, zero intentional fatalities.

Although, as the blood streaks on the canvas
pointed out, Chan had little compunction about hurting people.

The announcer started back up. His existence
troubled Chan. The man did nothing more than shout. How that could
be considered living was beyond Chan, but there were a great many
things drifting in the Tao that Chan did not know about and
did not care about.

A man the size of one of the Long Wang
strode into the ring. Chan felt the man’s chi even across
the mat. The giant was covered in tattoos that proclaimed his
virility and strength, as if such a creature needed help convincing
the world he was its master.

Chan sized the man up and found himself
lacking. At nineteen hands, Chan was tall. But he was lanky. The
beast on the other side of the ring had to be at least twenty-one
hands tall and his muscular body had to be almost as much around.
His ink also proudly displayed the symbol of the Qīng Bāng;
one of Croatoa’s many gangs. One tattoo on the man’s shoulder
proclaimed a self-appointed name: Shān.

If ever there was a person who could call
himself a mountain, this was it. Chan slowly rolled his joints
around and found himself perturbed at the amount of popping and
cracking. A lifetime of martial arts was supposed to prevent the
noises and slow down the aging process. After all, weren’t some of
the old Wushu masters supposed to have lived to two hundred?

“In this corner,” the announcer said, “is the
master of the Vibrating Hand of Death, smiter of Tong Po, the
undefeated master of Wushu, Chan!”

The crowd exploded in applause and cheers.
Chan faced each direction and bowed to the people. His world became
muted. He saw them cheering and raising their fists, but he didn’t
hear them. He turned back to face his opponent. The giant stood
still and calm, like a rock in a windstorm. The man’s face was
expressionless, save for a hint of disdain in his eyes.

The announcer wore a sparkly red
changsha. The jacket was covered in cheap, knock-off rubies
that glittered under the magic-powered arc lights. His teeth were
white and sparkled almost as much as the rubies.

 “And in that
corner, the man his own gang calls ‘the beast’, master of Shuai
Jiao, the enforcer for the Qīng Bāng, the mighty
Yánshí!”

Yánshí turned in the four directions and
bowed gratefully to the cheering crowd. He tore his shirt off and
tossed it into the mass of people. A fight broke out as the fans
tried to get their hands on the tattered shirt.

The announcer left the ring and a man in a
black and white striped shirt stepped in. Chan often wondered why
anyone bothered with referees in a fight that had no rules to
enforce. If one fighter threw an illegal strike, it was expected
the other would work through the problem in his or her head and
deal with the problem. Fighters, after all, must adapt to changing
situations and placing rules on a fighter would be like snipping a
xiǎolóng’s wings.

Chan and Yánshí faced off. Each fighter
performed an elaborate set of hand gestures that conveyed
philosophy, fighting style, and a brief salutation in moments. Chan
stepped to the side and extended a fist covered by an open hand – I
prefer to act defensively. His hand pulled to his right shoulder as
his right foot stepped forward – I will attack if necessary. Both
hands snapped in front of his body and his fist cleared the open
hand – I will not hold back.

The edges of Yánshí’s lips curled up in a
smirk. He went through an elaborate series of movements that told
the world he was the guardian of the gate and was looking forward
to smashing anyone who tried to enter.

Shuai Jiao was one of the grappling
styles that had grown up over the turns. It suited Yánshí’s frame
and reach. While Chan focused his fighting on striking, the
mountain had taken a different tack and learned how to tear an
opponent apart. Both styles used extensive pressure points and
joint locking native to Chin Na, but achieved their goals in
different ways. Chan preferred to precisely strike targets that
would cause his opponents to black out from temporarily stopping
blood flow or making it difficult to breathe. Yánshí, meanwhile,
would be attempting to tear muscle and tendon.

The referee put his hand between Chan and
Yánshí. The men assumed their fighting stances. Chan relaxed into a
narrow position, right foot forward slightly and hands open and out
at chest level. Yánshí’s right leg slid back and fists up in front
of his face.

“Fight,” the referee said.

Chan struck first. His training in
traditional Alunan martial arts had emphasized the defensive nature
of fighting, hence his salutation, but he’d learned over turns that
fights were very rarely won from a defensive position. His hand
lashed out like his arm was made of firehose being flooded with
water. A fist that had punched through bricks hit Yánshí’s chest
and seemed to keep going.

The monster of a man took Chan’s blow like it
had come from a child. Chan didn’t waste time wondering why a punch
that had felled dozens of men didn’t work on the beast. He pulled
back, hoping to create some distance between himself and the giant,
but the big man was far faster than Chan anticipated. The giant
grabbed him and easily flung him across the ring. As he flew, Chan
chided himself for assuming because he was big, the beast would be
slow.

The crowd roared its approval as Chan hit the
canvas hard. He managed to roll and avoid the worst of the damage.
To defeat the enemy is to defeat yourself, he reminded himself.
Preconceived notions lost more fights than won them. He sprung to
his feet and took a moment to assess the fight. So far, it wasn’t
looking good.

Yánshí charged forward. The big man could
move like a snake when he wanted to. A terrifying mixture of speed
and raw, feral power bore forward. Chan clapped the man’s right ear
and danced out of the way. The beast stopped his charge and shook
his head. There are parts of the body that no amount of strength or
training can toughen up. The ears, eyes, and groin are always good
choices for dealing with opponents.

Without turning, Yánshí’s foot slashed
straight out behind him and into Chan’s stomach. It felt like being
kicked by the dà jī on orphanage’s farm. The huge birds
could pack quite a wallop when they wanted to.

Chan doubled over, but kept his arms out to
catch the next attack. The beast spun on his heel and fired a kick
at Chan. Chan blocked and dodged to the side and the massive foot
cleanly missed his face. With one hand, he kept the foot away from
his head while the other slammed an extended middle knuckle fist
into the beast’s thigh muscle.

The beast staggered. When he tried to walk,
Chan could see him favoring his left leg. It wasn’t much, but it
was a start. That first punch, the one that failed to do anything,
proved pure power wouldn’t beat the huge man; it was going to take
patience and precise strikes to wear the big man down.

Chan took a deep breath and focused his
chi. There was nothing magical about chi; it was just
the term the ancients used to represent a high-energy state where
the body and mind were working together. Chan needed every bit of
help to take down the giant.

Yánshí tried to dart in again, but his
damaged leg wouldn’t let him run. He had been big, fast, and mean.
Chan’s strike to the thigh took away the fast part. That left mean
and strong. Chan easily dodged the charge and kicked Yánshí in the
side of the leg. The big guy went down with a howl of rage.

Chan darted in, twisted, and jumped. A mighty
spinning kick flashed into the side of the Yánshí’s head. The kick
had snapped trees, but the giant was proving to be more of a threat
than he expected. Chan was tired and didn’t want to risk getting
seriously hurt. It would be a fast fight and the crowd might not
like that, but there were bigger issues at stake. Like
information.

The kick should have snapped the beast’s
neck. At the very least, it should have broken his nose and
probably a couple bones in his face. But it didn’t. Yánshí dodged
and Chan’s foot sailed past the man’s face. Chan allowed the force
to carry his body around and get ready for the next attack.

He spun fully around and was surprised to
find Yánshí struggling to his feet. There was fire in the big man’s
eyes and a hint of madness about his face. Chan stepped back. Anger
was a normal reaction in a fight. Rage kept people fighting long
after they’d lost the battle. This was different, though. Yánshí
had the look of one of the manic street preachers in the Nán
Zhōngbù district where the derelicts congregated to let madness
overtake them.

Usually people who had trouble walking backed
down from a fight, but the big guy got to his feet and stomped
toward Chan. He was unsteady on his feet and his eyes were flitting
this way and that, like he could see things that no one else could.
Yánshí’ tried to charge forward again. His bad leg gave out under
the strain, but he still managed to grab Chan’s ankle.

Before he could react, the beast applied his
shuai jiao, twisting Chan’s ankle and tugging furiously.
Chan’s leg felt like it was about to come off. The rough mat rushed
into his face. He felt the world go fuzzy for a moment. Instinct
took over and he kicked back hard with his free leg. His foot hit
something and even over the grunting and growling and the roar of
the crows, Chan heard something break.

Yánshí’s hands loosened just enough for Chan
to break free and roll away from the beast. He snapped to his feet
and nearly fell back down as his leg screamed at him. It felt like
a pulled muscle, nothing serious, but in a fight a pulled muscle
could be the difference between life and death. Yánshí was a
grappler; once he got his hands on an opponent it was usually all
over. It was only the fact that he couldn’t move quickly enough to
finish the twist that allowed Chan to hobble away.

Chan was a striker. His fists could punch
through walls. Earlier in the night, he’d knocked out one person –
a fighter from the cold lands – with a single blow. Chan’s kicks
were legendary. But that arsenal was required mobility and a stable
platform to deliver strikes from. For a striker, a damaged leg was
an extremely bad thing.

Copper filled his mouth and warmth trickled
down over his lips. Chan’s tongue delicately probed his mouth and
found all the teeth were at least still there, but a couple were
moving. He’d be on soup for a while.

Yánshí struggled to his feet, using his hands
on his thigh to help him push himself off the ground. Out of the
corner of his eye, Chan spotted a small paper packet on the mat. He
disregarded it for the moment and focused on the beast. He had only
one chance and one shot to make it work or Yánshí was going to turn
him into a piece of knot bread.

The big man struggled forward, manic eyes
still darting around wildly. Chan shifted his weight to his good
leg and took a deep breath. Yánshí was moving slowly, completely
focused on grabbing and breaking. He looked like he’d forgotten all
the rules of protecting himself in a fight. Every stumbling step
forward exposed a myriad of targets.

Chan quickly processed the best way to end
the fight. The correct kick to the jaw would likely snap the
giant’s neck. That wouldn’t do. Yánshí was Qīng Bāng and
Chan needed information they might have. Dead men don’t give up
information. Chan needed to hurt the beast, though, beat him
thoroughly and leave him completely at his mercy.

That left a few attacks. Chan chose one and
relaxed. Yánshí lurched forward. Before he could steady himself,
Chan struck. His bad leg bent at the knee and raised. Yánshí saw
the knee come up and his arm moved down to block it. Chan jumped
off his good leg and kicked straight out. His foot slid neatly past
Yánshí’s blocking arm and slammed up between his legs.

Every fighter knew exactly how it felt to
kicked in balls. The pain was crippling. It wasn’t uncommon for a
man to collapse and writhe in agony, rolling in his own pain vomit.
Thus, every fighter learned very quickly to protect himself. A good
distraction was necessary to open the gates.

Yánshí stopped dead in his tracks. The
madness in his eyes disappeared as they rolled back into his head.
His skin turned ashen and his legs collapsed together. A tiny sound
escaped his lips as he fell to knees.

Chan landed with a stumble and nearly fell
into Yánshí. He caught himself and finished the beast with a clumsy
blow to his head. They fell to the ground with Chan’s elbow on
Yánshí’s throat. As the light faded from the beast’s eyes, Chan
noticed the paper packet on the mat again.

“Where’s The Beast?” Chan asked. “Where are
the Earth people?”

Yánshí groaned and whimpered, but didn’t
answer. The final blow took too much out of the big man. The
tension drained out of the giant’s body. Chan wanted to scream.
Then he wanted to punch the guy again. Kevin would be disappointed.
Chan rolled off Yánshí’s body and sighed. The poor boy was getting
far too used to being disappointed.

He pulled himself to his feet and limped over
the giant’s body. There, on the mat, was the small packet. Chan
picked it up and looked at it, ignoring the referee holding his
hand in the air and the crowd chanting his name. “Tiāntáng de
fěn,” he whispered to himself. “What is Heaven’s Powder?”


 


 3 | Dragon Lady

The ends of Huizhong’s dark hair were pink
tinted gray, a leftover from her time in Croatoa working in the
Clock Tower. The city was noisy and dirty and stank of bad ideas
and dark alleys where predators roamed unchecked. She described
Croatoa as Dìyù come to life; a living, breathing example of
what not to do.

She shuddered slightly as a bit of memory
wafted across her brain. It was only her ongoing attempt at
centeredness that let her push the memory aside and focus on
cleansing her mind of the horrors she’d seen and done.

Huizhong sat cross-legged in the middle of a
forest clearing and focused on removing the bad person she had
became from the good person she was supposed to be. But, like the
smells of the city, the bad didn’t wash out easily. She felt
tainted by it, like Croatoa had soiled her very soul.

All along the edges of the clearing were
towers of neatly stacked, barely balanced rocks. Huizhong felt like
those towers. All it would take is a gentle nudge to push her over
into oblivion. She closed her eyes and tried to calm her stormy
mind.

Huizhong wanted to rebuild herself after the
Clock Man died. The death of Chenming Zhang was a net positive –
less evil in the world – but she felt she had become as bad as he
was. When he fell out the window at the top of the Clock Tower a
part of her sighed in relief, but a thought nagged at her
constantly. For everything she’d done: infiltrated the tower,
infiltrated the Beast’s gang, killed a few people, nearly consigned
Felix Crow to a slow, miserable death, she felt like a part of her
soul had been stomped on and put back in place upside down.

Did the ends truly justify the means? Or was
she as bad as Crow and Chenming Zhang? After all, she wasn’t
exactly innocent in Zhang’s death. Before he fell, Huizhong had
been actively exploring ways of killing him. To get closer to the
Clock Man, she’d joined up with his inner circle and done the
terrible things inner circles do.

When Chenming Zhang finally died, Huizhong
ran from Croatoa and came back to the forest to rediscover herself.
Everyone said Nüwa dwelt in their churches and places of worship,
but Huizhong only ever felt Nüwa’s presence here in the forest.
Specifically, in this clearing. Mab and the rest of the Furious Fae
never claimed the great goddess lived here and maybe that was why
the sense of her was so strong. No books, no rules, no chanting
monks, just the peace and quiet of creation calmly doing its
thing.

Xiǎojiě was shining her weak silver
rays through the trees, casting long shadows across the clearing.
Some people preferred the radiance of Dàjiě, but Huizhong
felt Little Sister’s light was less obtrusive. Big sister lived up
to her name.

Eyes closed, Huizhong forced her mind to calm
itself. She thought of the still waters of the lake she had grown
up next to, so calm the surface looked like glass. She felt her
hair brush her cheek as the breeze played with it. Slowly, her mind
became as calm as the lake and light as the breeze.

Then the vision started again. It was yet
another thorn in her spiritual side, a vision of death and blood
and horrifying things no one should experience. Each night when she
closed her eyes to sleep, the vision took hold. Even in her dreams,
she fought to close her eyes and roll into a mental ball to avoid
seeing the images.

Maybe it was Nüwa, maybe it was someone else,
but whoever was sending the vision was insistent. So far, Huizhong
had managed to avoid seeing the details of the vision as it played
out in her head night after night. And night after night, the
vision came back. Tonight, Huizhong was determined to calm herself
enough that she could explore the vision and remain detached from
it.

It started as it always did; she was walking
through a long passageway with Felix Crow. He was edgy and
irritable, even for his already edgy and irritable personality.
Someone was behind them. In her mind, she turned to see who it was,
but all she saw was a tall man in a dǒulì that covered his
eyes. He was wearing rough clothing made of canvas. Crow was
wearing his trench coat and hat. They were following something,
something young and male. Whatever it was, it felt tremendously
powerful. The follower felt dangerous, like getting too close to a
downed magic line. Then the vision degenerated into skeletons and
blood and fire.

“Your friend Crow is an interesting thing,” a
deep, rumbling voice said from behind her.

Huizhong’s eyes popped open. Part of her
wanted to snap and lash out for interrupting the vision. The other
part knew neither of those things was a good idea. Instead, she
touched her neck and remembered.

“He’s not my friend,” Huizhong said.

The voice moved around the periphery of the
forest. A sound like silverware lightly clattering followed its
movements. Then, as if someone flipped a switch, the clattering
sound stopped. “You treated him like a friend. A special
friend.”

She felt like he was hunting her. In truth,
he probably was. It was his way. “That was part of the job and you
know it.”

Huizhong’s face burned in embarrassment. Of
course, he would know about … that. How could he not? But he didn’t
have to remind her of her shortcomings. “Do not fret, child,” the
voice said. “Human mating rituals are beneath my concern.”

The voice moved around the periphery of the
clearing. He was so silent, Huizhong never knew where the voice
would come from next. Even though she’d conversed with him before,
she couldn’t get over how such a large being could move so
silently. It must have been eons of predatory evolution and
centuries of practice.

“Then what does concern you?” Huizhong
asked.

“Power,” he said. “The same thing that drives
you drives me. We are not all that different, physical aspects
aside.”

Huizhong brushed a stray hair out of her face
and leaned back to look at the stars. “The only power I want is the
power to find a nice bed and sleep in it forever.”

This time the voice came from left. “I, too,
enjoy sleep. But sleeping forever would be a waste of a life.”

“Are you going to wander around the forest
all night?” Huizhong asked. Her mind was still too much of a mess
to deal with his games.

The forest fell silent. The usual chittering
calls of insects and muted chirping of the tiny dragons stopped
suddenly. A primal part of Huizhong’s mind tensed. When the forest
critters went dark it meant something dangerous was lurking
nearby.

If they only knew, she thought. If they could
only understand exactly what was skulking around in the woods.

“I will never understand how you manage to do
that,” she said.

The forest exploded. One moment it was
deathly silent, the next a huge blur sped at her. Huizhong didn’t
even have time to get her hands up before she was face to face with
a dragon as black as the night itself. The creature’s eyes were
glowing amber, as if lit from within by very fires that powered its
breath. Fangs that could rend a person in two glowed in Little
Sister’s faint light.

The multitude of whiskers on its snout
pointed up in the air and bounced gently as it made a series of
short growls. The dragon chuckled to himself, pleased with his
ability to hunt and kill. “Do what?” he asked.

Huizhong’s flight response faded from her
body even as adrenaline was still surging through her veins.
Dragons were odd creatures; undoubtedly intelligent, but their
intellect was far different from humans. The fact that humans had
fought a war with these creatures and fought it well spoke more to
numbers than any intelligence or skill on the humans’ part.

She took in a deep breath and tried to calm
her raging heart. “Turn off the forest like that,” she said a
little more breathily than she would have liked.

The dragon coiled around himself. Normally,
dragons in this part of the world had long legs and majestic wings
that made humans want to drop to their knees and worship them, but
the big creature before her didn’t fit that bill. He had short,
stubby legs. While he had wings, they were smaller than the normal
Northern dragon, more evolutionary leftover than functional. He
looked like a three-hundred-hand-long snake that someone had added
wings and short legs to.

He cocked his enormous head to the side and
bared his fangs in dragon-y grin. “Trade secrets, my daughter,” he
said.

Huizhong’s heart was still caught in her
throat. He thought it was hilarious to burst from the forest like
that and even though he’d done it dozens of times before, the mere
thought that a massive, fire-breathing, apex predator could move
that quickly and quietly still filled her heart with dread. Not
that she’d ever let him know that. She gulped hard and asked, “Care
to share the secret?”

His breath was a fetid mixture of sulfur and
whatever he’d hunted for dinner. “Humans cannot understand
interconnectedness well enough for me to teach you. The wholeness
of everything is a delicious myth. When you have seen everything,
you will see that it is nothing. It may seem as the nothing is all
there is, but buried beneath it all is everything. We have learned
to be part of everything and embrace the nothing. Of course, none
of this means anything to you since you still think you’ve seen
everything.”

There it was again, that general air of
superiority he had. Huizhong bit back the urge to remind him who
had pushed who to surrender in the Dragon Wars. “Then why are you
here, Ao Shun?”

“You reek of magic,” Ao Shun replied. He took
a deep breath, inhaling the world through his nostrils. “It clings
to you and seeps out of your human pores. Magic does not often
cling to people. Whatever you sought to do is not finished.”

She clenched her fists and released them.
Dealing with dragons was always frustrating. They were so tuned
into the world, they had trouble understanding those who were not.
Since they couldn’t comprehend not being tied to the world, they
assumed everyone was in on the same secrets they were.

“I didn’t seek to do anything,” Huizhong
replied. “I did what you told me to do: infiltrate the Clock Tower,
report everything I found, and find a way to eliminate Chenming if
he became too much of a problem. And let me tell you something,
watching the Clock Man fall to his death felt wonderful. I can
still feel his thoughts in my head and I’m glad he’s dead. I just
wish you hadn’t sent Crow.”

Ao Shun grunted and growled. His dragon-y
grin reappeared in a mass of sharp fangs. “Your boyfriend was the
best choice. Just ask Mab.”

“I did!” Huizhong shouted. The words echoed
faded into the trees like lizards before Ao Shun’s bulk. “She told
me she was opposed, too! And he’s not my boyfriend!”

“He means something to you,” Ao Shun said.
“And his job is not done yet. The Tao still has plans for
him.”

“No,” Huizhong said. “Absolutely not. There
is no way that man is that important.”

“You humans still think you have control over
the world,” Ao Shun grunted. “You can’t even control yourselves or
understand why you do what you do. We dragons have learned to glide
along on the Tao. Why can’t you?”

Huizhong contemplated that. It was the dragon
version of the one hand clapping question. “I don’t think it’s in
our nature,” she replied. “We don’t go quietly into the dark night;
we go screaming and crying and yelling.”

“But you go nonetheless,” Ao Shun said. “And
into that dark night you must go. The Tao is calling for you
and your boyfriend. He’ll need your help or he’ll be in a world of
trouble.”

She slumped and sighed. Getting through to
the dragon was nearly impossible; his ego and alien intellect
always got in the way. “He is not my boyfriend. And let him get
himself in trouble. My throat still hurts when I think about him
and I still taste him in my mouth.”

“You are obviously still thinking about him,”
Ao Shun said.

Huizhong stuck a finger in Ao Shun’s face and
was about to tear into him when she realized he was right. Crow
might be a rogue, and a violent one at that, but he wasn’t without
his charms. And it wasn’t Crow’s hands around her throat that kept
her up at night; it was the feeling of Chenming’s fingers digging
through her mind. She could still feel the sensation of utter
helplessness as she watched her body obey The Clock Man’s
commands.

It was Chenming Zheng that commanded her body
to attack Crow, just like it was Ao Shun’s request that sent her in
his path in the first place. The rage in Crow’s eyes as he lifted
her off the ground and nearly choked her life out was
understandable, even if it was misplaced.

“Let us say our relationship is complicated,”
she told Ao Shun.

The dragon grunted. “All human relationships
are complicated because you humans never admit what you want. You
have strayed too far from your animal nature.”

Huizhong clamped her mouth shut and closed
the part of her brain that wanted to explore her own animal nature.
Serenity was what she needed right now. It wasn’t easy to be used
and it was even harder to come back from it. Almost everyone used
her. Ao Shun used her to get close to the Clock Man. Those strange
men that worked for the Clock Man used her to lure Crow. Chenming
Zheng used her body as a puppet.

Out of all of them, only Felix Crow hadn’t
used her. He nearly killed her twice and happily stole her
bidis, but he never used her. Which begged an interesting
question. “Why would the Clock Man even think about remotely
controlling people? And why would he do what he did to himself?”
she asked. “He had everything he could ever want. Yet he became a
monster both mentally and physically.”

“Has it occurred to you that maybe the Clock
Man wasn’t operating independently? That maybe Chenming Zheng had
outside help that influenced him and guided his decisions. In all
the thousands of turns of Clock Men, how many have tried what he
tried?”

Facts and histories and statistics flooded
Huizhong’s brain. In going undercover at the Clock Tower, she’d
been forced to learn the entire history of those mystical men who
control and regulate the magic that powered Aluna. “None,” she
said. “Some went crazy and one blew a hole into the Dreaming Lands,
but none of them tried what he tried. Chenming was a disaster.”

Ao Shun grunted and snorted. He coiled around
himself and grinned his dragon-y grin. “Why do you think it was
that a Clock Man would tinker with controlling people’s minds,
then?”

Huizhong started to answer, but realized her
rationalizations rang false. She’d conditioned herself to think
Chenming had gone mad; that kind of thing happens with Clock Men
from time to time. But his actions, while revolting, weren’t the
actions of a madman. There was intent, deliberate and bold, behind
his actions. From the armless, headless torso floating in glass to
the little dragon that was nothing more than a set of wings hooked
to a tiny brain, everything Chenming had done was intentional.

“I … don’t know,” she said. “It doesn’t make
any sense.”

“You don’t understand the reason,” Ao Shun
said, “because you don’t understand the question. You are wondering
why Chenming Zheng wanted to control people like he did. Perhaps it
wasn’t Chenming that wanted control. Perhaps he was simply an agent
for someone else.”

She sighed. “Are you trying to solve a
mystery from half-way around Aluna?”

Ao Shun raised himself up to dizzying heights
and stared down at her. “The machinations of humans mean as much to
me as why insects do what they do.”

“Glad to know we’re so important,” Huizhong
said. “If that’s the case, why do you care what Chenming was up
to?”

The dragon lowered himself until his snout
was almost touching her nose. “Two reasons. One, he was a Clock Man
and that means magic. Dragons are always interested in magic. Two,
I fear what sent Chenming spiraling down wasn’t human. I am curious
and scared. I enjoy curiosity, but I do not like being scared.
Finding the solution would satisfy my curiosity and allay my fears.
I’d examine the problem myself, probably far better than you could,
but I would be an obvious interloper in Croatoa. You will go in my
stead.”

Terrible visions of a half-man, half-machine
Clock Man and his menagerie of animated body parts filled her
Huizhong’s head. Fingers wrapped around her throat and constricted.
Fingers dug through her mind and made her watch as someone else
controlled her body.

Then there was the vision of Crow and whoever
that man with him was. And was there a boy? There was something in
the vision about a boy. Then there was nothing but fear and pain
and fire.

“Why would I ever want to go back to that
horrible place?” Huizhong asked. “What’s in it for me?”

Ao Shun’s fangs shone in the weak light when
he grinned. “You will never know peace until you answer your
questions.”

All the energy and peace she’d found in the
forest drained from Huizhong’s body. A tiny part of her, the one
she didn’t want to admit existed, leaped in joy at the thought of
going back there. She beat it down with sheer willpower, but still
it sang its happy gējù. “The answers are in Croatoa, aren’t
they? Buried somewhere in the Clock Tower. How am I supposed to get
back there? It took weeks of walking.”

“The Fae have packed your bags. I left you a
personal present. Use it as you deem fit. Your flight leaves at
dawn. There is one other thing before you go.”

She didn’t want to meet eyes with him, didn’t
want to leave her peaceful enclosure where everything was safe, but
once Ao Shun spoke, it was best to listen. “What?” she asked
sullenly.

“There is something there that you must bring
back to me.”

Huizhong glared at him and almost vibrated
with rage. “Are you going to tell me what it is?”

Ao Shun snorted and she nearly choked on the
reek of sulfur on his breath. “I do not know what it is. But you
will come across and it and know what it is. Bring it to me.”

Rather than cursing up a blue streak – which
would have been childish, but fun – Huizhong rolled her eyes and
said, “I’ll do my best.”
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Kevin awoke to the rattling, basso rumble of
a pit bull in deep slumber, the chirping of little dragons outside
his window, and a deinonychus chirping and whistling back. It was
the usual racket that split the silence of a small place outside of
Croatoa. Of all the menagerie, Kevin felt the little dragons were
the strangest. Aluna, from what little he knew of it, thought the
dog was the strangest thing.

In a world of scales and feathers, a furry
thing that wasn’t human was an oddity. The deinonychus, a creature
that hadn’t lived for millions of turns and had never existed on
Aluna to begin with, was more readily accepted than the dog. Kevin
supposed it had to do with the fact that humans, no matter what
planet they found themselves on, needed to feel special and another
thing with hair freaked them out.

At eleven turns old, Kevin thought far too
many deep thoughts.

It wasn’t really his fault, though. Not long
ago he was a normal boy with normal parents doing normal things
like watching TV and building spaceships with Lego pieces.
Then…

He clenched his fists and choked back anger.
The chirping and whistling of the deinonychus gave way to a
stuttering hoot as the dinosaur eyed a bright green little dragon.
Kevin wished he could be more like Tina; the dog could sleep
through the end of the world. But, no matter how many times Chan
tried to encourage that level of níngjìng, serenity always
slipped through Kevin’s fingers.

“Dino! Hush!” Kevin yelled. He tossed a
little toy dragon across the room at the dinosaur.

Dino’s snout snatched the dragon out the air.
Amber eyes whirled and fixed on Kevin’s prone form. The dinosaur’s
tail twitched and long claws clicked on the bare wood floor. Happy
chirping noises echoed around the room and soon six feet of late
Cretaceous predator was flying across the room.

The dinosaur landed on the foot of Kevin’s
bed and collapsed next to Kevin. Human fingers stroked downy
feathers. “You need to sleep later, buddy,” Kevin said, scratching
the back of Dino’s skull.

Dino rolled over onto his back and put his
feet in the air. Six-inch-long claws happily clenched and
unclenched as Kevin scratched under the dinosaur’s chin.

A slow thumping sound meant the dog was
waking up, too. She was always the last to drag herself out of bed.
Kevin turned his head and saw a graying muzzle open in a huge yawn.
Dino heard the noise and leapt off the bed. He skittered to a halt
in front of the dog and nuzzled her.

“Good morning, Tina,” Kevin said from the
bed. She responded with a grunt and sigh.

Kevin sat up just in time to see Tina and
Dino nose to nose. The old dog gave the dinosaur a quick lick on
the face before settling back down again. “You two are far
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