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Chapter one: The empty amulet
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Jien Zhiyu was a fifteen-year-old boy with a stubborn mop of black, unruly hair that always seemed to defy gravity, sweeping stubbornly in the opposite direction of whatever style he tried to force upon it. He possessed striking golden-brown eyes, sharp and unusually perceptive, as if they could look right through the polite facades of people and peer straight into their intentions. Until his fifteenth birthday, his life had felt entirely ordinary—filled with high school classes, the rhythmic hum of traffic outside their apartment windows, and the comforting domestic sounds of his grandmother moving about the kitchen.

On the evening of his birthday, he sat quietly in the cramped living room of the small, second-floor apartment in New York City where he and his grandmother had lived for the past three years. The room smelled faintly of jasmine tea and old paper.

He reached across the coffee table and opened a small, circular package wrapped in coarse, weathered paper. When the wrapping fell away, a heavy metallic gleam caught the dim amber light of the floor lamp. Resting inside was an ancient bronze amulet, its surface meticulously etched with the twelve zodiac symbols arranged in a precise circle around its perimeter.

Jien turned his head, his golden-brown eyes fixing on Grandma Ming, the woman who had raised him and protected him ever since his parents died in that tragic, unexplained plane crash while flying toward one of the remote Penghu islands off the coast of China. He had never even learned which island they were trying to reach because every time he asked, the subject was gently but firmly steered away.

"Where is the center?" Jien asked, tracing a finger lightly over the empty circular recess right in the middle of the bronze disk, where something essential seemed to be missing.

Ming just smiled softly, her weathered face softening with a lifetime of hidden grief and ancient secrets. In a tone clouded with a strange, heavy mystery, she looked at him and said, "You will know soon enough, I expect, my boy."

Before Jien could press her further, a sharp, authoritative knock echoed against the front door, cutting through the quiet atmosphere of the apartment.

Jien blinked, startled. He looked up, asking, "You expecting someone else?"

Ming didn't answer right away. Instead, she slowly pushed herself up from her armchair, muttering something unintelligible under her breath about old friends and debts long overdue. She walked steadily toward the heavy wooden door. When she pulled it open, the hallway light spilled inside, framing the silhouette of a tall man. He had hair as stark white as fresh snow, designer sunglasses that hid his eyes despite the indoor lighting, and an immaculate, expensive white suit that looked entirely out of place in their modest neighborhood.

Jien quickly set the amulet back down inside its box, closing the lid with a soft click. He got to his feet, walking over to his grandmother's side with a deep, instinctive sense of uncertainty. He looked up at the stranger, his voice hardening slightly as he demanded, "Who are you?"

The man in the white suit didn't look at Jien initially. Instead, his thin lips curved into a cold, practiced smile. He turned his head toward Ming and said in a smooth, chillingly polite voice, "This the birthday boy, I suppose?"

Ming just nodded grimly, her expression tightening into a mask of stone. She turned her gaze to Jien, her hand gently resting on his shoulder with a reassuring yet urgent pressure. "Why don't you go to your room, Jien? We have some business to talk about—adult business."

Jien hesitated, wanting to stand his ground, but the look in Ming's eyes told him this wasn't a request he could argue with. He nodded slowly, walked back to the coffee table to grab the box containing the amulet, and retreated down the hallway to his bedroom in the far back of the apartment. He closed the door behind him with a soft click, but he was no idiot.

He could feel it in his bones—the heavy, suffocating atmosphere in the apartment told him that something was fundamentally, dangerously wrong.

He sat on the edge of his bed, listening intently. Through the walls, a low murmur of conversation drifted. They talked for hours, the tone shifting back and forth between sharp arguments and cold, calculated whispers. Around midnight, exhausted by the emotional weight of the day and the late hour, Jien finally lay back against his pillow and drifted into a heavy sleep. But shortly after, he was jolted half-awake by a sudden, violent bang echoing from the living room—like wood splintering or a heavy object hitting the floor. He tried to sit up, but an overwhelming wave of exhaustion dragged him back down, and he fell right back into a deep, dreamless sleep.

The next morning, the apartment was unnaturally quiet when Jien pushed open his bedroom door, ready to call out his grandmother's name. By this hour, the rich, savory aroma of her famous steam-fried rice should have been drifting down the hallway. It was always on the table by the time he woke up, tasting like absolute heaven because she had a gift for blending healthy, secret ingredients. Jien had spent years trying to reverse-engineer her recipes, learning to pick out the subtle hints of fresh rosemary, toasted sesame, or even a dash of wild thyme. He knew her habits so well that he could always tell when she tried to sneak in extra herbs just to tease him and test his palate. Not today, though.

Today, the house was entirely silent, devoid of any warmth or cooking smells. It felt hollow, as though whoever lived here had packed up and left in a frantic rush.

That was when Jien noticed the little yellow note stuck to the front of the refrigerator. It was anchored down with strips of gray duct tape—an old, stubborn habit she had picked up from his dad, who always insisted that tape was the only thing that could truly keep paper secure in a humid kitchen. At the sudden mental image of his dad, a sharp pang hit his chest, and a hot tear started to trickle down his cheek. He missed them both so much. Sometimes the grief felt as raw and agonizing as it had the day of the crash, as though it had happened just yesterday instead of years ago.

He wiped his cheek with the back of his sleeve, swallowed hard, and walked across the cold linoleum floor to read the note. He desperately hoped it would explain where Ming had gone, because that nagging, heavy feeling in his gut was back, identical to the unease he had felt the night before.

He stepped close to the fridge and looked down at the handwriting. The note read: “Hey sweety i went to the dollar store to pick up a few things I will be home soon...P.S. I won’t be home too late.”

Jien read it once. Then he read it a second time, his golden-brown eyes narrowing.

Something was deeply wrong with the letters. The loops on the 'y's and the sharp slant of the 't's didn't match her normal handwriting at all. In fact, looking closely, none of the pen strokes matched the careful, elegant cursive Ming had practiced her entire life. This wasn't her note.

Panic spiking in his chest, Jien spun away from the refrigerator and began tearing through the apartment, searching every room for any trace of her.

He pushed open the door to her bedroom and started looking around, his heart pounding against his ribs. Near the edge of her nightstand, a sharp glint caught his eye—a tiny shard of broken glass lay on the floorboards. He looked up toward the bathroom door down the hall. The ornate, silver-framed mirror that Ming used every single morning to pin up her hair was completely gone from the wall.

“There must be some logical explanation,” he repeated to himself internally, his mind frantically trying to rationalize the empty rooms and the forged note.

He walked over to the large window in the center of the back wall, peering out into the concrete alleyway and the shared backyard below. As his gaze swept across the area, a flash of metallic gray caught his eye—a sliver of silver sticking out from the top of the rusted communal dumpster.

Without thinking twice, Jien hurried out the back exit of the building and walked down the metal fire escape stairs, heading straight toward the dumpster. A cold dread pooled in his stomach. He thought he knew what that sliver of silver was, but every fiber of his being prayed he was wrong.

When he reached the large metal bin, he took a deep, shaky breath, stood on his tiptoes, and peered over the rim.

There, half-buried beneath discarded packaging and old newspapers, lay the shattered remnants of Ming’s vanity mirror. The heavy silver backing was bent and twisted. It hadn't broken from a simple accident or a clumsy fall; it had been deliberately smashed into pieces, its glass pulverized. And he knew for a fact it hadn't been there the night before, because he was the one who had dutifully taken out the household trash right before going to bed.

Jien retraced his steps, walking slowly back up the walkway toward their apartment. His mind raced, cataloging the facts one by one, assembling a grim puzzle he desperately wished he couldn't solve. He was coming to a terrifying conclusion, but he needed proof—he needed to know if his assumptions were entirely correct.

When he stepped back through the apartment door, his eyes drifted toward the small wooden dining table in the corner. Something looked off about its posture. Normally, the table sat balanced on four sturdy legs, but today, one side dipped lower than the rest. A closer look revealed a strange fifth addition: a short, metallic stub protruding from the base, gleaming with a sharp, polished edge.

He dropped to his knees and looked underneath the table. A large, heavy silver combat knife had been driven roughly three inches deep straight through the solid wood of the table leg, anchoring a long piece of parchment folded tightly and pinned directly to the grain.

Jien's heart dropped into his stomach. His hands trembled slightly as he reached out, gripped the hilt of the silver knife, and pulled it free with a sharp tug. He carefully unpinned the parchment, unfolded it, and recognized the familiar, elegant handwriting of his grandmother.

He began to read, every word feeling like a physical blow:

Dear Jien,

If I am gone, do not believe anything you see that doesn't feel right. I am being taken back to China to face trial from my own brother—the very man I ran away from twenty years ago. Your mother was with me then, and five years down the road, she brought you into this world. I am so very proud of the kind, loving, and strong young gentleman you have grown up to be.

You must keep the amulet safe above all else. In the right hands, it can be a force for restoration and balance, but in the wrong hands, it becomes a devastating weapon. Do everything in your power to keep it away from Danju—the man who came here last night—and his followers in the Dadiki clan. They fancy themselves the supreme guardians of China's ancient secrets, but their ambitions are dark, and eventually, they will demand that all others bow at their feet.

Your true task is to find the remaining pieces of the amulet scattered across the world. I know this is an impossibly heavy burden to bear, but I believe in my heart that you are ready for it. With your mother gone, and now with me taken as well, you will soon discover that the core amulet answers to you and to you alone. You are the next true guardian of the lineage.

Before you do anything else, find a trusted friend of mine—someone who is a friend to you as well, though you may not realize it yet. She will help guide you and will know what steps to take next. In case Danju or his scouts somehow find this letter and read it, I cannot write another word.

Just know that I love you very much, more than words can say. You are ready to step into your true destiny.

Love always, Granny Ming.

Jien slowly lowered the letter, the paper shaking slightly in his fingers. He looked across the room toward the framed photograph of the two of them smiling together in Chengdu. He hadn't been back to China in so many years, and the sprawling country felt vast and terrifying. But looking at the empty apartment, he knew there was no time to hesitate, no time to sit around and feel sorry for himself.

They had taken his grandmother. They were hunting him and the bronze amulet. He had to pack his bags, book a flight across the ocean, and track her down before Danju and the Dadiki clan could carry out whatever grim fate they had planned for her.
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Chapter Two: Memories of a Friend
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Jien hurried back to his room, his fingers fumbling only for a second before he lifted the ancient bronze amulet from its box and looped the sturdy leather cord securely around his neck. The cool metal pressed against his collarbone, heavy and grounding. Without wasting another second, he grabbed the worn canvas backpack Ming had bought him two summers ago during a blistering hot afternoon trip to the Central Park Zoo.

He moved quickly through the apartment, heading straight to the kitchen pantry. Reaching up to the high shelf behind a stack of old ceramic plates, his fingers brushed against a stash of supplies Ming always thought she had successfully hidden from him: a few dense loaves of preserved bread and a large, vacuum-sealed package of dried rice and mixed mountain vegetables. He slipped them all into his bag.

Next came the hardest part. He swept through the apartment, systematically checking every obscure nook and cranny where he knew Ming occasionally tucked away emergency cash—inside the hollow base of a ceramic lamp, beneath the loose floorboard under the coat rack, and tucked inside the binding of an old Chinese dictionary. Counting it all up, his fingers brushed over a total of seven hundred and twenty dollars in crisp bills.

Pulling out his phone, his thumb flew across the screen as he searched for international flights. His breath caught when he found one: a direct-ish route heading straight to Chengdu, China. The catch? It didn't depart until nine o'clock that night, and the ticket cost five hundred and fifteen dollars. Doing the math in his head with a sinking feeling, he realized he would have two hundred and five dollars left over to cover food, supplies, and whatever else he might need in a foreign country. It wasn't much, but it would have to do.

Before walking out the door, he paused at the hallway table, his eyes locking onto a framed photograph of himself and Ming laughing together near the sea lion pool at the Central Park Zoo. With a soft sigh, he pulled the photo from its frame, slid it carefully into the outer pocket of his backpack, and hoisted the strap over one shoulder.

Stepping outside, he squinted as the midday sun beat down on the concrete walkway. It was nearly noon, and a crushing weight settled at the back of his mind. He knew with absolute certainty that his life would never be the same again—that a mountain of trials, dangers, and unknown faces waited for him long before he ever set eyes on his grandmother again.

Pulling his favorite dark jacket tighter around his shoulders—the one he always reserved for long journeys—he started down the street. As he walked briskly through the neighborhood, trying to figure out where he could possibly lay low for the next several hours until it was time to head to the airport, a familiar street sign caught his eye.

He had a friend named Zet who lived just a few blocks away. A sudden wave of nostalgia hit him as he walked toward Zet's house, remembering all the stupid things they used to laugh about during history class, the endless hours spent trading comic books, and the time they nearly burned down the school science lab trying to make a miniature volcano erupt with household chemicals. He had almost walked right past the turning before he snapped back to reality and hurried up the walkway.

Jien reached the front door and knocked twice. A moment later, the door swung open, and to his surprise, it was Zet’s dad who stood on the threshold. Recognizing Jien instantly from past weekend sleepovers, a warm smile crossed the man's face. "Jien! Come on in, son. You're a sight for sore eyes."

Jien stepped into the spacious foyer, his nerves buzzing, until heavy footsteps sounded down the hall and Zet appeared around the corner. After a quick, tight hug between the two friends, Zet pulled back, his brow furrowing as he noticed the tension in Jien's shoulders. "Hey, man. Is everything okay? How's your grandma Ming?"

Without holding back, Jien spilled the entire story—the mysterious visitor, the forged note, the shattered mirror, and his grandmother's abduction by the shadowy Dadiki clan. When he reached inside his jacket and pulled out the bronze amulet to show him, Zet stepped back, his eyes widening. A deep, heavy sadness washed over his friend's face.

"Jien... I am so sorry," Zet said, his voice dropping to a harsh whisper. After a brief, heavy pause, he asked, "Is there anything—anything at all—I can do to help?"

Jien started to shake his head, refusing to drag his best friend into a deadly feud, but then a desperate realization hit him. He looked straight into Zet's eyes. "Is there any way you can take me to the airport? I have to find Ming. She... she's all I have left."

Zet didn't hesitate for a second. He turned and looked toward the living room, where his dad had been quietly listening to every word of the conversation from the armchair. Zet's dad stood up slowly, walking over with a solemn expression, and gave a slow, supportive nod.

"What time do you need to be there?" Zet's dad asked, adjusting his glasses.

"Nine," Jien answered, "though I need to get there a little early to sort out my ticket."

Zet nodded briskly and suddenly reached into his pocket, pulling out a crisp fifty-dollar bill. He tried to shove it into Jien's hand, but Jien immediately pulled back, shaking his head. "I have enough, man. It's a really friendly gesture, but I can't take your money."

Zet shrugged with a wry half-smile, pocketing the cash again, and led Jien down the hall to drop his heavy backpack in a safe spot. Within twenty minutes, Zet’s dad had his car keys in hand, herding both boys out the front door. Instead of heading straight to the terminal, they made a strategic detour to the largest shopping mall on the edge of the city, knowing Jien would need a few survival tools for the rugged terrain awaiting him in China.

The mall was packed with a restless Saturday afternoon crowd, but they pushed through the noise and headed straight for the outdoor and camping specialty shop tucked in the corner. There, moving quickly and with purpose, they picked up a heavy-duty pair of wire-cutting pliers and a multi-use tactical hunting tool equipped with a saw blade, a fire starter, and a sturdy knife edge.

They checked out in silence, the weight of the upcoming journey casting a long shadow over the afternoon, and drove back to Zet's house.

By the time they returned, it was well past lunchtime. Zet quickly scrambled some eggs and threw together sandwiches for everyone, but nobody ate with much enthusiasm. The clock on the kitchen wall ticked relentlessly toward six o'clock—the crucial hour to beat the evening gridlock and make the two-hour drive out to the international airport.

Once they were finally on the highway, the city skyline blurring into a wash of gray concrete and fading daylight, Zet's dad glanced back through the rearview mirror. "You guys can try to get some sleep. It's going to be a long, rough couple of hours."

Exhaustion finally claimed them. One by one, the weight of the past twenty-four hours dragged the boys down. As Jien drifted off into an uneasy, dream-haunted sleep, his mind raced with fears for his grandmother, silently praying that somehow, someday, this nightmare would finally come to an end.

Jien woke up with a sharp start as the car hit a bump on the highway off-ramp. Blinking sleepily against the glare of dashboard lights, he checked the clock: they had been driving for an hour and a half, and the sprawling, illuminated terminals of the airport loomed right outside the window.

When the car finally pulled up to the departure drop-off zone, Zet turned to him, his expression heavy with worry. "Good luck finding your grandma, Jien. Stay safe out there."

"Thanks, Zet. For everything," Jien said, giving his friend a quick, firm grip on the shoulder before stepping out onto the bustling pavement.

He shouldered his heavy backpack and walked through the sliding glass doors into the chaotic heart of the terminal. The noise hit him instantly—announcements echoing over the intercom, the rolling thunder of heavy luggage wheels, and the hum of thousands of hurried travelers. A wave of vertigo hit him as the sheer scale of what he was attempting crashed down. “How am I actually going to pull this off?” he thought to himself.

Taking a deep breath to steady his racing pulse, he walked up to a ticketing counter where a young female cashier sat behind a glowing monitor. She looked pale and exhausted, with dark circles under her eyes, as though she had been pulling double shifts for weeks.

"I would like to have a plane ticket to Chengdu, China, please," Jien said, trying to keep his voice steady and mature.

The woman didn't move right away. She slowly raised her head, leaning forward to look him up and down with an unreadable expression, before sinking back into her cushioned chair. She spoke at a deliberately slow, measured pace, as if testing every syllable before it left her lips. "And what is a youngster like yourself doing, traveling completely alone—and heading all the way to China, of all places?"

Jien didn't blink. He leaned across the counter, dropping his voice into a sharp, hushed, but intense whisper. "And what makes you think I'm just a youngster?"

Instantly, her demeanor shifted entirely. She wasn't looking at his face anymore; her gaze dropped sharply, locking onto the center of his chest. Jien followed her line of sight and realized she was staring right through the open collar of his jacket at the bronze amulet resting against his shirt.

Her breath hitched. She whispered a single, reverent word that sent a shiver straight down his spine: "Warrior."

A second later, she caught herself, realizing he had noticed her staring. Clearing her throat awkwardly, she straightened up and tapped her keyboard. "That will be five hundred and fifteen dollars, please."

Jien reached into his pocket, pulled out the cash, and carefully counted out five crisp one-hundred-dollar bills, a ten, and a five, sliding them across the counter.

As she printed the boarding pass and handed it
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