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China: T'ang Dynasty

Sun Wukung, the Monkey King, twirled his Golden Cudgel over his head.  Leaping over the White Bone Demon, he spun and brought his weapon crashing into its hard ribs with a clatter.  The skeleton scattered into individual bones.  Before it could reassemble itself, the Monkey King brought the gold‑tipped end of his Cudgel down on the skull, grinding it to dust.

Silver light flashed through the dusty clearing as the White Bone Demon's essence fled its form.  The skeleton fell lifeless to the packed earth.  

General Chu Pa Chieh poked his porcine head above the bolder he had hidden behind during the hour‑long battle.        His blue silk tunic had a streak of dust down front where he had pressed against the rock.  He brushed it with one plump hand while his cheeks rounded in a smile.

"Well done, O Noble Monkey King!"  He waddled forward and poked the skeleton's remains with his rake.  "I would have joined you in this glorious battle, but did not want to deny you the pleasure of vanquishing the demon."

The Monkey King's simian face split into a grin.  He clapped Pa Chieh on the shoulder. "Have no fear.  The White Bone Demon has many cousins with whom you can battle.  In the ages to come, one will surely swear vengeance upon us."

 Pa Chieh swallowed heavily.  "I look forward to that honor."

Chapter 1

Marie

China: One thousand years later.

Marie threw her backpack on the floor as she opened the door to their apartment.  "Kenny, I need to use the computer first."  

"I need to check my e‑mail."  Her little brother's hair stuck out in every direction; it still had a faint chlorine‑green tinge from a summer spent in the swimming pool, making him look a little moldy.

"Why?"  Marie said, "You never write to anyone."

Slick as a weasel, Kenny slid into the seat ahead of her.  "It'll only take a minute."  

"Duh.  If you don't write to anyone, no one will write to you."  The screen flashed and his game appeared.  "Hey!"

"I didn't say when I was going to check e‑mail."  He stuck his tongue out.

"Mom!"  Marie stomped down the hallway.  An infant's cry stopped her in her tracks.  Elisabeth.  The baby had only come home from the hospital the day before and Marie could not get used to being quiet.   "This is soooo not my fault."

Her mother walked past and gave Marie the Look.  The one that said, "I'll talk to you later, young lady."  

"Mom, it's not my‑‑."

Her mother shook her head, put her finger to her lips and slipped into the baby's bedroom. 

Marie looked at the hall clock; her dad was due home from the American Consulate soon.  He would make Kenny get off the computer.  Besides, with the time zone difference between China and the United States, she could send her e‑mail before bed and it would still arrive early in the day back home.  She corrected her thought; Guangzhou, China was home now, at least until Dad transferred to another consulate.

The front door to the apartment opened.  "Ho there!  Who upset the mouth that roars?"  Her dad peeked around the corner.

"Dad, it's not my fault!"

"I didn't say it was, but now I'm suspicious."

Was he smiling or serious?  "I have to do homework and Kenny said he needed to check e‑mail but he's playing a game instead."

"And that woke the baby how?"

She stomped her foot.  "I called for Mom, but I didn't mean to wake Elisabeth."

Dad nodded.  "Go tell Kenny I said you could use the computer.  I'll see if your mom needs any help."  He went into Elisabeth's room, where the wails continued.  

Ha.  Stupid Kenny would have to get off the computer now.  She turned to go to the office.

A black cat was sitting in the middle of the hall.

"Mwrowoow?"

Her mom would kill her.  The cat must have followed Dad inside, but it would somehow still be Marie's fault. She crouched down and held out her hand so the cat could sniff it.  "You aren't supposed to be in here."

The cat touched her finger with his nose, then turned his head to reveal a collar with a tight roll of paper tied to it.  The cat held still as if waiting, so Marie reached forward and plucked it from his collar.  Tiny Chinese characters marched in tight formation down the length of the scroll.

Marie shook her head and patted the cat.  "I can't read this."

Kenny came out of the office with a gray cat following him.  "You have one too."  He pointed to the black cat.

Fantastic.  More useful information from her brother.  

The two cats sniffed each other gingerly, then the black cat said, "Mrrouw, memeooowrww, rrooorrw."  He looked at Marie expectantly.

It sounded so much like he was trying to talk, that Marie said, "I'm sorry, but I don't speak Cat at all." She sighed.  There was no use avoiding it.  "Let's ask Mom what we should do."

Kenny nodded and followed her to Elisabeth's door.  Inside, the baby still screamed.  

Marie hesitated with her hand on the knob.  She did not want to get in trouble for bothering the baby again.  "Maybe we should just take them down to the lobby."

Kenny wrinkled his nose.  "Yeah.  I guess."

When Marie opened the front door, the two cats slipped into the hallway.  For a moment, she thought about just shutting the door, but the black cat looked back at her and meowed a question.

"Yes, yes."  Marie stepped into the hall.  "We're coming." She would take the cats to the doorman and let him deal with them.

The elevator was waiting, with doors opened.  The two cats strode inside and turned to look at Marie and Kenny.  

She looked at Kenny.

"After you," he said.

"Ladies first?"  Marie stepped past him into the elevator. When had he learned manners?  

Kenny snorted with laughter.  "No.  Age before beauty."

Marie turned to stick out her tongue when the black cat leaped straight up and hit a button on the elevator.  The button glowed amber, but had no markings at all.

"Did you see that?"  Kenny whispered.

Marie nodded, her mouth hanging open.  "I've never seen that button before, have you?"

Kenny shook his head.  The elevator dropped beneath them as it started down.  Each floor chimed as the elevator went by; third floor, second, first, lobby, basement--and then they passed the basement.  The elevator came to a stop and the doors opened.  A flurry of dry leaves blew through the door.

Marie stopped breathing.

The elevator was in a forest.

Chapter 2

Kenny

Kenny's heart turned over, trying to jump out of his body.  Their apartment building was in the middle of downtown Guangzhou.  He could not possibly be looking at a forest.

The two cats hesitated at the threshold, looking as uncertain as he was.  

The black cat said, "Merorow?"  

The gray cat blinked her green eyes in a shrug.  

A breeze danced through the trees, making it impossible to convince himself that it was a photo mural.  He glanced at Marie, but her mouth hung open.  Figured.  She always acted like she knew everything, but never had the answer when it really counted.  Kenny sucked air in through his teeth. Where had the cats taken them?

The clearing had a table in the middle of it that looked like something out of a museum, with dragons carved all over the legs.  On the table sat a tea set, more ornate than any at the tea shops his father dragged him to.  A bronze pot sat on a tripod over a small fire.  Steam poured out of it.

Kenny smelled spices and tea and forest.  Everything was wrong.  He eyed the control panel.  The amber button still glowed, but maybe if he pushed a button they could go back up.  He started to reach for the button for their floor when Marie said, "Push the button for our floor."

Kenny bit the inside of his mouth.  "I am." He jabbed the button.

Nothing happened.  Marie reached past him and pushed the button again like she didn't think he had done it right. Nothing happened again, which served her right.

Although, he wouldn't have minded if it had worked.

A woman spoke in the sliding sing-song of Mandarin.  At least, it sounded like Mandarin and not Cantonese, but he hadn't paid enough attention in class to be certain.

The cats ran past them.  The black one said, "Ao Miiiiii!" and it almost sounded like Mandarin.  When the edge of the door blocked the cats from view, the woman spoke again.  Kenny licked his lips, trying to remember any of the words he had learned.  

Marie said, "I thought I heard the word 'children'."

Of course.  Marie'd use any opportunity to show off.  Taking a breath, Kenny peeked around the door.  He jumped a little when Marie peered over his shoulder, but at least he knew how to deal with her sort of trouble.

In the clearing, next to the table, stood a Chinese woman who looked as delicate as one of Marie's precious dolls.  Her robes were covered with fine stitching in the shapes of flowers and peacocks. Thin veils of white silk spilled from the ends of her sleeves, hiding her hands.  An elaborate headdress of silver glittered with each movement.  Her black hair hung down her back, in a single thick pony-tail, almost to her knees.  

As soon as Kenny stuck his head out of the elevator, she turned smiling sweetly.  She spoke again and gestured for him to come out of the elevator.  The white silk of her sleeves rippled like the creek at Grandfather's house.

Kenny glanced over his shoulder at Marie and raised his eyebrows.  This would be a good time for her to show off her Mandarin. 

She shrugged.  "Well, since we can't go up, might as well go out..."  

He wanted to stop her; the woman was not one of Marie's dolls.  They didn't know what she was.  But the woman smiled as Marie stepped out of the elevator.  Kenny followed, not because he was scared.  No.  He wasn't scared; he wanted to make sure Marie was all right.

He had only taken a few steps after Marie when the woman frowned and her face darkened with rage.  The elevator door hissed shut behind them.  Kenny looked back as the entire elevator winked out.  "Marie!"

Marie grabbed his arm, spinning him around.  The woman's arms shot towards them; the white veils writhed like snakes in the air.  The fabric stretched out impossibly far to bind around him.

He struggled to get his arms out of the fabric wrapped around him.  Marie shrieked next to him, twisting in a matching cocoon.  

The veils lifted them into the air.  Before he had time to panic at the height, they were set down in front of the woman.  She leaned close to look at first Marie, then Kenny.  Still holding them, she shouted two quick words.

The cats reappeared at their feet.  The black one meowed anxiously.  When the woman spoke, the sweet tones of her voice turned quick and guttural.  Flecks of spittle flew from her mouth.  

Kenny struggled to understand and caught a word that sounded like "wrong."   The only clear thing was that the woman was angry.  She shook him, making his teeth rattle against each other.  

The cats sank back in a crouch, ears flat against their heads.  She kicked the black cat.  He sailed through the air, twisting his body to land on his feet.  The gray cat hissed and ran to the side of the black.  The two cats bounded into the trees, their coats blending into the night.

The woman shook the children again, and shouted.  

Marie's face turned white and then red.  She stomped her foot and shouted back, "I don't understand!"  Then, she said the same thing in Chinese, "Wo bù dong!"

The woman leaned close; her face next to Marie's and hissed a single word.  "Míngzi."

Kenny breathed with relief.  Even he knew that this meant, 'name.'  The woman was asking who they were.

His sister said, "My name is Marie Garison and this is my brother Kenny."  

The woman looked at Marie blankly.

Marie repeated more simply, "Marie Garison," and then jutting her chin at Kenny, she said, "Kenny."

When the woman looked at Kenny, he stared back at her and said nothing.  This was worse than the bullies on the school bus.

Marie said, "Ni jiào shénme míngzi?" 

Kenny narrowed his eyes, concentrating.  He thought Marie had just asked what the woman's name was in Mandarin.

The woman snorted and straightened.  "Wo jiào shénme míngzi?"  She repeated, "Wo jiào shénme míngzi?!"  

She flung out another sentence in Mandarin, her voice rising to a screech at the end.  She tossed Kenny and Marie into chairs at the table as if they were stuffed animals.  The veils still bound them, but new ones cascaded from her sleeves to cover her hands.  She walked around the table and dropped into a chair to consider them.

Marie glared at her.  "This isn't our fault, you know." 

The woman leaned forward and barked a command at Marie.  Kenny did not have to know the words to understand that the woman had said, "Shut up."  He winced.  Marie never reacted well to being told to shut up.

She bristled.  "Well it's not.  Your stupid cats came and got us."

The woman vaulted the table and slapped Marie.  The blow snapped Marie's head to the side.  Without a pause, Marie kicked the woman's shin.  The woman grabbed her by the hair.

Kenny shouted, "You leave my sister alone!" 

The woman spun, dragging Marie behind her.  This was just like the bullies at school--bigger than him and not playing fair.  Kenny knew how to fight dirty.  As she leaned over him, Kenny shoved himself out of his chair and drove his head into her stomach.  Something made a dry cracking sound and breath hissed out of her.  Marie kicked her again as Kenny bit down on the woman's hand.  

Something came off in his mouth.  He gagged.

The woman shrieked and relaxed her grip on Marie.

Marie twisted away from the woman.  "Kenny, run!" 

He sprinted after her, trying to spit whatever it was away, but it stuck to the roof of his mouth.  The woman screamed in rage behind them.  He ran toward the edge of the clearing, arms still held by the white veils.  Kenny glanced over his shoulder as the woman flung more veils from her sleeve like spiders' webs after them.

In that moment, a golden blur flashed over their heads from the edge of the forest.  A man in red and gold landed between them and the woman like something out of a kung fu video game.  He had a staff he twirled so quickly it almost shimmered out of sight.  

By the time they reached the trees, the man had already knocked both veils to the ground.  With another bound, he flipped through the air to land at the woman's feet.  She spun, kicking at his head.  He blocked the attack with his staff and bounded over her head, somersaulting to land behind her.  She spun again, hands fluttering through the air in quick moves trying to reach past his spinning staff.  He forced her back.  For every blow she landed, he landed five.  For every step he had to give, he gained three.  

She dodged around him and ran to the table, snatching the bronze pot off the brazier.  The man swung his staff at the pot.  Instead of ringing against metal, the staff made a muffled crack as the woman twisted to take the blow on her shoulder rather than let him strike the bronze pot.  Cradling the pot against her body, between one blink and the next she changed into a fog of white that flew into the sky.  The man sprang after her in a golden streak.

Kenny stared after them, breathless.  The thing in his mouth had dried out all the saliva.  His tongue felt like dust glued it to the roof of his mouth.

"Well."  Marie studied the sky.  "The coast looks clear. Think there's a knife over there we can cut these veils with?"  

Kenny nodded.  A knife. That would be good.  Then he could get this thing out of his mouth.

"Are you okay?"

No.  Of course he was not okay.  He was in a forest in the middle of who knew where and he had something stuck in his mouth.  But, he nodded again so she would leave him alone.

Kenny led the way into the clearing.  He heard a whooshing and the man landed with a bounce in front of them.  

The light from the lanterns silhouetted him, hiding his features. The man lifted his staff out of the darkness.   Kenny shied back.  But the man merely said a quiet word and the staff dwindled and disappeared.  In a voice that seemed full of concern, the man chattered a question.

Marie shook her head.  "I'm sorry, our Chinese is very bad."

"Ah...." said the man.  He reached up and pulled two hairs from his chin.  Holding them in the palm of his hand, he blew towards Kenny and Marie.  The air sparked and fizzled, and Kenny's ears hummed.  The man said, "Is that better?"

It was as if someone had tuned in a radio station.  He blinked.  The man  was still speaking Mandarin, but Kenny could understand it. 

"Umm...yeah," said Marie, "Thanks."

"Let's get those water-sleeves off you then."

"Sleeves?" asked Marie.

"Water-sleeves.  The long white veils?"  The man turned toward the table and the light caught him full in the face for the first time.

It seemed to Kenny as if this were the smallest of the night's surprises.  Their rescuer was a monkey.

Chapter 3

Marie

The light from the lanterns fluttered and skipped across the clearing, but even with dancing shadows, there was clearly a monkey in front of Marie.  He was not a gorilla, or an orangutan, but a man-sized monkey dressed in a bold yellow shirt and red trousers, with a tiger skin wrapped about his waist.  The fur on the back of his hands was a soft brown, which thinned at his face to show striking red skin. 

"The light is better over here," he said, as he moved to the table with a gait somewhere between a walk and a monkey's trot.

Marie followed slowly.  The monkey pulled a large silver knife from his belt and carefully slit the water-sleeves to release first Marie and then Kenny.  His hands were long and gentle.

"There," he said when he was done.  "No other harm, I hope?"

Marie said, "No.  Thank you."

Kenny shook his head, and reached up as if he were about to suck his thumb.  She opened her mouth to stop him, when he pulled a small bone out of his mouth.  "Um. Where...?"

"It came off when I bit the lady's hand."

"That was not a lady," said the Monkey, "That was a Demon disguised as Han Ao Ming."  He held out his hand.  "May I see the bone?"

Kenny shook his head and held onto it stubbornly.

Marie knew what he meant. "Thanks, and everything, but we don't know who you are."

The Monkey hooted with laughter.  "That's right.  You do not!  Where are my manners?"  He pulled himself up to his full height, only a head taller than Marie, and beat his chest with a hand.  "I am Sun Wukung.  I was born of Earth and Heaven.  I am immortal, magically fused.  As an old monkey, I hailed from the Flower-Fruit Mount.  I made my home in the Water-Curtain Cave; I sought friend and teacher to gain the Mystery Great.  Perfected in the many arts of ageless life, I learned to change in ways boundless and vast.  If might is honor, let them yield to me.  Only he is hero who dares to fight and win!"  

"Oooookay," said Marie.

"I am the Monkey King," he said, as if that explained anything.

Kenny said, "So‑‑you're like, a super‑hero?  Like a kung‑fu guy?"

Wukung in answer, sprang into the air, flipped three times and landed in a chair, with his legs crossed.  "Indeed, I know seventy‑two transformations and have a life that does not grow old.  I know also how to cloud‑somersault and one leap will take me a hundred and eight thousand miles.  What can you do?"

Marie hesitated.  What could she do? "I can play basketball..."

Kenny chimed in, "Yeah, me too.  And‑‑and my digimon can beat‑‑‑."

"Digimon is so five minutes ago," Marie interrupted him, before he could make a complete idiot of himself.  "Look, we're just two ordinary kids, so we only know how to do ordinary stuff." 

Wukung cocked his head, as he regarded them.  "Ordinary?  But the young man seems to have bitten the finger off a demon king.  This is not something an ordinary child does."  He scratched his head.  "What are your names?"

Marie looked at Kenny.  The monkey seemed all right; he had, after all, saved them from the woman and let them out of the water‑sleeves.  Although he looked like a giant capuchin monkey, his face was both gentle and playful.  Particularly his eyes; they had deep wrinkles around them as if he smiled a lot.  

Kenny shrugged.  

Marie said, "I'm Marie Garison and this is my brother, Kenny."

"Marie Garison and Kenny...never heard of..." He mused to himself for a moment, then looked sharply at her.  "Did you tell the demon that?"

"Er...yes," said Marie, "Is that bad?"

"Perhaps," he said, "May I see that bone now?"

Kenny walked over and dropped the small bone into Wukung's outstretched hand.  The Monkey King held the bone close to his brown eyes and turned it carefully in his long fingers, looking at it from all sides.  She bit back the thousand questions burning her tongue as he sniffed the bone.  Finally, he sighed heavily.

"I'm guessing it's bad," said Marie.

Wukung nodded wearily.  "This is the tip of the little finger on the right hand of the Bone Demon.  I am afraid it will come after you to get the bone back."

"Can't we just leave it here?" asked Kenny.

He rolled the bone between his fingers and tugged on an ear looking at it.  The monkey shook his head sadly and dropped the bone into a bag at his waist.  "I wish we could, Kenny, but the demon would still come after you to get its revenge.  No, we must find it and defeat it."

Marie pulled her hair in exasperation.  "We should have just put the cats out of the apartment and let them find their own way down."

"That's what I was thinking," Kenny said.

"If you thought of it, why didn't you suggest it then?"

"I was tired!  Why didn't you suggest it?"

"Well, because I knew they would be stuck on our floor, that's why!"  She stomped her foot.

"Oh, yeah?  Then why did just you say we should have let them find their own way down?"

"Because, stupid." Marie rolled her eyes, "them being stuck on our floor is a lot better than us being stuck in a forest with a demon angry at us, because you bit off its finger."

"I only bit off its finger because I was trying to help you."

Marie opened her mouth to retort, then paused, remembering the demon's fingers in her hair.  She took a breath and started again. "That's true.  Thank you."

Kenny shrugged.  "S'all right."

The Monkey King cleared his throat.  "I believe the Bone Demon would have sent other minions, even if you had put the cats in the hallway."

Kenny scowled.  "Why?"

"The cats did not--" he paused suddenly and lifted his head, listening.

Marie looked in the direction the Monkey King was gazing, and saw nothing but trees.  She strained her hearing and began to make out the sound of something heavy crashing through the underbrush.  Her eyes widened as the sound came closer.

"What is it?"

Wukung's muzzle wrinkled in a slight smile.  "It is not the demon, you may be certain of that.  You are about to meet an old, old friend of mine.  General Chu Pa Chieh."

The crashing grew louder with each moment and then a bulky form broke through the last of the underbrush in an explosion of dried leaves and dust.  He held a large rake in his hands, which he twirled with a martial ferocity.  

"Demon!" he bellowed, "You now face the wrath of Chu Pa Chieh, once the greatest of the Heavenly Generals!  Prepare yourself."  With a snort, he brandished the rake.

Wukung leaned over to the children and said quietly, "Excuse me," then leaped over their heads.  "Old friend!" he called, sailing through the air to land next to Pa Chieh.  "The Demon has fled.  These are the two brave children who resisted its assault."

"No Demon?" asked Pa Chieh, with what sounded like relief.  He snorted again. "Doubtless he heard I was on the way and retreated!  Alas, I have missed the opportunity to face such a foe."  He paused, and glanced sideways at Wukung. "Which demon was it?"

Wukung laughed and the wrinkles around his eyes scrunched with merriment. "The Bone Demon.  Come, the children can tell you all about it."  

He loped back to Marie and Kenny, with General Chu Pa Chieh following at a lumbering trot behind.  As he came forward, the light revealed a large man with a pig's head, or a large pig with a man's body.  

Marie was not sure which.  

He was dressed in a long gray tunic, on his shoulder sat the two cats that had lured Marie and Kenny from their home.

"What are they doing here?"  Marie pointed to the cats.

Wukung reached up to scratch the gray cat behind her ears.  "Mao Yimei and Mao Fulan told us where to find you."

Fulan, the black cat, leaped from Pa Chieh's shoulders and said, "I am so, so sorry.  Please forgive us, we are so, so sorry.  It is a tragedy.  The whowowole business is a tragedy.  Oh, woe, woe, woe."

Marie took a step back when Fulan began speaking.  The black cat's voice had the same mournful tones it had in their apartment, but she could understand every word he said.

"You--you can talk," said Marie.

"Of course we can talk!"  The gray cat blinked her green eyes.  "But I thought you children could not speak Cat?"

"We can't."  Marie turned to Wukung for help.

"It was the hair from my chin," he explained. "You do not mind, do you?"

"Cool!"  Kenny grinned.  "This will make school soooooo much easier."

The Pig snorted, but when she looked, he was meditatively studying the sky.

"Ah, yes," said Wukung, "General Chu Pa Chieh.  Allow me to introduce Marie Garison and her brother, Kenny."

Pa Chieh bowed stiffly to them.  "It is an honor to meet such distinguished fellows in the battle against Demons.  Marie Garison and Marie Kenny, I salute you."

"Thanks," said Marie, unable to stifle a giggle completely.  "Pleased to meet you, too."

"Did I say something amusing?" The General straightened from his bow.  His eyes blinked beadily as he looked from the children to Wukung.

Kenny scowled, but was otherwise completely silent.  Wukung shrugged.  Still smiling, Marie tried to explain,  "Garison is our last name--I mean our family name.  So I'm Marie Garison and he's Kenny Garison."

"Of course!"  Wukung slapped himself on the forehead.  "You are Westerners."  He turned to Pa Chieh excitedly.  "Do you remember how everyone had their names backwards when we journeyed to the West?"

The General nodded, deep in thought.  "Yes.  A peculiar custom.  Bah."  He scowled.  "It was so long ago, I had completely forgotten.  I apologize for any offense."  He bowed again.

"S'all right." Kenny shrugged.

The Monkey King grinned broadly.  "But this is wonderful.  The Bone Demon has never been to the West.  He will not know this custom so he will not know Kenny's name!"

"But he'll still know mine." Marie felt cold.

Wukung's face fell.  "This is true, Elder Sister.  We shall still have to look for the Demon, then, with the hope of defeating him."

"If I might suggest something."  Yimei fluffed her gray fur as she perched on Pa Chieh's shoulder.  "In all likelihood, the demon has returned to Han Ao Ming's palace.  If we hurried there we might also have a chance of rescuing our mistress."  

"Why should we help your mistress?" demanded Marie.  "It's your fault we're here."

Yimei turned unblinkingly to Marie.  "You must understand; our mistress intended to warn you."

"Wait--either that was your mistress or that was a demon.  Which is it?"

"It is complicated," the gray cat said.

Marie had heard that from one too many grownups.  She crossed her arms.  "So explain."

The gray cat sighed and settled her tail around her feet.  "It was a demon disguised as our mistress.  Our true mistress, Han Ao Ming, has been imprisoned by the Bone Demon."

"Oh, the horror, the horror.  It has taken all our mistress's alchemy supplies," wailed Fulan.

Yimei rolled her eyes at his theatrics. "Since we could sneak out of her palace, we volunteered to warn you of the demon's plans."

"Is that what this note is?"  Marie held up the tiny slip of paper she had taken from Fulan's collar.

"Indeed," said Yimei.

Marie glanced at the paper and nearly dropped it.  The rows of characters were suddenly alive with meaning.  "Hey!  I can read this."

"What's it say?" asked Kenny.

Holding the paper under one of the lanterns she read, "Dear Sun Wukung," and stopped, looking to the Monkey King in confusion.  "Oh, this is for you."

Wukung frowned as he took the paper from Marie.  "Yimei, how is this addressed to me?" 

"Our mistress intended for Fulan to find you and for me to go to the children's family, but half a day after we left, we chanced upon Ao Ming here."  Yimei's ears twitched.  "We thought she had escaped." 

"But it was not so..." Fulan said, "No.  Wowowowoe, it was the Demon."

Yimei shut her eyes tightly; her tiny gray face screwed up against the memory.  "I am deeply shamed I could not tell the difference between a demon and my mistress."

"Peace, gentle Yimei," said Wukung, "It is not an easy task."

"We were so happy to see her that we did not question."

"How did the virtuous maiden fall victim to this foul demon?"  Pa Chieh asked.  "Did it make dishonorable advances to her?"

"It came to our mistress seeking help with alchemy.  When she refused it aid, it imprisoned her."

"Why wouldn't she help it?" asked Marie.

Kenny said, "You don't help me with my homework."

"Oh please.  You don't do homework."

He shrugged, grinning.

"So?"  Marie asked again, "How come she wouldn't help it?"

"It sought immortality."

Wukung scratched his head.  "But that requires only study and meditation of the Way.  Where is the harm?"

Yimei washed a paw.  "I am not a scholar, but it claimed to have found another way.  It required an innocent child."

"And picked us?"  Kenny poked Marie.  

She elbowed him back. "And Dad is always telling us we're evil...."

"Surely not!" exclaimed Pa Chieh.  "You seem like such nice children."

"It's a family joke.  We--we tease each other a lot, but well, I mean.  It's just fun."  Marie stopped, at a loss to explain her family's sense of humor.

Wukung chortled quietly.  "You are tricksters."

"Excuse me?"  Marie arched her eyebrows.

"Tricksters are people who are naturally mischievous.  I am one myself."  His smile broadened.  "Pa Chieh can tell you."

The Great Pig grunted.  His ears and jowls flapped as he shook his head.  "This is not a time to be speaking of jokes."

Yimei fluffed her gray fur uncomfortably.  "But the family joke is close enough to the truth.  Both these children are too old to be truly innocent."  She hesitated, raising a paw as if the urge to wash became almost overwhelming.  With firmness, she set the paw down and looked at Marie.  "The Demon wants your baby sister."

