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Chapter 1

Ah Gong

I remembered that it was a good ten or so years ago that I talked with my Ah
Gong. At that time, I was around ten or eleven years old, and Ah Gong was
already in his seventies or so, and was placed in the nursing home because Pa
and Ma didn’t really have the time nor energy to take care of him at home. At
least, that was the reason that they were giving me for the past ten years, until I
slowly discovered that Pa didn’t really like Ah Gong that much because of some
reason that took me a while to truly comprehend.

At first, I didn’t really like talking to Ah Gong. He was old, smelt a bit funny,
and had this weird accent. Or it could be that I was brainwashed somewhat by
Pa with regards to how to treat Ah Gong—that was something that I don’t really
know, even today. Ah Gong was really Ma’s father, but ever since she was married
to Pa, it seemed as though she deferred to him for his judgement on everything,
including the best way to treat Ah Gong. I was young then, so I didn’t really know
what was going on; that was probably a good thing, considering, but now that
I’m fast reaching my twenties, I started to realise that what my father did was
not exactly right, and yet there were rather compelling reasons then that could
justify what he did.

But anyway, Ah Gong was old, smelt a bit funny and had a weird accent, so
I didn’t like him at first. Then, one day, when Pa and Ma left me alone with him
(that rarely happened), he started telling me stories from his past, stories that
sounded incredibly fantabulous that my interest was piqued, and from that point
on whenever I had the chance, I would try to get to the nursing home to chat
with him, much to the chagrin of my father, for obvious reasons.

It was a dreary Saturday afternoon, that day was. Pa and Ma took me to visit
Ah Gong, and there were some issues that Pa decided to discuss with the nursing
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6 CHAPTER 1. AH GONG

home staff, and Ma, probably out of her worry of what Pa might be doing to her
father, decided to tag along to see what was going on. That left me with Ah
Gong in the room alone, just the two of us. Well not really, since the room had
five other occupants, but four of them were out sitting in the garden with their
visiting family, and the fifth was going on an outing organised by the nursing
home for a group of them. So for once, I was sitting there next to this old and
funny smelling man, my grandfather, alone.

“Ah Boy arh,” Ah Gong began. “Your Pa and Ma?”
“Ah Gong,” I replied in that ten-year-old voice (I was ten that time after all),

“they went to talk to the nursing home staff about you.”
“Orh, that’s good! It means you and me are alone worh. . . ”
I felt a little uneasy.
“Ah Boy arh, no need to feel uncomfortable,” Ah Gong said as hemade himself

more comfortable in the upright position of the bed. “Ah Gong is not bad man,
yes?”

I was sure that he could read my thoughts at that time. Well, heh, there would
be some truth to that, but I will elaborate later on.

“But Pa said that. . . ”
“Heh,” Ah Gong interjected. “Your Pa knows nothing.”
I was stunned. For the first time in my life, my Ah Gong looked nothing like

that senile and demented man that he seemed to always portray himself during
the previous times that I had visited with my Pa and Ma. That glassy gaze that
he wore so familiarly in the past was gone, replaced with a steely look that was
earnest, dangerous and serious. It was a look that I only saw in cartoons on the
heroes and villains alike—the look of someone who has seen and done a lot. The
look of someone that seemed to have dealt with something beyond the ken of a
normal person.

“Ah Gong. . . are you okay? Did you take your medication?”
“Bah,” Ah Gong said, his diction surprisingly sharp compared to his usual

languid self. “I don’t need any medication. All that ‘medication’ is just their way
of shutting me up, to put away words that they fear to hear far away from them
so that they can lead a life that is ‘guilt-free’ since the burden of what I have to
say no longer lies with them.”

I grew afraid. This. . . transformation of the man in front of me whom I had
always known as the kind and forgetful Ah Gong into someone who was mentally
sharp and clear-headed was as confusing as it was frightful to me.

“Tommy,” Ah Gong said as he looked me in the eye. That felt weird—he had
never called me by my name before. “Why are you scared? Do you find my
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behaviour rather strange for you?”
“Y-y-y-y-yes Ah Gong! This is not you! Who are you?”
“Heh, calm down child,” Ah Gong said, a little twinkle returning to those steely

eyes. “I am still your Ah Gong. Actually, this is probably the ‘real’ Ah Gong that
your Pa doesn’t want you to see.”

I waited; it seemed that Ah Gong had more to say, and I wasn’t about to
interrupt him if I could.

“Tommy, I will tell you more things when the timing is better—I’m sure your
parents will be coming back very soon. Try to drop by and visit me more often,
and each time, I will keep telling you things that are very important. Things have
been delayed for a generation, and the ramifications of this is very severe. I
promise to let you know everything that needs to be known. Perhaps then you
might understand why your Pa hates me so much.”

I was starting to feel confused. Pa hates Ah Gong?
With a wink, Ah Gong started to relax physically, falling back to that senile,

demented look that was most familiar to me. What he just told me sounded like a
rasp over a raw piece of metal—it was jarring, ominous, yet it sounded important
enough that I should follow what he suggested and to learn what he actually had
to say. My little mind then started whirring, trying to figure out what was the
significance of it all, but then again, I was only ten, and the realisation that my
grandfather wasn’t what he appeared to be only got me more curious about what
was going on.

I looked at Ah Gong. He appeared to be sleeping, which was just as well,
since at that point my parents were coming back from their discussions with
some of the nursing home staff.

“Tommy! Did you disturb Ah Gong?”
“No Ma,” I said. Then, remembering the promise that Ah Gong made to me, I

continued speaking. “I was telling Ah Gong about my week in school, and he was
smiling and was happy that I was doing well in school and making new friends.
But then he got tired and fell asleep.”

“See love,” Ma said to Pa as she came over to where I was sitting to rub
my head, “Father loves Tommy. We should bring him here more often to keep
him company! I don’t really like how this nursing home is treating him with the
general lack of company.”

“I’m telling you, that old man is up to some tricks! That’s why they had to
keep him away from the rest of the people.”

“You’re only saying this because he is not your father! I know what you think
about my father!”
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“Please,” Pa said with a fierce whisper, “not in front of Tommy. He doesn’t
have to know about this! Fine, if it makes you feel happier, we can bring Tommy
here more often.”

“Actually Pa,” I said as I stood up from my seat to follow my parents out of
the room where Ah Gong was, “I like talking to Ah Gong. He seems so much
happier just now when I was telling him my school day while you two were not
there. Can I keep talking to Ah Gong like this every week?”

My father grunted. He was not going to give his approval at that point. The
quarrel between my parents appeared to be over at that point, and nothing was
really said about the matter for a while.

The next Saturday came by quickly, after a whole week of dealing with school.
My father was still angry over the whole matter with Ah Gong, so Ma was the one
who drove me to the nursing home. She dropped me off the porch under the
care of one of the nurses who led me up to Ah Gong’s ward, reminding me that
she would be back within one hour to pick me up.

So once again, I found myself sitting at the bed side of my grandfather.
“Ah Gong!”
“Ooo Ah Boy arh, how are you arh?”
“Doing okay!”
“Wah, so nice to see you again. Last time you were also here, right?”
“Yeah!” I was starting to get confused. I was pretty sure that I heard Ah Gong

being all lucid and serious, but the interaction that I was having with him now
was anything but so. It was almost as though that seriousness was something
that I had conjured up with the hyperactive ten-year-old’s imagination of mine.

“No, you were not hallucinating. I had to make sure that your father isn’t
here.” That firm-sounding Ah Gong was back. “Before you say anything, I will
remind you to act as though you are enjoying a nice chat with your senile and
demented grandfather while I start telling you things.”

“Okay Ah Gong,” I said, having overcome my confusion. “What is this impor-
tant thing you want to tell me?”

“In due time,” Ah Gong said. “First, I would like to tell you a story.”
“Is it a good story?”
“Well, it’s certainly not false. . . and more importantly, it is important.”
“How important?”
“Very important.”
“And it’s real.”
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“It is real.”
“Okay Ah Gong. . . ”
“Alright, let me start from the beginning. . . ”

“When I was a teenager of around sixteen or seventeen, I found myself one
day talking to a rather strange person. He was strange not because he was some
foreigner (that bit was obvious) but because he somehow did not seem to be
shall I say adapted to our general behaviours, and I mean it in a very general
sense. There was something odd about him that I couldn’t quite place, but that
was something that I couldn’t really figure out properly then.

“Back in the day, I was quite the hooligan, really. I mean, you don’t notice it
now, but back then, we didn’t really have that much education, so a lot of that
magic and superstition stuff held and we had to “defend” ourselves from different
groups by joining various gangs and things like that. I was part of a local gang
that tried to protect the locals from getting bullied from the other gangs, but
we didn’t really try to expand our “territory” the way that other gangsters did
then. And our protection extended beyond mere locals—anyone who was on our
territory had no right to cause trouble. The police was not really that helpful then
as compared to now, so we looked out on our own.

“Anyway, that strange person. Somehow I found that I was drawn towards him
in an inexplicable way. I knew that I had never seen him before but yet there was
some type of familiarity about it all. The strangest thing was that I found that I
could actually talk with him, in spite of my pidgin English and crude manners on
my dialect. That intrigued me and I continued to talk with him for a while.

“It turned out that he was Axolotl. That was the name he gave me. I thought
that name was weird, since it was obviously non-Chinese, nor was it from any of
the other major ethnic groups that existed on our island then. But it was not in
my nature to fight someone just because he was different (I was one of the ‘good
guys’), so I listened on. Axolotl told me a lot of things that day and the days after
that. Most of which I didn’t believe—I thought it was bullshit really. I told myself
then that I would just listen to him politely for a bit before finding an excuse to
just leave the place. Then Axolotl did something that made me realise that he
wasn’t bullshitting after all.”

“Ah Gong, what did he do?”
“Tommy, it is hard to. . . explain,” Ah Gong said, as he scratched his chin. “I

would suggest you hold my hand and keep your eyes open and see for yourself.”
“Is it going to hurt?”
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“Well,” Ah Gong started, choosing his words slowly. “Do you believe in Ah
Gong?”

“Yes! Ah Gong cannot be that bad, right?”
Ah Gong chuckled. “Okay, it will be quite disorienting. But no matter what

you do, do not let go of your hand. Also, remember to keep your eyes open—this
is very important.”

I nodded as I grabbed Ah Gong’s hand. His hand felt a little frail in my small
hands, considering that he was already seventy years old. His skin was a little on
the leathery side, and the seeming lack of muscles from old age started to show
through. But when he held on to my hand, I felt a sudden change in the texture
and firmness of the hand I had held on to. Underneath that frail looking exterior
suddenly surged a strength that I never thought was possible from him. That
transformation was almost as dramatic as that of last Saturday when I realised
for the first time that my grandfather was not as demented as he looked.

Ah Gong looked at me and put his other hand on mine in reassurance. I
looked back at the old man and nodded, indicating my readiness.

As I was looking at the smile on Ah Gong’s face, I started to notice through
my peripheral vision that the bed and walls of the nursing home were startling
to swirl together in the most complex shapes, with the colours bursting into a
potpourri of indescribable trippiness. The ambient sound from the nursing home
started fading into an odd buzzing sound that seemed to increase in intensity
for quite a while. There was also a strange sweet-smelling odour whose source
I couldn’t quite pinpoint. Everything seemed to be moving in a fast yet slow way
at the same time, a rather discombobulating feeling. I gripped Ah Gong’s hand
harder, but my sense of touch seemed to be affected as well—I could not tell if
I was still holding on to my grandfather’s hand.

At some point though, I realised that the swirling shapes and colours were
slowing down noticeably, the buzzing itself was also seemingly fading into the
background, and the odour was gone. I looked down at my hand, and found
myself holding something that was greyish in colour. I pulled my hand away in
horror at what I was grabbing—where did Ah Gong go?

“Hey Tommy,” the owner of the grey hand said. I looked up at the source of
the voice. I saw a suit of grey, a suit that looked similar to some medieval armour
from back in the day, complete with a helm and visor. The armour looked splen-
did even though it was an understated grey in colour, with impressive shoulder
protectors and other standard medieval armour implements. The hand that I was
holding was encased in a grey gauntlet, and I was suddenly reminded on how it
did not feel as cold as metal, the traditional material for armour. Then I realised
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I was staring at a knight of some sort. And it was my grandfather.
“Ah Gong?”
“Heheh. . . yes. Did I scare you?”
“A bit. . . are you really Ah Gong?”
“Ah boy arh, why dun you trust your Ah Gong?” That voice. . . was just too

familiar. It sounded exactly like my grandfather.
The knight raised his visor to reveal his face. Underneath that grey visor was

a wizened face of an old man of seventy-years of age, whose wrinkled skin had
some liver spots whose pattern looked strangely familiar.

“My goodness! Ah Gong! It’s really you! But, but. . . where are we then?” I
asked, excited at confirming that the knight was my grandfather, and suddenly
realising that I had no idea where I was.

Ah Gong put down his visor and stepped closer to me.
“Look around you, Tommy. We are now on the Spectral Plane. What you just

experienced earlier was the effects from ‘phasing’, the action that one needs to
take to get to the Spectral Plane from the Material Plane.”

I was confused then. But I did take up Ah Gong’s suggestion to look around.
What I saw was. . . for a lack of better words, out of this world.

The sky was a strange shade of red with grey stratus clouds floating by. It
seemed like it was “afternoon” of some sort, with illumination from the sun in
the sky that was hidden by some of the clouds. I found that Ah Gong had phased
us in the middle of a desolate looking road which looked no different from any
normal road that I would have seen. But the buildings that were surrounding
us seemed quiet and dark—too quiet and dark for the general location where
we were at. A few oddly placed street lamps were lining the road, and that was
it. There didn’t seem to be anything else that was easily visible, though there
was something sinister that made me feel more than a little fearful. Almost
instinctively, I retreated closer to Ah Gong.

“Dreary looking, isn’t it? Well, this is the Spectral Plane. Axolotl phased me
to this place that day many years ago to show that he wasn’t talking nonsense.
It made what he was going to say all that more important. Anyway, you should
probably hold on tight—I think I can take you to visit Axolotl.”

“Axolotl? He is here?”
“Well,” Ah Gong said, chuckling softly. “He’s here as in he exists on the Spec-

tral Plane, but he’s not here as in right this place right now. I should be able to
bring you to meet him though.”

“Why would you want to do that, Ah Gong? Why do I need to talk to Axolotl?
And also, how come you’re in this grey armour and can stand? I thought Pa told
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me that the nursing home staff said you couldn’t stand nor walk properly while
in the nursing home. If that’s true, then how are we going to get to Axolotl?”

“Hahahahaha. . . Tommy, you remind me of yourself! Like I said, your Pa
knows nothing. Axolotl has been expecting you for fifty over years now, and he is
probably the better person to explain to you what is going on here. As for this,”
Ah Gong said as he looked at his grey armour, “I think Axolotl can tell you more
about it.”

“Is this the important thing you said you had to tell me?” I asked as Ah Gong
squatted a little to let me piggy back on to him. I thought that the grey armour
would feel hard and uncomfortable, but was surprised that it was anything but.

“Yes. This is important. But first, let me introduce you to Axolotl. This is the
first important thing that we need to do. Also, time is limited—your mother is
returning in an hour to pick you up from the nursing home, right?” Ah Gong said
as he suddenly took a leap into the air and started running.

“Yes, but how do you —”
“I’m your Ah Gong, your Ma’s Pa. Of course I know! Heheheheh. . . For now,

just enjoy the ride. It shouldn’t take more than a few minutes to get to Axolotl.”
“Is Axolotl close?”
“Close? Not really. He is probably around one thousand kilometres away.”
“But in a few minutes? How can we reach him then?”
“Heheh. . . ” Ah Gong said. “I’m running quite fast here. It’s one of the side

effects of being in the Spectral Plane.”
I kept quiet as Ah Gong continued to run, with wispy grey matter whizzing by.

Then it dawned upon me. Ah Gong was running, but he was running in the air and
not on the ground! I was confused at that point, shocked and confused at the
whole affair. It was all so confusing to me; just a few minutes ago I was listening
to Ah Gong telling me a story about him and some being called Axolotl, and then
suddenly I found myself in this strange world and Ah Gong being some character
from one of those superhero cartoons that I saw on TV back then. Thankfully I
was only ten then, so some level of absurdity was easily tolerated by my psyche
without actually causing as much trouble as it could have.

“We’re here, hang on tight Tommy,” Ah Gong said as I felt him slowing down.
“I’m slowing down and descending at the same time so that we are near Axolotl.”

The descent was less dramatic compared to the leap earlier, but it was still
rather breath-taking. I realised that we weren’t very high up in the air, but it was
high enough that I could have a really good view of the planetary surface below.
The ground belowme looked similar to the geographical layout of south east asia
on the maps that I had seen in school, but if Ah Gong’s words were true, then we
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were not really on earth any more. I started to cry a little when the complexity of
the situation suddenly hit me.

“Huh? Why are you crying, Tommy?”
“N-n-n-nothing, Ah Gong. . . I’m just so confused at what is going on!”
“Ah that, don’t worry so much. It is a ltitle too much for you to bear, but we

have to do it this way, otherwise there’s no other way for what is to come. We
have some time, but we need to get you involved as early as we can so that you
can handle what is to come. . . ” Ah Gong trailed off a little as he descended till
he was around two metres from the ground. “But I think we should meet Axolotl
first before talking about anything else.”

Ah Gong descended the final two metres with grace that defied my under-
standing of human movement then and slowly squatted down, from which I
hopped off his back and stood close and next to him. I saw that we were on
the outskirts of anywhere remotely urban, and were standing in front of what
seemed to be a cave of some sort. It was hard to make out the cave, not due to
the lack of light (there was a lot of light considering that it was still afternoon),
but because of the excessive amounts of camouflage. I wouldn’t have been able
to see it if not for the fact that Ah Gong pointed it out to me.

“Axolotl lives in this cave.”
“Why is he living in the cave?”
“Well, it’s complicated,” Ah Gong said slowly. “Better to let him explain it to

you himself. Now, stand here quietly.”
Ah Gong lifted his right hand and suddenly a long grey stick seemed to man-

ifest itself as an extension of his arm out of thin air. I stood there agape, won-
dering just what I had observed at that point. Without a word, Ah Gong stepped
forward and prodded at an invisible target with the extension of his arm in a
specific pattern. Poke. Poke. Poke poke. Poke poke poke. Poke poke poke poke
poke. Then, he stopped, and as strangely as it appeared, the extension of his
right arm dissipated silently, returning his arm to the same grey armour that I
had grown used to over the last few minutes.

There was a strange silence that permeated the entire place. The woods (it
was the woods, I just didn’t realise it much then) was quiet. No birds chirping,
no cicada sounds, no monkey shrieks, nothing. The time ticked away slowly.

“Ah Gong,” I tugged on his armour and whispered. “Is Axolotl home?”
Ah Gong lowered himself a little and said, “Probably. Just wait a while. He

needs to make sure it is safe to come out.”
“Safe?” I started to have yet another bout of foreboding feelings.
“Yes, safe.”
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Just as Ah Gong said that, I heard a deep rumbling sound that emanated from
the cave in front of me. It was not a singular rumbling sound—it sounded like
there were quite a few rather heavy gears moving about. The sheer deepness
of the rumbling seemed to suggest the existence of really large (and heavy!)
machinery, something that seemed to fall nicely into place with Ah Gong’s notion
of Axolotl wanting to ensure that he was safe from whatever was out there. The
rumbling sound gave way to a high pitched shrieking; it was there but it wasn’t
really loud. It gave me a rather discomforting feeling, and I huddled closer to
the reassuring bulk of Ah Gong in his peculiar grey armour.

The shrieking continued for a few seconds before I heard yet another deep
rumbling from ahead. Then, to my surprise, I saw some movement at the cave
ahead. What seemed to be a shallow recession in the rock grew intod a deeper
depression where the shadows were very obviously seen from where we were
standing. Then, it rolled to the side, revealing an inky darkness that I couldn’t
really see through. Ah Gong stood behind me, his hand reassuringly on my
shoulder—it was alright it seemed to say.

Then, all the sounds stopped. I couldn’t see any more movements in the
cave ahead, and waited with anticipation with Ah Gong. From the depths of the
cave, I heard several rather deliberate and heavy foot steps that echoed through,
resonating through the cave and amplifying itself to where we were standing.

“Ah,” Ah Gong said, his voice obviously in glee, “Axolotl is home. That is a
good sign.”

From the shadows, I started to make out the movement of a silhouette that
I didn’t seem to recognise. It was man-shaped, but there were other protusions
near the head region that made me wonder if it was really a man or not. I started
to grow a little more afraid, because till that point, all the people that I have seen
there were just Ah Gong and I—there didn’t seem to be any other form of living
organisms nearby. Very disturbing, but somehow seemingly apt.

From the shadows, a figure started to appear, its leg movements correspond-
ing to the deliberate footsteps that I had heard earlier. When it finally came into
full view of the light, I realised that I was staring at the most peculiar creature
indeed.

Like Ah Gong, it was clad in an armour-like carapace, but with a vastly dif-
ferent design and colour. Instead of the grey understated form that Ah Gong
was wearing, he was wearing an aquamarine armour that seemed a tad too flam-
boyant. There were many gold coloured sigils and symbols on its armour which
seemed to relfect a lot of the afternoon sun that was presiding over it all. It
didn’t seem to be very tall, but there was something commanding about it that
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Ah Gong didn’t seem to have. But the most strange thing about it was its helmet.
Unlike Ah Gong’s medieval-looking helm, Axolotl’s helm had two fan-like struc-
tures protruding on the sides of its cheeks, much like the Mudkips of Pokemon,
a game that I used to play a whole lot of when I was younger. They looked a
little out of place for a piece of armour, and I didn’t really asked it why they were
there.

For some reason, ten-year-old me was not afraid of that strange creature.
Maybe it was because Ah Gong was nearby, or maybe because there was some-
thing else in the air.

“Hey Axolotl!” Ah Gong said, his voice with glee. “How’ve you been?”
“Hiding,” a raspy old-sounding voice answered from within the helmet with

the strange cheek fins. “It has been a while since I last saw you Jing-gang. How
are things over there?”

“Oh, being treated like some demented old man by everyone, especially that
son-in-law of mine, you know, the usual.”

“Heh,” Axolotl replied. I hugged Ah Gong’s leg even more. Just who was this
“Axolotl” creature?

“Hmm,” Axolotl said as he looked downwards where I was standing. “I didn’t
know you had a son at your age.”

“Hey, I’m not as old as you are,” Ah Gong said, chuckling. “But really, this
is my grandson, Tommy. Say hi to Axolotl.” Ah Gong gently pushed me towards
Axolotl.

I was a little apprehensive, but Axolotl didn’t seem to be too scary and was
friends with Ah Gong, so I took a small step forward.

“Hi Axolotl. . . I’m. . . Tommy, Ah Gong’s grandson.”
“Ooo. . . ” Axolotl said, the eye slits of his helmet suddenly shining. “Grandson

of Jing-gang, eh?”
Axolotl knelt down on one knee to bring himself closer to me – he was slightly

taller than Ah Gong, and the armour that he was wearing seemed to make him
just a little bit taller. I was roughly one point four metres tall then, so there was
a substantial height difference that had to be made up for Axolotl to talk to me
comfortably, which seemed to be something that he wanted to do. Axolotl took
my right hand with his left, and the texture of the gauntlet in contact with my
skin was the same as that of Ah Gong’s—it was warm, unlike metal, and soft but
unyielding; it was almost as though I was touching a warm carapace of something
alive.

Axolotl took a look at my right hand with great interest, before turning his
attention to my face. I could a feel a pair of eyes scanning me with great intent,
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and for a moment I felt compelled to turn away from the invisible gaze. But
somehow, Ah Gong’s complete faith in this otherworldly being convinced me
that all was well, and so I fought the urge to turn away. Then, without warning, I
felt that I wasn’t being scanned any more and Axolotl reached behind him and
pulled out a small device.

“Tommy, I would like you to have this,” Axolotl said as he pressed the device
into my right hand which was still in his left. I took the device that he had passed
to me and took a loot at it.

It looked like a small compass of some sort, but the needle didn’t seem to be
pointing in any fixed direction. There were some strange sigils on the dial face
itself, but other than that, there seemed to be nothing particularly unique about
it.

“What is it?” I asked.
“It’s a phase pointer. You need to use it to help you find your way back to the

Material Plane from here when you phase back.”
“Huh, but I can’t phase back—only Ah Gong can!”
Axolotl chuckled. “Ah Gong phased here with you, and now you are exposed

to the existence of the Spectral Plane. You now know how to phase too because
that ability to phase has been awakened through that exposure.”

I stood there a little stunned, trying to understand what was going on. All I
thought was that Ah Gong was about to tell me something important, and then
out of the sudden I am in this weird place far away from everyone else with a
strange creature handing me a device telling me that I could do something that
I didn’t realise was possible until someone I knew managed to pull it off.

“Tommy, thank Axolotl. . . ”
“Thank you Axolotl,” I mumbled.
“So Jing-gang, are you sure he can handle this?”
“Yeah, no question. Only problem is that damn son-in-law of mine.”
“Your daughter will be fine?”
“I think she knows what is going on. Maybe,” Ah Gong said thoughtfully. “In

any case, I think she will understand.”
“Heh, for your sake, I hope that it’s true,” Axolotl said wryly. “Oh before I

forget, Tommy, you should also have this. I gave this to your grandfather a long
time ago but I think you should also have a look at this because it is something
rather important.”

I looked at what Axolotl just gave me. It was a book the size of my palm, a
really tiny thing. I looked up at him, confused.

“Your Ah Gong will tell you what to do with this. Anyway,” Axolotl said with a
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certain air of finality about him, “we’ve been out here long enough. We should
go. . . you know how it is, Jing-gang.”

“Yes, that is true. Thanks for coming to meet us Axolotl,” Ah Gong said as
he squatted down for me to climb on his back while trying to balance the device
and book.

“Oh Tommy, don’t worry about losing them over here. You are imprinted into
them, so there’s no way that you can lose any of these artifacts while you are still
in the Spectral Plane,” Axolotl said over his shoulder as he made his way back
to the cave.

I thanked Axolotl once again just as Ah Gong took another leap through the
air and started running back in the direction that we came from.

“Ah Gong?” I started while we were in the air moving, “Why did you and
Axolotl said that it was not safe out here?”

“Because it really isn’t safe,” Ah Gong said, without sounding breathless. I
didn’t realise how odd that was that time until much later when I had time to
think about what just happened. “There are a lot of. . . not so good things out
here in the Spectral Plane.”

“But Axolotl is one of the good guys.”
“Well, sort of. Once we get back to the Material Plane, you should try to read

the book that Axolotl gave you. That will probably help to explain quite a bit of
things that you might find confusing now. Don’t worry about the parts that you
don’t understand yet—it will take you a while for things to sink in.”

“Okay Ah Gong. . . ”
“Tommy?”
“Yeah?”
“You trust Ah Gong, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Don’t tell your parents about these, especially your father. He will not like it,

and if he interferes, things are not going to end up well for any of us.”
I shuddered a little at that and held on tightly to my grandfather as he made

his way back to that delapidated urban region that we came from. I was starting
to get tired from the whole thing, finding it hard to believe that everything that
had happened so far had just taken place within the hour, the hour before Ma
was supposed to come and pick me up from the nursing home.

Ah Gong descended gently at the same spot where we took off and lowered
himself slightly so that I could hop off his back. Then, I held on to his hand and
we started phasing once more.

The silence of the place that we were at started fading into a buzz, and the
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drabness of the region faded in and out among the swirls of coloured lights and
I found my senses simultaneously numbed and stimulated for a few seconds
before finding myself back at the nursing home, sitting on the visitor’s chair next
to Ah Gong’s bed in the ward, still holding on to his hand. At this point, Ah Gong
looked as though he were sleeping and I found that I was a little confused at what
was going on. Then it all came back to me in bits and pieces and I suddenly felt
anxious to leave the place.

Ah Gong opened his eyes and leant forward to me and whispered, “Tommy,
don’t worry about it—read that book from Axolotl when you have the chance.
Once you have read enough of the book to understand the idea of energy-mass,
come visit me again and we’ll go see Axolotl once more. Meanwhile, be a good
boy, okay?”

I nodded to Ah Gong as he gave one last wink before lying back down and
looking as though he were asleep. I sat there and held on to his hand for a while
more before a nursing home staff nurse came in to inform me that Ma was here
to pick me up.



Chapter 2

Brutus

A thundering crash sent splinters of the earth in all directions.
“Fuck you,” Brutus muttered under his breath as he examined himself quickly

to look for any obvious damages. Apart from a rather obvious crack in his greaves,
there was almost no other damage sustained.

“Not feeling that strong any more eh, you brute?” Cain said mockingly, cross-
ing his left arm over his thin chest while his right hand-rapier was still on guard,
pointing in the general direction of the brown hulking figure in the ground.

“You mocking me? You dare to mock me you pink demon!” Brutus roared as
he leapt on to his feet, readying his club and shield once more. The crack on the
greaves were obvious but there was nothing structural in that piece of damage—
fixing it will have to occur later, after the battle. After all, it was not the time to
be re-summoning replacement greaves while Cain was still about and ready to
deal yet another blow.

“Give it up you ape. You are clearly not my match. Go find another piece of
territory for yourself.”

“Go fuck yourself!” Brutus bellowed and charged forward, his club raised up
high and shield braced ’fore, running as fast as he could towards Cain.

The latter simply side stepped swiftly and delivered yet another stinging re-
buke on the derriere of the brute, with an additional “special” from the sudden
increase in length through the summoning of more energy-mass to the hand-
rapier. The increase in energy-mass of the hand-rapier pierced through the back
plate and drew blood from the howling Brutus. The sudden force pushed Brutus
head first towards the ground, but he was quick enough to brace his shield arm
and ended up with a forward roll, avoiding an immediate face plant of death.

Getting on to his feet quickly, Brutus slammed his club downwards while
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pulling the same trick as Cain. The energy-mass of the club grew tremendously
as it swung itself downwards, and managed to get big enough to smash Cain
nicely on the foot. Hard. And into the ground.

Cain swore loudly and tried to hobble backwards, but the club had trapped
his foot momentarily in the ground. There was a sick crunching sound as he fell
backwards with the beginnings of an unnatural angle on his ankle, almost guaran-
teeing a dislocation. But Cain wasn’t waiting for that to happen—he instinctively
turned to his left side and extended the energy-mass on his left hand straight
into the ground, posting his body up to avoid the inevitable fall, and extending it
further to push himself back into a standing position where he unsummoned the
extra energy-mass and threw his right arm forward, extending the hand-rapier
once again, this time towards the eye slits of the helm of Brutus.

But Brutus saw that coming, and with his shield arm, handily parried off the ri-
poste attempt, grinning to himself beneath the great helm that adored his broad
head.

“Not so fast now, eh pink demon?” Brutus gloated.
Cain winced, his discomfort showing up clearly on his uncovered face. Seizing

his chance, Brutus projected energy-mass from the centre of his shield into a
spike which grew straight towards the pinned down Cain. Seeing the danger,
Cain threw up his left hand to block it, but suffered a deep stab between the ulnar
and radius as the energy-mass armour surrounding it waived in his hesitation.

“Haha! Got you you bitch!” Brutus hollered as he lifted his club up (while
reducing the energy-mass) and charged in for the fatal blow.

His foot thus freed, Cain took a deep breath and accumulated more energy-
mass around the stab wound where the spike was still embedded to thicken the
external hold on the spike. With a great scream, he dug deep into the ground
and lifted his left hand all the way through, augmenting his strength with as much
energy-mass as he could control with his willpower.

Before Brutus realised what was going on, he found himself lifted head-first
into the air in a total body inversion before crashing out on his back onto the
ground, his shield spike broken and disintegrated and his club missing his mark
completely, and his breath completely knocked out of him.

Cain collapsed to his knees for a moment to catch his breath and to focus
his mind away from the excruciating pain in his left forearm—even with the help
of energy-mass to take most of the force away, it was still nasty to throw a three-
hundred pound monster through a spike through one hand. His thoughts calmed
down a bit, Cain quickly got up on to his unbroken foot and turned to face Brutus.

Brutus lay on the ground for a while, his brain a little dazed. That aerial throw
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was not what he was expecting from Cain—in his mind, Cain was just a flamboy-
ant pink douchebag that was more quick than he was strong. There were many
ways to make use of energy-mass, and Cain was one that Brutus knew for sure
was using the energy-mass to augment his general agility, while he was using
it mostly to augment his naturally impressive strength. But that throw. . . it was
unexpected, which was why he had landed so badly. Ordinarily, when he realised
he was getting thrown, he would simply wield enough energy-mass to rotate him
back on his feet quickly so that he can make use of the momentum to launch a
heavy counter blow. The suddenness caught him off guard, and that was why he
was lying there for a bit, dazed.

Cain looked at Brutus, waiting for the latter to get up for yet another one of
those “power attacks” where he just threw his entire mass and all the energy-
mass he could control into that club of his to bludgeon his opponents, but the
latter laid still.

‘Okay,’ Cain thought to himself. ‘I should quickly regroup before that brainless
idiot gets up to smash me up again.’

Cain hobbled a few more metres away from Brutus, sat down and rapidly
unsummoned the energy-mass boot that he was wearing on his right foot. The
energy-mass dissipated and Cain took a look at the damage that Brutus had
caused with that club smash earlier. The foot itself looked quite misshapened,
obviously smashed flat, hurting like hell but the pain was numbing itself up with
all the adrenaline that was still cruising through his body, and the foot was also
in an obvious blue and black discolouration—in short, in really bad shape. Cain
cursed under his breath and quickly summoned a new energy-mass boot with
a little more support for the broken foot to ensure that at the very least, the
bones were not going to be moved too much before they had the chance to heal
completely. It was going to be a while before they would be back to their original
condition, but meanwhile, judicious use of energy-mass was still sufficient to
keep everything else moving fine.

His foot tended to, Cain stole a glance at Brutus. ‘Good,’ he thought smugly to
himself, ‘still out cold.’ He quickly unsummoned the left energy-mass vambrace
and examined his arm. Apart from an obvious stab wound that went through
his forearm which was dripping with blood, there were no other injuries. Cain
concentrated and projected a new energy-mass vambrace that sat snugly on to
the left forearm and sealed in the wounds. That will also have to do for now.

His damage assessed and dealt with, Cain gingerly tested his right foot as
he stood up. The new energy-mass boot held the foot together and the pain was
somewhat manageable. His confidence renewed, Cain resummoned his hand-
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rapier and advanced cautiously towards Brutus, intent to ending the fight once
and for all. . .

While Cain was taking the time to check on the brutal amounts of damage that
Brutus had done to him, the latter was lying there on the ground, initially dazed
but gradually regaining perception of his situation. He wasn’t about to take the
fight to Cain though, since he too had to deal with some damage that Cain had
done to him. Unlike Cain, Brutus found that any injuries that he had sustained
from Cain were quite miniscule, just a couple of random puncture wounds on
non-vital parts of his body.

For all the brutishness of Brutus, he had finesse when it came to fixing battle
damage during his down time. Instead of summoning large swathes of energy-
mass armour like Cain, he had learnt to instead summon smaller pieces of energy-
mass armour to work together as though they were a single piece. It took a little
more willpower to control the summoned energy-mass, but had the advantage
of only requiring an unsummoning and resummoning of a piece of damaged
energy-mass at a time, which was perfect for him now since he was lying on his
back, allegedly dazed from the unexpected aerial, seemingly still unconscious
and unresponsive to his immediate surroundings.

Cain had pierced Brutus mostly through the back plate, and while he was lying
there on his back, Brutus had quietly done his own patching of the damage to his
armour and also reinforced the existing back plate with more energy-mass. He
knew that Cain would never risk a head on attack on him due to the shield and
club, and that he would instead try to sneak on to his back to deliver a few de-
cisive stabs with that hand-rapier that he used. But of course, he wasn’t actually
prepared earlier for the fight with Cain—he was out minding his own business on
his own little territory when Cain suddenly budged into the clearing and tried to
sneak attack him via a rather forceful thrust of energy-mass from his hand-rapier,
which resulted in him getting pushed forwards hard. Brutus managed to soak up
the excess energy, and all that was damaged was that cracked greave. But now
that he finally had the time to prepare himself, Brutus knew that he would prevail.

Brutus bided his time, waiting for Cain to come over in an attempt of a coup
de grace to end the fight. He knew that Cain would do that—that was the most
logical thing to do since Cain couldn’t really match Brutus for the true strength
and power that the latter had. He laid the trap, waiting for the moment when Cain
came in for the kill where he could suddenly clobber him with the energy-mass
club that was still in his right hand, seemingly inert and unmoving.
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Brutus waited. Finesse wasn’t really this thing, and he was quite pleased that
he had thought of this little plan to get back at Cain. If it were some other person,
he wouldn’t even try it, but Cain was fair game. They were both rather low on the
hierarchy, among the lowest really, unless one counted Axolotl, who, by being a
damn pacifist, was deemed to be so worthless that anyone who ever decided
to fight him was considered the worst possible loser among all the losers who
could ever be in the lowest run of the hierarchy. Brutus could never understand
Axolotl—Axolotl was also a Spectral, and by definition, had to fight to ensure that
he has his territory for his survival. It was the law of the society, yet somehow
Axolotl managed to move about unmolested as a pacifist. But then again, there
were few who had seen Axolotl in person—he was a well-known hermit. Some
even said that he was a ghost, that he didn’t exist, but Brutus knew better. He
was thrown back into the Spectral Plane by a Material Being who also wielded
energy-mass the way Spectrals did. Rumours had it that it was Axolotl himself
who taught the Material Beings how to use energy-mass to repel any Spectral
who thought it a good idea to invade the Material Plane to conquer its weak
inhabitants to obtain territory for their own use. Brutus believed it to be true
himself—who else had the nerve and ability to convey such knowledge to non-
Spectrals?

Brutus felt a low vibration in the ground—footsteps! Cain finally made his
move; that idiot probably thought that he had the superior position since Brutus
was still “down”. Gleeful beneath his helm, Brutus waited.

Cain advanced as slowly and as quietly as he could with his hand-rapier in
front of him. He had known of Brutus’ battle cunning at times and was deter-
mined not to be the one who fell for it this time. As he neared Brutus’ motionless
body, Cain shifted his hand-rapier into position for a quick stab into the exposed
throat of Brutus. For all the impressive armour that Brutus had fashioned out of
energy-mass, he seemed to have left out adequate protection for the most vital
location most vulnerable to a quick stab of a rapier—the neck. Cain chuckled
within himself when he found the Archilles’ heel of Brutus.

Two more feet, one last foot. Cain was just behind the head of Brutus now,
and took aim towards Brutus’ throat with his right hand-rapier, ready to stab
with an increased amount of energy-mass. Just as he was moving in for the
kill, a massive club further augmented by yet more energy-mass swept in from
the right and smashed through the thin hand-rapier. The broken energy-mass
blade disintegrated harmlessly as it fell away and Cain was momentarily stunned.
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Brutus pushed his feet off the ground to deliver a reverse-roll kick—a kick that
came from doing a reverse roll of the ground—which landed squarely on Cain’s
chest. The energy-mass held for a bit, faltered and Cain felt a very heavy blow
on his chest which sent him flying backwards into the ground, the wind knocked
completely out of him.

Brutus landed on his feet and pivoted around, facing Cain with his club and
shield.

“Revenge is a bitch, bitch.”
Cain grimaced a little as he stood up shakily.
“Stop talking! Your vocabulary is worse than a newling, Brutus.”
Brutus glowered and shield-charged towards Cain, who had not recovered

enough from the previous assault to resummon a new hand-rapier to fend off the
attack. He then did the next best thing—side step Brutus and ended up behind
the latter, and threw both his arms forward while projecting energy-mass in the
attempt to push Brutus away, hoping that the thinness of the tip of the projection
was enough to pierce the armour and do serious damage. But of course, Brutus
was prepared for his, and the weakly projecting energy-mass arms just bounced
off the armour like rubber balls on a wall.

“Ha! Trying to do the same trick twice, Cain?”
“No,” Cain said in a tired but matter-of-fact voice. “I am trying to do this!”
Before Brutus realised what was happening, Cain had shifted a lot of energy-

mass onto the former’s armour and was forcing a lot of energy into it. Brutus felt
his armour vibrate and suddenly found his vision swirling about as his senses
numbed.

“Oh fucking god no! Not again!” Brutus screamed out loud. “I cannot phase
back to the Material Plane again—I don’t have my phase pointer with me!”

“Good bye Brutus,” Cain said with a dirty grin on his face. “It was nice knowing
you. Oh by the way, thank you for the new piece of territory that you have left
behind for me.”

I was sitting in my dorm room, working on yet another piece of homework that
was going to be due in a few days’ time. It was late, but that was to be expected,
since after all, I was one of those Computer Science majors—apparently, we
thrive on working when the sun was out and everyone was fast crashing out or
something. It was my second year into university, and I had to live on campus
because frankly, I was not about to take that daily two-hour commute between
my home and the campus.
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As I sat there staring at the question and wondering what it was talking about,
my cellphone rang. A little frustrated, I picked it up and answered it.

“Hello?”
“Oi, Tommy?”
“Oh hey, it’s you,” I replied. It was Jim, my buddy from forever. “What’s up?”
“Are you free now?”
I took at look at the question that was displayed on my laptop screen and did

some mental calculations. It was due in a few days, and I had been working on
homework for the last couple of hours and was not really making any headway
into this one—perhaps it would be good to step away from it for a while.

“Yeah, I’m probably free. Depends on what you want to do.”
“Supper at the prata place. I will drive. I’m bringing Cindy and Linda along.”
“Oh my. . . why are you bringing them along with you?”
“What, you have a problem? I thought you liked Cindy?”
I bit my lip. Jim was my buddy and all, but sometimes he was just. . . asinine

in his antics.
“That is not the point. . . ”
“Then no problems. Come down in five minutes. I will be at the drive way of

your dorm. Bring cash.”
“Okay okay. . . see you later.”
“Ja,” Jim said before hanging up.
I put down my cellphone and locked up my computer screen before grabbing

some going-out clothes to put on—a pair of jeans and a polo T-shirt. I walked to
the door of my room and put on my socks and shoes that were there and grabbed
the key behind the door before switching off the room lights and leaving, locking
the door behind me. I walked past my neighbour’s, most of them sounding like
they were having some kind of party—it was a Friday evening after all—while
some of them were quiet and dark. Reaching the stairs, I walked down and
headed towards the drive way.

True to his word, Jim drove up with his Corolla. In the shotgun seat was Linda,
while Cindy was sitting behind. Jim stopped at the drive way and gesticulated
to me to get on. I opened the rear door and got in as Cindy scooted over to the
right to make way for me.

“j0,” I said.
“’Ehlo Tommy. How hungry are you?” Jim replied as he eased the car out of

the drive way and on to the dormitory service road.
“Eh, not particularly, but hungry enough. . . ”
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“Ooo. . . ” Cindy said, smiling at me mischievously. “If you are not that hungry,
maybe you can share a. . . prata with me?”

Up front Jim started laughing like he was bonkers, while Linda tried to hide
her snickers. I could feel the blood rushing to my face and turning it as red as
it could. It was not. . . well it was really not the way that Jim put it. Cindy and I
were old friends too, but she and I weren’t really that. . . close, compared to say
Jim and I. But it was true that I had—have, had, ah hell I don’t know—a rather
slight. . . crush on her. . . but anyway she and I were comfortable with each other,
but romance wasn’t really in the air. Jim just liked being an ass and teasing me
about it.

“Uh. . . sure. . . ” I muttered, trying to hide the fact that my face was turning
red.

The rest of the rather quick journey went pretty uneventfully and we soon
found ourselves at the Prata Place, the place which sold prata, a pan-fried doughy
pancake delicacy that was chewy enough to give the jaw a work out yet flavourful
enough (with curry) to be a whole meal on its own. It was a delicious fetish that
the four of us had, and we loved going there to have it ever so often. It was
quite heavy in carbohydrates though, but I didn’t get fat that easily because I
was always using energy with all the running and martial arts that I was doing. As
for Jim, it was clear that the carbohydrates got to him at some point and so he
was almost as doughy as the prata itself. But the girls managed to maintain their
lithe figures in spite of eating almost as much as we did, which was outrageously
ludicrous.

We found our usual spot, sat down and hailed one of the waiters present to
take our order.

“Okay boss, whachu want?”
“Uh, eight egg prata, twenty kosong, two teh tarik, two lemon-lime honey and

two plates of mutton curry,” I replied with our usual order.
“Eh boss, no more lemon-lime honey—only got lime juice. Honey and lemon

ran out early; no stock until tomorrow.”
“Oh lime juice is fine!” Linda said. “Add one mutton murtabak also.”
“Okay boss, gochit. Lemme repeat arh, eight egg, twenty kosong, two teh

tarik, two lime, two mutton curry, one mutton murtabak. Anything else?”
I looked around the table. Cindy shook her head and Jim just shrugged.
“Yeah, that’s all.”
“Okay boss, you wanch on tab or pay now?”
“Aiyoh, tab lah. . . ” Jim said suddenly, smiling gleefully. “We come so often,

still need to ask one meh?”
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“Aiyah, my boss say mus always check mah. . . ”
“Don’t worry, he’s just messing with you,” I reassured the waiter.
“Okay okay, ten minute enough for everything.”
“Thanks Muthu,” I said to him as he shook his head in agreement and went

to the kitchen to place our order.
“So,” Jim said as he stretched out on the plastic chair, obviously relaxing.

“How’s it going?”
“Eh, the usual, a pile of homework due in a few days.”
“The computational theory one?” Cindy asked. “I don’t think I’ve started on

it yet.”
“Oh it’s not that hard,” Linda said. “I started on it yesterday and got most of

it done today.”
“Eh, but you are idiot savant—you don’t count!” Jim said with an impish grin.

Linda playfully hit him in the arm. We all laughed.
The banter continued until the food arrived. As always, it smelt heavenly, the

mix of the curry, the teas, and the pratas. Just as we were about to dig in, I
felt a strange but somewhat familiar sensation. Jim stole a glance at me, and I
nodded—something was up again and I had to go.

“Crud, I need to head to the bathroom.”
“Aiyoh, must you say that out loud here and now, when the food has arrived?”

Linda said with a feigned look of disgust. Cindy just giggled as she dug into the
prata that she had pulled on to her plate.

“Sorry sorry. . . I think I ate something disagreeable earlier. . . ” I apologised
profusely and left the table, making my way to the back of the Prata Place where
the bath room was. I entered the bath room and carefully closed the door behind
me, locking it with the dead bolt.

Staring ahead of me into the back of the door, I calmed my mind and cleared
it of all thought and the lights about me swirled as my senses went numb. . .

I looked about me. Things seemed okay, at least from this side of the Ma-
terial Plane. Was that feeling I had earlier a misjudgement of some sort? No,
that cannot be—Axolotl and Ah Gong said that such feelings were rarely wrong,
especially when I had trained in the way of the Shaman Warrior the same way
that Ah Gong was trained in. Ah Gong told me that the intuitive feeling I get
becomes more accurate the more I trained in martial arts in general, and I had
been doing that continuously for the last ten years, so it cannot be wrong—I had
to trust my judgement.
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I phased more of myself into the Spectral Plane. The perception of the world
about me shifted its colours and reality in proportion to the amount of myself be-
tween both Planes—at this point, I had phased enough into the Spectral Plane
that nothing in the Material Plane could actually stop me corporeally, but in-
creased the dangers that I would face from the Spectral Plane itself. Concentrat-
ing, I projected a simple energy-mass armour about myself, enough to prevent
opportunistic attacks, yet not enough to demand more attention than I wanted
to give to maintaining it.

I leapt up into the air, augmenting it with more energy-mass that I wielded
to boost the height that I was getting. From the higher vantage, I realised that
the sensation I had was real—in the distance I could see a shadowy shape of a
Spectral that was not quite visible in the Spectral Plane but very visible within
the Material one. While still falling slowly in the air, I ran towards that shadowy
shape as fast as I could. As I started to approach the figure, it started to look
more and more familiar to me. Then it dawned upon me—it was Brutus!

I slowed down my running and lowered myself back to the ground. Thankfully,
Brutus was located in a rather quiet part of the town, which meant that it was
possible to do what I had to do without drawing too much attention. But because
it was Brutus, I knew that I had my work cut out for me—when Ah Gong dealt with
him ten years or so ago, it took him quite a bit of effort to phase Brutus back, and
even then, Ah Gong still took quite a bit of damage from the Spectral. Apparently
Ah Gong was considered to be very skilled, but that was still not enough to avoid
the types of damage that Brutus could deal.

Once I was on the ground, I unsummoned the temporary energy-mass armour
that I put together earlier and concentrated a little harder to bring out the “heavy”
energy-mass armour, which was a design that Axolotl and Ah Gong taught me
that could soak up a lot of the damage that any Spectral could do before it could
be destroyed. It required a lot of energy-mass and thus a lot of willpower and
concentration to maintain. It was probably the best defense I could have against
Brutus. Ah Gong had told me that Brutus was one of those Spectrals that liked
using pure strength to do damage, and their energy-mass manipulations tended
to augment that ability more than anything else. So even if I were to try and
avoid them as much as possible, I still had to deal with the off chance that their
ungainly but ridiculously powerful attacks actually strike me—hence the “heavy”
energy-mass armour.

With the “heavy” energy-mass armour on, I started running towards Brutus in
the Spectral Plane, using it as a short-cut against the complex terrain that was
present in the Material Plane, things like buildings, roads, cars and other people.
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When I was within shouting distance of Brutus, I slowed down to a stop.
“Brutus!”
“Who calls!” Brutus bellowed.
“It is I, one of the Shaman Warriors! Why have you stepped into the Material

Plane?”
“I didn’t fucking want to you little pipsqueak!” Brutus yelled. “Fucking Cain

sent me through here somehow!”
That was not good. The last time that Brutus was here, it was a similar

situation—he and Cain had a fight and somehow the latter managed to force-
phase the former over into the Material Plane. According to Axolotl, there was
some ancient law that basically stated that the Spectral andMaterial Plane denizens
were, by design, never to cross over to each other’s Plane of existence, and if they
did, were to be dealt with by the offended Plane’s denizens in whatever way they
deemed fit. Axolotl was of the opinion that a simple “throw them back to where
they came from” was the best of all options available. Ah Gong already did that
once with Brutus, and somehow he managed to get himself into the same mess
again.

“Then phase back! You should know how!”
“I don’t have my phase pointer, and I didn’t leave enough of myself behind

to mark where I was.”
“I could phase you back you know. . . ”
“Helped by a Material Plane weakling?” Brutus was suddenly incensed. “Do

you think that I’m like Axolotl, lowering myself to the point that I have to rely on
a Material Plane wuss to help me go back? I will NEVER do it!”

“Well, you can’t stay here, that’s for sure. . . ”
“Fuck you! If I’m here, I might as well take over it. . . ”
“You know I can’t allow you to do that. And more importantly, I do not have

the ability to force-phase you. You do realise what this means, right?”
Brutus seemed to be grinning from underneath his helm.
“Then try to stopme, you pipsqueak. Even themighty Jing-gang, the strongest

of the ShamanWarriors couldn’t defeat me—the best he could do was to get close
enough to force-phase me back to the Spectral Plane. You are no where near his
level of control and mastery of energy-mass—I’d like to see you try to stop me.”

“Don’t test your luck, Spectral.”
“Try and stop me you fucking Material!” Brutus yelled as he suddenly materi-

alised his trademark club and shield and charged towards me.
I waited for him to reach me, and at the last possible moment, parried off

his clubbing arm downwards and went behind him, throwing him over and dis-
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engaging his club. The dislocated energy-mass club disintegrated into nothing
while I quickly shifted his hand into a wrist and shoulder lock, driving my entire
mass into it through a sudden otoshi, a drop from a near-standing position to a
half squat. The Spectral gasped and screamed in pain as part of the tendons in
the arm started ripping.

“You FUCKER! What the FUCK did you do?”
“Didn’t I tell you to not test your luck?” I said as I cranked the wrist more.

Brutus was still screaming, but was also trying to get at me with his shield arm,
which was neigh impossible because I had flipped him over to his belly while
performing the lock on his now immobilised and possibly dislocated arm. I knelt
on the back of his right shoulder and gave a sharp twist, which dislocated the
right arm cleanly.

Brutus howled and bellowed and bits and pieces of his energy-mass armour
was disintegrating from the lack of concentration through the sharp pain from
the dislocation.

“Now, are you going to listen tome or do I have to do somethingmore drastic?
You should realise by now that I am not my grandpa.”

“Fuck you! Fuck You! FUCK YOU!”
I sighed. Brutus was true to his namesake—never the one to listen to reason,

where the only language he could understand was that of pain. With my body
weight on the knee still on his back, I materialised an energy-mass katana with
my right hand and sent it through the exposed neck of Brutus, the only part
of his armour that wasn’t actually protected. Blood splashed everywhere, but
since he was from the Spectral Plane, it disappeared as quickly as it splashed.
The energy-mass weaponry and armour that Brutus was wearing disintegrated
completely from the loss of control through the loss of concentration, and what
was left was a portly man-looking figure that too disappeared. As the corporeal
body of Brutus faded away, I found less and less resistance for my knee and so
I stood up.

I sighed once more. I didn’t really like doing this, but sometimes, the Spec-
trals were just beyond reason. I could understand why Ah Gong had so much
trouble before—he was trying to follow the pacifist methods of Axolotl, but really,
that cannot be a lasting solution since the Spectrals were anything but pacifist.
Might was right in their society, and if any of them strayed over and didn’t want
to go back, there was no other language to convince them except through the
martial language. I dematerialised the energy-mass katana and leapt up into
the air once more and ran back to the bath room of the prata place where I left
my friends. Once back in the bath room, I settled myself back to where I started
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and calmedmymind down. Slowly, the Spectral Plane fadedmore andmore away
until my vision and senses could feel and sense the bath room stall once more.

I looked atmy watch—fifteenminutes. Okay, that was roughly the right amount
of time to suffer a “really disagreeable stomach” situation. I suddenly realised
that I had to pee real bad and just made use of the fact that I was in a bath room
stall to get it done. Besides, there was an air of authenticity to hear a flushing
sound in the bath room, though I think that the lack of the distinctive. . . smell
would be a dead giveaway. But really, I didn’t think anyone would be insane
enough to try to come and find me that way. My business thus settled, I left the
bath room stall, washed my hands in the sink and made my way back to the table.

“Oh my god, that was pretty bad wasn’t it?” Linda asked as I sat back at
my chair. A good portion of the food was gone by now, but there was still a
substantial amount left to be polished off.

“Oh yeah, totally blew it up. . . pretty messy. I hope I don’t have to do it again,”
I replied as I grabbed a piece of the egg prata and put it on my own plate to
munch on.

Jim rolled his eyes. Cindy snickered, and Linda just stared at me with the
most quizzical look ever.

“Hey,” Linda started.
“What?”
“Are you sure you should be drinking teh tarik after your. . . adventure?”
“Yeah, tea calms things down, I suppose. . . ”
“But tannins makes things ‘blow up’. Heheheh. . . ”
Everyone else groaned. I glanced over at Cindy. She was obviously trying to

avoid my gaze but wasn’t really trying hard enough, so each time I looked at her,
she was snickering sophomorically. I shrugged and ate up as much prata as I
could.

Later that evening, after Jim had sent Cindy and Linda back to their dorms,
he stopped over at my place after driving me back. We went into my room and
he shut the door, locking it behind him as I switched on the lights.

“What was it this time?” Jim said seriously, none of that earlier playfulness
that was present during the supper session.

“Brutus got force phased over by Cain.”
“That doesn’t sound bad. What took you so long?”
“Bugger didn’t have a phase pointer and was acting unruly.”
“Oh,” Jim said, his brow furrowed. “What happened then?”
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“He attacked, and I had to stop it. Took a while to get to him though.”
“I’m sure,” Jim replied while still observing me. “How about you, doing okay?

You seemed a little forced over there just now.”
“Me?” I sighed. “Not too bad, even though I just took out a Spectral.”
“Well, was there any other way?” Jim asked.
“Hmm. . . I don’t think so. I mean, Axolotl and Ah Gong had been quite

diplomatic for the last fifty years or so, but it didn’t seem to be going anywhere.
I feel kind of bad though, given what Axolotl had taught me.”

“Don’t feel bad,” Jim said as he gave me a reassuring pat on the back. “Times
change, rules of engagement change. Axolotl tried to defuse a potential situa-
tion, but it failed. There is no choice in the matter—though I am worried what
would happen if the higher ranking Spectrals start running amok too.”

“At this point it doesn’t seem to be the case. Brutus didn’t come here on his
own, so I don’t think that he is actually intending to take over. . . ”

“But the mere fact that Cain used force phasing as an attack on Brutus should
be quite suggestive, don’t you think?”

“Possibly,” I said, my voice trailing off a bit. “Sometimes I wish Ah Gong were
still around—he could give me some guidance or something.”

“You could always talk to Axolotl you know. . . ”
“It’s hard to get to Axolotl, not with what happened five years ago.”
“Ah, that incident. Well, take it easy. I’m sure you’re not the only Shaman

Warrior around.”
“That is true. . . but apart from Ah Gong, I’ve not met any of them.”
“I’m pretty sure there is a good reason why. And maybe there will be a better

one coming that will require the Shadow Warriors to be more organised. But till
then, you just have to do what you can do. . . ”

“Thanks Jim, you’re always a good pal.”
“Hey,” Jim said with a smile. “That’s what friends are for, man.”
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Journal of Axolotl I

Ma swung by and picked me up as promised from the nursing home after the
visit with Ah Gong. I glanced at my hands, and found that the phase pointer and
the book were still in them. Wondering if there was a way to keep them away
from the prying eyes and questions from first my mother and then my father, I
started imagining that they were less visible. Whatever material it was that made
up the two items, it suddenly rendered itself heavily translucent. I could feel that
they were there, but they didn’t seem to be as visible as before—it should be
enough to fool anyone who was looking for them but didn’t decide to pay enough
attention to them.

“Ah Boy, are you ready to go?”
“Yes Ma!” I replied as I ran down the few steps that led to the porch where

she was waiting in the car. Ma had unlocked the rear door and I opened it up and
clamoured onto the back seat, next to a pile of groceries that she had bought
during the visit that I was at with Ah Gong. I closed the door behind me, and
Ma pressed a button on the door to the side of her that basically locked all the
doors of the car simultaneously. I put on my seat belt, and we were off towards
the general direction of heading home. I still had the phase pointer and book in
my hand, and as curious as I was to examine them more carefully, I knew that
I had to instead wait till we were home and me being safe in the comfort and
privacy of my room in order to get the chance to truly study what I was given just
a few moments before by Ah Gong and Axolotl.

“How was Ah Gong?” Ma asked from the driver’s seat, trying to make some
small talk while still maintaining a fairly vigilant look on the road.

“He seemed okay, a bit tired, but still quite active when he saw me.”
“Really?” Ma said, sounding somewhat surprised. “The last time we were

33
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here the nursing home staff said that he was just sitting there and was spacing
out ever so often, as though he wasn’t there and that his mind was no longer
around.”

“I dunno what they said, Ma,” I replied, as truthful as I could without revealing
anything incriminating about Ah Gong. “I was telling him about my week at
school just now and he was smiling and looked very happy to hear that I was
doing relatively well in school. He also talked to me a lot, but it was a little hard
to understand him since he was slurring his speech a little here and there.”

“Ah, I suppose your grandpa just likes your company then,” Ma replied auto-
maticallly as she looked both ways before making a right turn into a side road.
“I hope that what you say is true; your grandpa didn’t really like the day when we
had to take him to the nursing home.”

“Oh?” I asked, surprised. “Why didn’t he like it?”
“I think he thought that we were abandoning him or something, especially

since your Pa said some things that. . . ”
“What did Pa say?”
“Oh, that wasn’t important, I suppose,” Ma replied. I could sense some hesi-

tation on her part, as though she were hiding something from me. I didn’t really
want to probe, but it seemed to corroborate with what Ah Gong told me before I
left the visit earlier. “But the problem was that we didn’t really have the time nor
space to make sure your Ah Gong was safe at home! He was starting to get all
demented, forgetting things that he was just doing a few moments before, for-
getting where he left some stuff, and on at least two occasions, forgetting where
he was and had to rely on the police to send him back home.”

That didn’t sound like the Ah Gong that I was with earlier. His mind seemed
sharp, very lucid, and very aware of everything that was happening around him. I
paused and thought more to myself. Which Ah Gong was the “real” one? And why
had he chosen to play a game of deceit to get committed to the nursing home.
Or was he really as demented as Ma just described, and that the experiences I
was having with Ah Gong earlier were a part of some hallucination that I wasn’t
aware about. I was then reminded about the phase pointer and the book, and
how they seemed so real.

I looked down at my hands—they were still there. It was now apparent what
the truth was.

“But Ah Gong is nice! He liked listening about my school.”
“Really now,” Ma said, taking yet another turn. “Do you want to come back

and visit him next week?” One week to read a book whose contents I didn’t have
a clue about—might not be that great an idea.
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“Maybe one week after, I have to prepare for a class test. . . Ah Gong said it
was nice of me to come visit him, but he said that I should only come if I had
something cool to share with him, and not come because I have to.”

“Hahahahaha. . . well that’s your Ah Gong for you I suppose. Funny how I never
really remembered the last time that he was this delighted. Perhaps sending
him to the nursing home was a bad idea after all,” Ma said once more, her voice
trailing away as she was lost in her thoughts and doubts over actions that they
had taken.

I kept quiet from that point on, since I didn’t really want that much attention
to myself. The more I had to talk about the visit, the more I had to come up with
some plausible story, and the more I did that, the more likely it was for me to
not remember its exact details and then get trapped by the lies that were told. I
was content with looking out of the car window to watch the trees rush by us as
we headed home in the Camry. It was apparent that my mother was feeling the
same way because we didn’t really have any conversation until we arrived home.

After a nice home-made dinner of rice with a few home-cook dishes of as-
sorted meat and vegetables, I excused myself from the dining table and headed
back to my room. Pa wasn’t at home at that time because he was out working—he
always worked till late on Saturdays. I didn’t ask him what field he was in, but it
seemed to be something important enough that would require him to work nearly
six and a half days a week. Ma was free on Saturday afternoons and Sundays,
which was good since she had to take time to do house work related things, like
grocery shopping, laundry and the like.

Once I was safe in my room, I closed the door behind me and locked it.
Usually, I would simply close my room door whenever I was in it so as to avoid
any distractions that can occur outside, from either the television that Ma leaves
on while she is doing the laundry or the arguments that Pa and Ma have with
each other once in a while probably from the stresses of having to deal with me,
their respective work, and Ah Gong who was in the nursing home. If either Pa
or Ma wanted to come in, they would usually have the courtesy to knock on the
door before coming in, but since I had some rather inexplicable things with me
at the moment, it was just easier to avoid surprises by locking the door behind
me.

With the door locked, I made my way to my study desk and switched on the
desk lamp. Eight hundred lumens of light flooded my desktop and I gently put
down the phase pointer and book underneath the light. They were still looking
rather translucent at this point.

‘I suppose that if they were a little less translucent, maybe I can actually start
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to take a look at them or something,’ I thought to myself, imagining how it would
look like if they were more corporeal. To my amazement, I suddenly found that
the phase pointer and the book actually looked more solid when I looked at them
once again. I rubbed my eyes, trying to make sure that they weren’t playing any
tricks on me. Nope, they were actually more solid. I touched the phase pointer
tentatively and somehow it felt as though it were more solid than it was when I
was still trying to bring them back home from the nursing home.

“Intriguing,” I muttered to myself.
I picked up the phase pointer to examine it a little more closely. I had looked

at it earlier the first time that I was given it by Axolotl, but it was a cursory
glance more than anything else since the whole situation then felt very rushed,
as though Axolotl and Ah Gong were afraid that someone or something might be
there looking and realising that we were out there.

As I said before, the phase pointer had the shape of a small compass of some
sort, roughly thumbnail sized. While I was in the Spectral Plane, the needle didn’t
seem to be pointing anywhere in particular, but over here, it seemed to be point-
ing in a general northerly direction, the way a normal magnetic compass would.
The sigils that I saw earlier on the face of the dial seemed to have disappeared,
and in their place was the usual cardinal direction labels that one would expect
to see on again a rather normal looking compass. Finding nothing completely
out of the ordinary for the phase pointer, I set it aside and turned my attention
to the book that Axolotl gave me.

It was a small book, the size of my palm. Considering that I was only ten years
old at that point in time, it was actually pretty darn small. The exterior of the
book was a nondescript black, and had I not personally received it from Axolotl
himself, I would have thought it was one of those standard moleskin notebooks
that some of the richer kids in school like to parade around with to show off
their over-hyped expensive writing book. The cover, I discovered as I touched
the book carefully, seemed to be some kind of black fabric, hand sewn on to the
bounded pages. From the sides of the book, it seems that the pages themselves
were of some high quality paper of some sort, bound and cut perfectly like a
high quality publication that one might find in a book store. As lovely as the
book seemed from the outside, I was still concerned as to how I was supposed
to be reading anything in it, given its ridiculous size. It remindedme of an exhibit
in the museum that Pa and Ma took me to a few months back, where they were
having an exhibition on the evolution of printing, where there was a Christian
Bible that was printed in the most tiny of fonts and bound into a book roughly
the same size as the one I was holding to avoid some of the persecution that
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was present at that point in time.
But anyhow, Ah Gong told me to actually read the book, and so I assumed that

there would be an obvious way in which the contents of the book may present
itself to me in a legible form. I picked up the book carefully with my hand and
opened up the front cover. Almost immediately, I found that the apparent size
of the book had changed from what was originally palm-sized to something that
felt like a regular paperback that one could get from the news stand. I dropped
the book out of pure shock. The book landed on the table with a stereotypical
thud, the same shape as it was before I had picked it up. I waited in anticipation
for Ma’s sudden calling to ask if something was the matter.

The time ticked by slowly and I realised that she wasn’t going to barge in to
ask what was that sound after all. Seeing that nothing else had happened to me,
I picked up the book once more and opened the up the cover, already used to
the fact that the size seemed to have changed along the way.

The first page of the book began with a black letter writing of “Instructive
Journal of Axolotl for Shaman Warriors”, with a smaller seriffed font sub-title
which read “Written by Axolotl for the Material Plane”.

‘That’s interesting,’ I thought to myself. ‘Apparently this might be something
that Axolotl has to use often enough that he made a printed copy of it as opposed
to some kind of hand written thing, as a journal might be for instance.’

I flipped the pages and began reading.

Instructive Journal of Axolotl for Shaman Warriors: Written by Axolotl for the
Material Plane.

I am not sure if I should be congratulating you or thanking you, but you have
been chosen as one of the Shaman Warriors, a group of similar individuals from
the Material Plane whose main task is to uphold the ancient laws that separate
the Material Plane from that of the Spectral Plane, the one where I and many
other similar beings come from.

Apart from Achcauhtli, who was the first amongst the Shaman Warriors and
was thus chosen by me when I first chanced upon the Material Plane, all of
you were initiated into the order of the Shaman Warriors through a pre-existing
member of the Shaman Warriors, either by blood relation or by soul relation.
Since you have this Journal in your possession, I will also know that you have
since phased over to the Spectral Plane and have come to see me, again with
the one who initiated your membership. There is much to be done before you are
a full-fledged Shaman Warrior, and while the tasks ahead are not something that
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I would want to bring upon anyone, they are, unfortunately, necessary to ensure
that the Material Plane stays safe for your kind through the execution of the will
and intent of the ancient law that governs both our planes of existence, a law
that predates even my own existence.

First, allow me to introduce myself. I am Axolotl, the lone pacifist Spectral
being from the Spectral Plane. There may be others who are like me, but it is
likely that they have ceased to exist due to the way the societies of the sentient
Spectrals evolved through the slightly different laws of Physics that govern our
plane of existence as compared to yours. The importance of me being a pacifist
will come into play soon enough when you start to understand how the evolution
has taken place within the Spectral Plane and how the ancient laws are designed
to ensure the continued existence of both planes.

At this point, you might be contemplating this question: why me. Why was it
that I, among all the possible people that the pre-existingmember of the Shaman
Warriors can pick, was the one who have finally been picked to be a part of
this shady sounding group whose main purpose sound like some of the techno-
babble that the traditional religions seem to propound for quite a while? I cannot
answer this directly because I am merely the facilitator of knowledge that needs
to be passed on to the new members of the Shaman Warriors; the choice of you
being a part of this group is solely dependent on the insight and judgement of the
one who picked you; it might be best if you actually went ahead and asked that
person why you were chosen. I will note here, however, that among those who
are the Shaman Warriors, there are a few general traits that seem to be common.
One, they tend to have the potential of becoming very good at concentrating and
also have tremendous amounts of willpower—this will be important when we start
discussing the nature and application of “energy-mass”. Two, they tend to have
the potential of becoming very adept at physical expenditures, be it fast runners,
strong brawlers, or skilled melee weapon users but not skilled projectile weapon
users—again, this is tied in with the nature of “energy-mass”. Third, they tend to
have that innovative streak about them that allows them to improvise on the fly
and come up with novel solutions to situations that they find themselves in, an
important trait in order to perform the defensive tasks that the Shaman Warriors
were designed to do.

“Energy-mass”—you should be wondering to yourself, what is this that I keep
referring to? I promise that by the time we get to the end of this topic, you will
have a good understanding of its operating principles. In fact, the ability to ma-
nipulate energy-mass is itself probably the most important skill that a Shaman
Warrior must have. Youmay think of it as a power of some sort, a way of augment-
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ing whatever natural abilities that you have, up to a point. But please, allow me to
defer the discussion on energy-mass till later. I will need to first say something
about the Spectral and Material Planes in order to put everything into perspec-
tive.

You are now living in the Material Plane, and I, with very few exceptions, live
in the Spectral Plane. Since you have been to the Spectral Plane at least once
(you are reading this Journal that has been imprinted with you), I would assume
that you have experienced “phasing”. If you think that the Material Plane and
the Spectral Plane are like two completely different places, you are very correct.
The Spectral Plane is not located anywhere within your universe, since your uni-
verse lies on the Material Plane itself, and vice versa. The Spectral Plane and
Material Plane are two lock-stepped planes of existence that differ only in the
fifth dimension. Put simply, any location at any time on the Material Plane has
a counterpart location and time on the Spectral Plane, but because the planes
differ in the fifth dimension, we coexist but do not overlap in the conventional
sense. This also means that anything that happens in the Material Plane does
not affect the Spectral Plane at all, and vice versa.

But phasing, it is something different. It is an action that allows one to move
from one plane of existence to another. Only sentient beings from the Spec-
tral Plane are immediately aware of this ability and can thus phase between the
planes any time they want. Sentient beings from the Material Plane may be made
aware of the ability to phase through the help of another being (Spectral or Ma-
terial) who has the ability to phase. Once that ability is established, it becomes
easy for the sentient being to phase between the planes of existence.

There is, however, a catch. If a sentient being phases completely into a plane
of existence that is not its originating one, it will find it very hard (actually im-
possible unless done immediately) to actually phase back, since there are no
location/time markers between the two planes of existence to allow the sentient
being to concentrate on in order to perform the phase. This is where the phase
pointer comes into play. The phase pointer acts as a physical location/time an-
chor between the two bijective points of the Spectral and Material Planes. It
makes seeking the phase location on the other plane a much simpler task.

Since you have visited me with a pre-existing member of the Shaman War-
riors, you should have, in your possession, a small device shaped like a compass.
That is your phase pointer, and you should never attempt to phase from the Ma-
terial Plane into the Spectral one without having that with you at all times. If
somehow the phase pointer is not with you when you phase over, you can be
phased back with the help of someone (either Spectral or Material being) who
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has a phase pointer on their own. Phasing works with the sentient being who
possesses the ability as well as anything that the sentient being wants phased
that are in contact with them.

Now that you know what phasing is, and the importance of the phase pointer,
I will tell you how to actually perform a phase on your own: you just need to
concentrate on the phase pointer as it appears on the other plane, and you will
end up phasing over to the other plane, where the proportion of in betweenness
of the Material and Spectral Plane is determined by how much detail you can
concentrate on for the phase pointer.

The procedure isn’t actually that hard the moment you have the ability made
aware, since it is extremely intuitive. However, I wouldn’t recommend taking the
ability to phase too lightly since you must bear in mind that when you phase, you
will be taken to the same location/time on the Spectral Plane. This can be a bad
thing particularly if that location/time has Spectral beings nearby—the ancient
law that I talked about applies both ways, and they can (and most definitely will)
try to expunge you from the Spectral Plane. This is where I differ from other
Spectral beings.

The ancient law does not specify the procedure to deal with infractions—it
only specifies that no being that is not of that Plane should be in that said Plane
in the presence of other beings native to that Plane. The other Spectral beings
in the Spectral Plane are not pacifists, and given that they have the ability to
manipulate energy-mass (a slightly different skill separate from phasing), are
prone to simply kill anything that is within their path. And mind you, I am no
longer just referring to trespassers from the Material Plane—I am also referring
to the trespassers from the Spectral Plane. This of course brings me to the topic
on the nature of society in the Spectral Plane.

I rubbed my eyes and looked at the clock. It had been a while since I started
reading the Journal. While it was fascinating in the sense that it was talking
about something that I had no clue about but was somehow relevant and very
important to what was going on, the fact remained that Axolotl was a terrible
writer. ‘For a nicely printed book, this sure doesn’t contain a whole lot of quality
there,’ I thought to myself as I stretched a little.

Even though I had dinner already, I found that I was starting to feel a little
hungry, possibly from trying to decipher the dense text that Axolotl had written
in his Journal. I closed the book, which promptly returned to the shrunk size,
and stood up from my desk. The phase pointer was sitting on my table still,
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and I looked at it, wondering where I should keep that handy little device. I was
curious, of course, of the procedure that Axolotl outlined for phasing, and in spite
of his cautionary words regarding the “death on sight” attitude of the Spectral
beings, decided to take a chance.

I held the phase pointer in my palm and imagined the sigil-covered compass-
like object that I saw when I was in the Spectral Plane with Ah Gong. Almost
immediately, I found the colours about me swirling and my senses numbing and
before I know it, I was standing in the middle of a grassy field that looked like
nothing I had seen before. My senses returned and I quickly looked about to see
if I could spot any Spectrals. Finding none of them and deciding to not try my
luck too much, I focused on the compass image of the phase pointer and again
the colours swirled, while my senses numbed and after a while, I was back in my
room once more.

I suppose that was enough adventuring for the day. I would probably continue
reading Axolotl’s Journal later on in the week. With that in mind, I opened up the
stationery tray of my desk drawer and put the the phase pointer and the book in
the deep end of the tray, where unless someone actually opened up the drawer
that much, they were not going to see any of those two objects at all. I closed
the drawer, comfortable that they were fairly secure for now. Once that was done,
I unlocked my door quietly and turned in for the night.

It was a few days later that I finally had the chance to continue reading the
instruction Journal that Axolotl had written. As sad as it sounds, as a primary
school student at the age of ten, there was still some home work that needed
to be done, which of course took up precious time. That and the additional
assignments that came from the various tuition classes that Pa and Ma signed
me up for meant that most of the week was taken up by all these little things
that just needed time. Thursday in fact, was the day that I opened up that desk
drawer stationery tray and retrieved the Journal from within. Pa was not at home
because he had to deal with some crisis in the office, while Ma was still at her
work place trying to finish up a few things before heading back. This meant that
it was highly unlikely that I was going to be disturbed when I was reading the
Journal.

. . . This of course brings me to the topic on the nature of society in the
Spectral Plane.

As someone who has been living in the Material Plane, you are probably very
aware of the concept of a largely cooperative society, where everyone has some
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specialisation that society needs as a whole, and everyone basically contributes
to everyone else’s needs by offering their specialisations within the society’s
framework while making full use of other people’s specialisations to help with
one’s lives. That is a very noble notion of society, and is the reason why you have
seen much successes on such a broad front.

Unfortunately, the Spectral Plane does not have this concept of a society,
and for very good reason. The reason is the existence of the manipulation of
“energy-mass”.

Energy-mass is an extra-dimensional object that can be summoned by any-
one who has the ability to phase. It has the net effect of a controlled increase
the amount of energy and/or mass within a specific location/time point, meaning
that one can literally create matter or energy out of “nothing”. While on the one
hand, the ability to create energy-mass can (and does) allow what is essentially
free energy, on the other hand it also creates balance problems because there
is little need to rely on the specialisations of other people in order to get what
one wanted—much can be obtained through the creative use of energy-mass.
In short, the ability to harness energy-mass has made each Spectral individual
used to the fact that they have an almost limitless access to pure power, and like
what some of your philosophers have found out, such access to pure unbridled
power created individuals whose egos were so large that they could not stand
being in the presence of others. That no one could really stand to live in the pres-
ence of others and an easy unlimited access of resources meant that that the
Spectral society never truly existed—everyone acted on their own volition, and
the strongest ones dominated all those that were too weak to challenge them
directly.

The manipulation of energy-mass was discovered before that of phasing,
even though in this Journal I introduced phasing before the manipulation of
energy-mass since you are from the Material Plane and thus need to actually
know how to gain access to the Spectral Plane where it is paradoxically safer
to practise energy-mass manipulations due to the sparseness of the popula-
tion. But anyhow, once phasing was discovered, it was said that some of the
ancient Spectrals found out about the existence of the Material Plane, and that
the denizens of the Material Plane were practically defenseless against the abil-
ities of even the most mediocre Spectral being. Some of the strongest ancient
Spectrals that still had some sense of morality from the holdover days of society
prior to the discovery of the energy-mass manipulation ability decided that it
was probably in the favour of the Material Plane that laws regarding inter-planar
phasing be laid with the harshest of punishments to prevent interlopers, to al-
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low for the survival of the unrelated plane of existence. These ancient Spectrals
were so mighty that the rest of the Spectrals had no choice but to obey the laws.
No one has seen any of these ancient Spectrals any more, since it was getting
increasingly hard to see any Spectral being due to the thinning of the population
as everyone tried to claim a large enough piece of territory for their own use.

As the stories of the past faded through time, so did the might of the ancient
Spectral beings who basically forced that law upon all who wielded the energy-
mass. Phasing as a whole was largely forgotten till the last fifty or so years ago,
and that was roughly when I realised that the Material Plane needed some de-
fenders on their side to uphold the ancient law even if the ancient Spectrals
were no more. I was lucky that the planet that I am on has a twin planet over in
the Material Plane, which simplified my task of seeking Shaman Warriors, but it
also made it clear that it was one of the easiest points to phase into and lead
a hostile takeover of the Material Plane. For the most part, most of the other
known planets within the star systems do not have an exact counterpart on the
Material Plane, which meant that anyone who tried to phase over, had an almost
guaranteed death from the vacuum of your space.

As powerful as energy-mass manipulation may be, there are some signifi-
cant drawbacks. First, the controlling sentient entity must always be in contact
with the energy-mass that they had summoned, otherwise it would dissipate into
nothing—this precluded the creation of projectile weapons based on energy-
mass for example. Second, energy-mass is a novel type of matter that cannot
be assimilated into any existing physical, chemical or biological process. This
explains why phasing into the vacuum of your space would lead to the almost
instant death of a Spectral, since he cannot summon energy-mass to “breathe”
with. Third, once a particular energy-mass chunk is summoned, it retains what-
ever shape, texture, strength, colour as it took on summon, and if it were to be
deformed through interactions with the environment, the deformations will per-
sist on the energy-mass chunk until it is unsummoned and resummoned by the
sentient being in control of it. Fourth, the sentient being that wields the energy-
mass needs to have enough concentration and willpower just to maintain the
existence of the said energy-mass—any actions that cause a long enough break
in concentration will cause the energy-mass to dissipate, and if the willpower
is shaken, the energy-mass will shift more towards energy than mass, meaning
that it will lose quite a fair bit of its inherent physical properties. These are the
general principles that govern the effects and abilities of energy-mass.

The process to actually summon energy-mass is not as different as that of
phasing, only this time, you will need to imagine the form of the energy-mass



44 CHAPTER 3. JOURNAL OF AXOLOTL I

that you want to summon. Much of the properties of the energy-mass are pre-
determined by your subconscious, and thus some conditioning is needed to en-
sure that you can actually summon energy-mass in a form that you find most
usable. This is not an easy conditioning, but can be taught and trained. Every-
one has their own way of getting this conditioning done, and hopefully you can
learn something from the Shaman Warrior who chose you to be a part of the
order. I can also provide some very basic conditioning through some mental
exercises so that you can at least summon some energy-mass with very basic
properties that have the strength and consistency of steel, which should provide
a starting point to condition the subconscious reflex.

Apart from the summoning of energy-mass. . .

I stopped reading the Journal. Ah Gong told me to read enough to know
about what energy-mass was and then visit him again so that we could go talk
to Axolotl once more. I started to understand why we had to go back to Axolotl,
and more importantly, I began to understand why Ah Gong and Axolotl looked
so different then, and how Ah Gong managed to get the door to Axolotl’s cave
opened. While the Journal managed to clear up some of the strange things that
I had observed when Ah Gong took me to visit Axolotl, it threw up a whole bunch
of questions that needed answers. And I think it was time that I tried to visit Ah
Gong again. But I couldn’t ask that evening—Pa would be back from the crisis
management duties and was likely to be in a foul mood, while Ma is likely to be
too tired to even want to talk about things, especially with respect to visiting Ah
Gong, without Pa around. Ah Gong did mention something about Pa not liking
him or something, but I couldn’t remember the details—that was a good five
days ago. I think I would try to ask them the next day.

Friday, after school, I took the school bus back home as usual, climbing up
the flight of stairs to the fifth floor where we lived and opened up the gate and
door with my set of house keys. Luckily for me, Pa had the afternoon off after
pulling over time in dealing with the crisis and Ma was also at home early. Seizing
the opportunity, I quickly removed my shoes and put them on the shoe rack near
the door and deposited my school bag at my room before coming out to talk to
them.

“Hi Pa, hi Ma!”
“Hello, back from school already?” Pa asked while reading from the newspa-

per as he sat on the couch.
“Yep.”
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“How was today?”
“It was alright. Handed in some home work, got a new set to work on, but

they were all okay.”
“Good.”
“Oh Pa,” I began.
“Yes?”
“Can I go visit Ah Gong again this Saturday?” I said, bracing myself in case

of an outburst.
“Didn’t you visit him already last Saturday?” Pa replied, his voice with a note

of irritation. That was clearly not a good sign. But I had to meet Ah Gong soon.
He sounded so serious, and now that I have followed his instructions, I wanted
to find out just what was it that we had to deal with.

“But Ah Gong looked so lonely in the nursing home! Each time I tell Ah Gong
about my week in school, he always looked so happy and smiling. I like talking
with Ah Gong. . . ”

“What can you talk with Ah Gong that you cannot talk to us about?” Pa said,
his voice starting to rise in pitch. But support came from my mother, as I had
hoped.

“Aiyah, just let him visit my father. . . it’s not like there’s anything bad about
that. If it keeps him happy that’s good—even I am worried about my father espe-
cially since those nurses said that the didn’t really spend a lot of time interacting
with the other residents there.”

“I don’t like the fact that Tommy is visiting your father,” Pa said coldly. “Don’t
you find it weird that our son, a bright young ten-year-old, finds sitting with a
demented old man who hardly speaks anything and telling him about his week in
school for a whole hour interesting enough that he wants to keep going back?”

“You are always against my father!” Ma screamed as she stormed out from
the kitchen. “Every time we talk about my father, you are always acting this way!
You know, if you don’t want to bring Tommy to visit him, that’s fine! I can do it
myself!”

“Do whatever you want,” Pa said as he folded his newspaper and retired to
his study. “I’m just telling you there is something deeply odd about your father
that he is not revealing. I don’t know what it is, but I thoroughly dislike managing
things that I know little about.”

“Manage?” My mother went ballistic. “You want to manage MY father? What
the hell is wrong with you?”

“Look,” Pa said, stopping in his tracks, his eyes cold and steely. “I am just
raising a point of concern. I care about our son as much as you do, and I am
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just stating something that might have been overlooked. If you think it is fine
that he visit your father regularly to ‘talk about’ school for an hour, you can bring
him there yourself—I will not object. But I will make it clear,” he paused just so
the next few words would sink in deeper. “I do not object, but I do not like it.”
And with that, he went into the study and shut the door behind him, leaving my
mother standing there with a shocked expression.

I ran up to her and gave her a hug.
“Don’t worry Tommy, I will take you to visit Ah Gong, okay?” She said in a

reassuring voice, though I wasn’t quite sure who was it she was trying to reassure.
“Your Pa lost his parents early so he never really understood what it means to
have family.”

“Won’t it be out of the way for you?” I asked.
“Out of the way? Not really, since I can always go shop for groceries during

the time that you visit Ah Gong. Besides, Ah Gong is not getting any younger, and
any form of company he can get is a good thing, I think, let alone his grandson.”

“Thanks Ma!” I said as I hugged her tighter.
“No need to thank me. Now, go take a shower and then work on your home

work. I will call you when dinner is ready.” And with that, my mother walked back
into the kitchen to continue the preparation of dinner.

I sighed softly to myself. I was going to meet and talk to Ah Gong after all,
but was that outburst from Pa really worth it? Should I tell Ah Gong about it and
ask him for his advice? I made a mental note to ask him when I saw him on the
upcoming Saturday.

Saturday came soon enough and I foundmyself in Ma’s Camry and en route to
Ah Gong. In my pockets I carried the phase pointer and the Journal that Axolotl
gave me. I knew that the Journal was probably not as important as compared
to the phase pointer, but I brought it along just in case there was something
different in it when I was in the Spectral Plane. After all, didn’t the phase pointer
show different things when I was in the Spectral Plane compared to the Material
one?

We arrived at the nursing home and I got off the car and waved Ma good
bye before talking to the receptionist, who directed me to Ah Gong’s ward once
more. I made my way through the rather straightforward layout of the nursing
home and found myself back in the now-familiar ward for the third time. Strange
enough, the only person who was in the ward was still only Ah Gong. From the
distance, he looked like he was in some sort of a daze—it was really hard to tell
if he was just biding his time waiting for me to arrive or if he was actually half
awake. It didn’t really matter that much then.
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“Ah Gong!” I said happily as I ran towards him. The old man’s eyes blinked
back to life and a toothy grin soon adorned his face as he sawme running towards
him. When I was close enough such that only we could hear each other Ah Gong
dropped the toothy grin and immediately became the same sharp old man that
I had talked with a while back.

“Ah Tommy, you’re here. I gather you have read the book to the energy-mass
explanation?”

“Yes Ah Gong,” I said. “I even brought the Journal here too.”
“Hmm, that wasn’t necessary. You brought your phase pointer?” I nodded

my head. “Okay, let’s see if you know how to phase with the help of your phase
pointer.”

I started to close my eyes.
“Ah! Don’t do that,” Ah Gong said. “It takes some time for the phase to kick

in, and if you close your eyes like that, it becomes hard to notice if you have to
control how much phasing you are doing. Keep your eyes open and learn how to
concentrate on the phase pointer over on the Spectral Plane without having to
close your eyes. Try it.”

I took his advice and tried to do as he said. It wasn’t very hard, but it took
a little more effort. I soon found the lights about me swirling about and my
senses numbing for a bit, and before long, the images that I was seeing stabilised
themselves and my senses returned to me. Ah Gong was apparently already in
the Spectral Plane, clothed once again in that grey knight armour like before, this
time with his visor up as he was looking at me.

“It looks like you have figured out how to phase properly. That is good. Now
understand this—you can control at any time how much of you is in the Material
Plane and how much of you is in the Spectral Plane. It takes a lot of effort to have
a good fine control over this, but by not completely phasing yourself over, you
can ensure that you can always phase between the planes even without having
a phase pointer with you. This is a very important safety point.”

“Ah Gong, but what if we are walking in the Spectral Plane, won’t the part that
wasn’t phased over hit into the things in the Material Plane and stop us from
moving?” I asked.

“There’s a threshold of phasing where once it is past, your body will no longer
react with the matter of that particular plane. It is tricky to get correct, but with
practise it should be quite easy. Now you should understand from reading the
Journal that phasing over is the easy part—staying alive is the one that takes
more skill.”

I nodded. There was the matter of the ancient law that had to be upheld.
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“And this is the reason why we are going to meet Axolotl. He will give you
enough conditioning so that you can at least guarantee you don’t die immediately
upon phasing. Oh one thing, if you die here, you die in real life too, so this is
actually quite important. Never forget that.”

I nodded again. Ah Gong knelt down once more and I climbed on his back.
Like before, he leapt from the desolate road and started running in the direction
of Axolotl’s cave.

My Pa’s words from last night suddenly resonated in my head.
“Ah Gong?”
“Yeah?”
“Pa said that he didn’t like you.”
“I know.”
“And he said that he didn’t like you because he thinks you are up to some-

thing. Is that true?”
Ah Gong chuckled under his helm. “He’s not wrong; I am up to something. I

knew he knew that, but I don’t think he knew just what I was up to.”
“Ah Gong, why is your ward empty again?”
“Well, that’s because everyone was a little annoyed at me sitting there and

drooling every day, and so they just shifted out recently.”
“Are you sure it is not because you did something to them?”
“Hahahahaha. . . ” Ah Gong chuckled again. “You over estimate your Ah Gong.

No, I didn’t do anything to them. The ward is generally quiet on Saturdays, even
when you didn’t come to visit.”

“Ah Gong,” I asked once more.
“Hm?”
“What happens when we phase over? The Journal didn’t say much.”
“What do you mean?”
“Is it our whole body that comes over or is it just our souls?”
“Well,” Ah Gong started as he began the descent to Axolotl’s cave. “I don’t

know about souls, but when we phase from one plane to the other, our bodies
actually get shifted. So at this point, my bed is empty, and you are nowhere to
be found.”

I was surprised—I always thought that it was our soul that got phased over,
leaving our bodies behind to act as covers.

“But what about the other people? Won’t they suddenly realise when we are
not there?”

“It’s not that bad,” Ah Gong said. “Axolotl taught me a way to create energy-
mass duplicates of our bodies in the Material Plane to cover for us. Those won’t
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do anything, but they will stand in long enough to keep the cursorily prying eyes
away.”

“Ah Gong, that doesn’t make any sense. The Journal said that the controller
of the energy-mass must always be in contact with the energy-mass otherwise it
will disintegrate.”

“Ah!” Ah Gong said happily. “So you have been reading the book huh.”
“Yes, of course!” I replied indignantly.
“Truth is, it is empty. That’s why we need to make use of the hour as best

as we can—the nursing home staff are actually in on the whole Shaman Warrior
business and are actually helping us cover up from everyone else, including the
other residents and your parents.”

I held on Ah Gong’s shoulders with stunned amazement. He did plan ahead
after all, and what a cunning plan it was. At that point, the descent was complete
and we stood in front of the same cave with a rock door as the last time. Ah Gong
squatted down and I hopped off his back. He stood back up and extended his
right hand out to tap onto an interface farther ahead. The pattern this time was
different, but I didn’t pay much attention as I was getting excited to see what
conditioning exercises Axolotl was going to teach me so that I could wield the
energy-mass for the first time.
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Chapter 4

Cain

Cain ran as fast off into the distance as fast as he could. It just wasn’t his day after
all. It had been about a month since he and Brutus duked it out from his failed
sneak attack and he thought that with the added territory, it would be easier for
him to live through his days with a larger buffer against the other Spectrals. For
a while it was good, but like all good things, it was short-lived when Dantalion
discovered that his least hated vassal Brutus was missing and his territory taken
over by Cain, a relative unknown with almost no status whatsoever.

Cain kept on running, swearing at himself for not checking if Brutus were op-
erating alone like most of the other Spectrals, or if he were under the protection
of some powerful Spectral, like Dantalion.

‘Fuck,’ Cain thought to himself as he kept on moving, ‘if I had known that
Brutus was Dantalion’s dog, I wouldn’t have even considered taking over this
piece of territory. So not fucking worth it to have Dantalion after me. . . I don’t
even know I can make it out of here.”

“You bastard!” A great bellow echoed through the valley that Cain was running
through. “You dare to cross your stinking sword with me? If you had the gall to
do that, why the fuck are you running away from me like some wimpy pussy?”

Cain didn’t look back—he didn’t want to face Dantalion. Dantalion was among
the toughest Spectrals he knew, a warlord actually, one of the few Spectrals that
was powerful enough that he could convince or coerce most Spectrals to be his
subordinate. Of course Dantalion was not at the level of the legendary ancient
Spectrals (no one knew how strong those were anyway since no one had actually
seen them before), but nevertheless, a physical confrontation with Dantalion was
never the best option, particularly if one had caused him to get angry, just like
the way that Cain did now.

51
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As Cain kept on running forward through the sparse foliage in the valley, he
suddenly felt a rush of wind and caught sight of a shadow that went past him.
Confused, he looked away from the shadow and ahead, only to find that Dantalion
was standing there, his long sword drawn, long jet black hair flowing in the wind,
his three faces contorted into snarls of pure anger and hatred.

Cain hopped and tried to stop his running as fast as he could, kicking up the
already sparse vegetation and a large amount of dust from the sandy ground in
which the shrubs were originally growing in. He stopped, sweat dripping from
his head. Even with all the energy-mass he could muster, it was still hard for him
to overcome the inherent physical limits that his body had.

“Trying to go somewhere?” Dantalion sneered, his hand gripping the long
sword and shifting it slightly.

“Oh, uh, hi Dantalion,” Cain gulped as he squirmed under the combined stare
of the three pairs of eyes. “With you blocking the way forward, where can I be
going?”

“I must applaud you Cain,” Dantalion began as he started taking small steps
forward in his ultramarine armour. “I’ve not had so much fun in a while ever
since I had risen to the top of the sorry society we have. No one truly dared to
challenge me, everyone tried to kowtow to me—I missed the fun of the fight and
slaughter! Do you know what I mean?”

“Uh, I suppose. . . ”
“Good, good! So I must thank you for trying to demonstrate your superiority

by slaying my subordinate for his puny territory, all for the sake of capturing my
attention to present a challenge for me to keep things interesting. Kudos to you,
Cain!” Dantalion said, the snarls still present on his faces.

Cain eyed Dantalion’s sword arm—it was still gripping the long sword in readi-
ness, and ever so often the latter was taking a few small steps forward towards
Cain. The distance between Cain and Dantalion was around twenty five metres,
and closing rapidly though subtly. Despite having an early lead earlier while he
was trying to run away from him, Dantalion still managed to overtake him com-
pletely. There was no way to run off, and even though fighting would mean certain
death, it seemed to be the only thing that was left, unless. . .

“Thinking of phasing away?” Dantalion said. “I can tell that you don’t have
your phase pointer with you, and if you phase away now, you are unlikely to be
able to return. You know the ancient laws too, don’t you?”

Cain cursed under his breath. Fighting and dying to Dantalion was probably
the most certain of deaths that he could get—who knew what Axolotl had pre-
pared for him on the other side if he actually phased over. And not to mention
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Brutus. Cain knew that he had force-phased Brutus over to the Material Plane,
but didn’t know if the latter was dead, alive, or thriving. If the latter, it might not
even be a good thing to phase over, since Brutus could easily use his conquered
army to attack him or something, and it might prove to be hard to fight a swarm
of attackers, a fight that he never had been a part of since no one actually had
an army here anyway.

Dantalion inched closer to Cain. Snapping out of his self-imposed daze, Cain
summoned his hand-rapier and backed into a guard position.

“Yes! Yes! You finally made the right choice!” Dantalion said with an obvious
mirth in his voice. “I have not been so happy in a long while! I will enjoy cutting
you up bit by bit, while making you beg for your life, and slowly beating you into
absolute submission by breaking your armour, your body, your mind and your
spirit. And when you have submitted completely,” he said, while licking his lips,
“I will kill and dismember you for going against me.”

“The hell you would!” Cain yelled in defiance. If he was to go, he would
not be submitted to such a humiliating treatment. With a new resolve from the
hopelessness of the situation, Cain gathered his wits about him and launched
the first attack.

Dantalion saw the telegraphed move from Cain and raised his long sword,
which easily parried off the thin hand-rapier of Cain. With the hand-rapier par-
ried, Dantalion counter-struck with the pommel long sword, which struck the Cain
in the head hard, causing the latter to fall forwards into the ground with great
speed.

His head struck and him falling, Cain quickly rolled forwards and out of the
way, returning on to his feet and having his hand-rapier out and pointed towards
Dantalion once more. The blow to the head was sharp but not severe; he felt a
little sick, but that was it—his vision and senses seemed to be largely unaffected.

“You call that an attack?” Dantalion said mockingly. “That is something that
even I could do a hundred years ago! Where was that speedy Cain that I’ve heard
so much about? Are you really that fast or are you just relying on your ambushing
skills to claim credit for an ability that you do not have?”

‘Calm down,’ Cain thought to himself. ‘Dantalion is just trying to rile you up.
He’s not Brutus, he is far more dangerous. Get you head about yourself, Cain.
You can win this; you just need to calm down and gather all your willpower and
concentration together.’

Dantalion stood there, his long sword by his side, waiting for Cain’s next move.
He knew that he had the upper hand on most counts, be it strength, speed, or
finesse with the manipulation of energy-mass. He wanted his bloodsport, he
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wanted to see what Cain can throw together when desperate enough.
Cain took a deep breath while eyeing Dantalion, who was still standing there.

He summoned a new energy-mass helmet without a visor to protect his head
from any more glancing blows and shifted more energy-mass onto the rapier to
strengthen its core. His mind thus calmed down, Cain launched his next attack.

Cain leapt up into the air, his height augmented by the energy-mass tendrils
that extended from his boots into the ground. Dantalion looked overhead as
Cain few up several metres and towards him, rapier always pointing towards
him. At the apex of the leap, Cain suddenly dropped downwards with his rapier
aiming for the supraclavicular fossa through the ultramarine chainmail armour
that Dantalion was adorned with, while manifesting more energy-mass nearer
the hilt of his hand-rapier to increase the driving force.

Dantalion saw what Cain was trying to do and immediately dodged back while
sticking his long sword out to where Cain was falling. Instead of getting impaled
by the upright long sword, Cain twisted himself at the last minute and his hand-
rapier jammed through the forearm of Dantalion’s sword hand. The energy-mass
of the chainmail waivered but held on mostly, which ended with only a slight stab
wound where blood dripped out, but without much impairment in the movement
of the arm. The force of the impact sent Cain careening off to the side and few
another few metres before crashing into a tree that was growing on the side of
the narrow valley.

Dantalion unsummoned his long sword and examined his right forearm. Apart
from a small puncture wound, there was nothing serious. He shrugged and
grinned on all his three faces before resummoning a replacement long sword.
Cain was not in good shape—that high speed attack and subsequent unexpected
defense and crash shook his concentration a little, and that caused the energy-
mass to give way just a little at that critical moment. Cain picked himself up
from the dusty ground and coughed a couple of times, trying to get rid of the
discomforting dust that he had accidentally gotten in his throat. Realising that
Dantalion probably didn’t suffer so much as a scratch, he quickly stood back on
his feet and got into a guard position.

“Is that all you have, Cain?” Dantalion said sneeringly. “You had two tries;
why not make it three before it is my turn? After all, I don’t really want you to die
that quickly, yes?”

Cain cursed under his breath again. He was getting played once more by
Dantalion. Putting all the power in one blow was not going to work; his stomach
churned in disgust when he realised he was fighting like that brute Brutus. Dan-
talion’s only vulnerable looking target was his three faces, since they were not
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wearing any helmet to protect them. The concentration and willpower of Dan-
talion was most definitely higher than Cain’s and thus any one-on-one tests of
energy-mass quality was definitely not going to be in Cain’s favour.

Cain gathered his thoughts oncemore and this time, summonedmore energy-
mass to extend the length of his hand-rapier. Previously it was at the standard
length of a rapier proportional to his height, but now, it was suddenly twice the
length as it was while still maintaining the same weightless quality. His muscles
tensed as he observed Dantalion, waiting for a much needed opening.

“What’s the matter, Cain? Scared? You think that a longer rapier is going to
save you? Are you overcompensating for something?”

“No,” Cain said as calmly as he could. ‘He’s trying to psyche you out, make
you lose your concentration and willpower; don’t let him do that. You can do
this, you can survive this, but only if you keep your wits about you and not get
surprised.’

“Oh my! Cain is suddenly all calm and quiet. . . I wonder if he is trying to do
something interesting this time. . . ” Dantalion said as he shifted his long sword
into the guard position as well.

The two Spectral beings stood there, motionless, eyeing each other care-
fully, looking for visible twitches, and tiny movements, anything that could tele-
graph the intention of the attacker. Even though the energy-mass long sword
and rapiers didn’t have any weight bearing down on them, the need to hold them
out at guard for an extended period of time started to bear upon the muscles of
the two opponents. What began as a simple waiting game became a much more
high stakes game of attrition as neither opponents wanted to give ground and
yet were trying to seek an opening.

Dantalion started to get bored with the stand-off. He feigned a thrust attack,
which got telegraphed out to Cain, who immediately parried off the long sword
with the forte from the inside before counter thrusting himself with the point of
the hand-rapier aimed at Dantalion’s left face. The added reach from the hand-
rapier did its job and Dantalion found himself having to dodge back and duck very
quickly to avoid a cut to his face. But Cain didn’t stop there. Seeing that Dantalion
had started to give a little ground, he parried off Dantalion’s still extended long
sword from the outside hard and quickly shifted the point back towards the right
face of Dantalion. The torque caused by the parry gave Dantalion little time to
counter-torque it, and as a result, his right face suffered a gash from the hand-
rapier which struck true.

Without resting on his laurels, Cain unsummoned the extra length in the hand-
rapier and flanked Dantalion on the right, intending to make use of the shorter
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length of the regular rapier to improve his position. Dantalion was still a little
stunned at the successful blood-drawing attack, but he recovered from his initial
shock and quickly switched his grip for his long sword and stab it backwards
towards the direction that Cain was moving. The long sword made contact with
Cain’s pink light cuirass but did not have much of an impact. Meanwhile, Cain
got into position and thrusted his hand-rapier in the general direction of Dan-
talion’s exposed neck with the intention of hitting at one of the major arteries
that transported blood to the head. But Dantalion’s missed stab ended up go-
ing upwards and hooking Cain’s right arm in the same direction, which caused
the rapier thrust to miss contact of Dantalion completely. With a long sword
now slicing up to his armpit, Cain leapt once more into the air, not as high as
the first time, but high enough to throw himself completely beyond the reach of
the long sword while maintaining the close distance between himself and Dan-
talion’s head. Sensing that something was amiss, Dantalion released his long
sword, which disintegrated when it lost contact, and took a forward dive-roll to
get out of the way of the airborne Cain.

Cain saw that Dantalion had dive rolled out of the way and quickly projected
more energy-mass into the ground to push himself higher up into the air before
starting to run away in the direction that he was going earlier until Dantalion
caught up with him. That was the opening that he needed, and if he couldn’t
Dantalion to save his life, at least cause enough of a distraction that he could
just run away as fast and as far as he could. Hopefully Dantalion would not try to
catch him.

Dantalion recovered from his dive roll and looked back to see Cain reaching
higher up into the air and running. He grinned evilly to himself on his two other
faces, his third still hurting from the gash. He sat down on a rock nearby and sum-
moned an energy-mass balaclava that wrapped tightly around his faces, leaving
on the front one exposed and applying enough pressure on the right one to pre-
vent the wound from bleeding out too much. The wound thus tended, Dantalion
leapt up into the air augmented with energy-mass and continued the chase for
Cain.

Cain kept on running through the air. By then, he had already dematerialised
his energy-mass hand-rapier, and he was trying to think of the best place he
could run to and hide away from Dantalion. That last round of fighting was very
close, and while Cain seemed to have the upper hand, it was clear that Dantalion
wasn’t really fighting with full force, and that was what scared Cain. He had
never seen Dantalion fight anyone with full force, but from the rumours he had
heard, Dantalion at full force was something to behold, something that he with
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his limited concentration and willpower cannot even hope to match, let alone
surpass to guarantee the successsful defeat of Dantalion. He kept on running
and tried to take mental notes on where he was, and where could be safe, but
themore he ran, themore it seemed that he was running into Dantalion’s territory.

‘No good,’ Cain thought to himself. ‘I don’t have a good enough place to hide
away. . . it looks like I have to face him again. Unless I go to Axolotl, but no one
knows where he is! And it is not as thought Axolotl can do anything about this. . . ’

Cain kept running as fast as he could, but he did not pay close attention
to where he was. Before he knew it, he was suddenly pelted with lots of iron
pellets. One of them hit his exposed nose and he lost concentration from the
pain momentarily, which caused his energy-mass augmentations to weaken and
him to descend rapidly.

“Oh fuck! Where the hell am I?” Cain yelled as he stumbled forward. Re-
gaining a bit of his concentration, Cain projected energy-mass downwards to
stabilise and slow himself down, but when he did, he found that he was getting
attacked by a small legion of Spectrals armed with hand cannons. The iron pel-
lets that he felt in the air were the iron ball bearing bullets that the cannons
were firing, and now that he was much lower than before, they hurt a whole lot
more too since the ball bearings do not lose that much energy at a lower alti-
tude. Cain summoned a crude energy-mass shield in his left hand to help parry
off the pellets and tried to increase his altitude, which was impossible since he
never figured out how to do that before. Fearing for the worst, Cain used the
energy-mass projections to slow himself as much as he could as he summoned
his hand-rapier in preparation for an inevitable fight.

Dantalion was chasing after Cain for quite a while until he realised that the
latter was running straight towards one of his legions. Thinking better about it,
he gave up the chase and instead went directly to the legion that Cain was about
to pass by. It was he that gave the legion instructions to use their cannons on
Cain. And now Cain was forced down from the sky, straight towards Dantalion,
who now had additional artillery support.

Cain landed on the wide field in front of the fortifications in front of him. At
the very top of the foritifications where a row of cannons and associated can-
noneers, all aiming at him. And in the centre of the formation stood Dantalion,
this time with an energy-mass armour that reflected his true status as a Duke,
complete with heraldry and colours on a deep ultramarine base colour the per-
meated throughout the entire armour.

“You. . . you bastard!” Cain shouted out at Dantalion.
“Oh? I didn’t ask you to run here. . . you chose this spot yourself!”
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“You knew it you bastard!”
“No you are wrong. I honestly do not,” Dantalion said as he shrugged his

massive shoulders. “I still enjoy the entertainment of fighting you myself and
tearing you limb for limb, so these cannoneers here are just going to prevent you
from running off.” With that, Dantalion leapt off the fortification and projected
tendrils of energy-mass that helped slow his descent down on to the wide field
in front of Cain.

“I was too lax before, but now, I come to kill,” Dantalion said as he summoned
his energy-mass long sword. Unlike the one that he wielded before, this new long
sword was a good twenty percent longer and broader, and a whole lot meaner
looking. Dantalion’s armour was also different—instead of the chain mail that he
was wearing earlier, he was in full plate armour, complete with a gorget and helm
to protect both his neck and faces.

Cain shivered. He knew that he wasn’t going to make it. And since Dantalion
was still a good fifty metres away. . .

“Oh no you don’t! You fucker! Don’t you dare phase away fromme!” Dantalion
yelled and charged as Cain faded away from the plains.

Once again, I was sitting in front of my laptop, working on yet another round
of home work. It wasn’t a particularly hard piece of home work, but it did take
some time to understand what was going on and to put things into the right form
in order to make head or tail out of it. I had been typing it out in LATEX for the
whole afternoon, and was starting to feel out of sorts. At times like this, I wished
that I had a room mate in my dorm so that I could at least talk to someone to
help alleviate some of the inherent boredom that came about from such work.
But of course, considering that I might have to dodge out any time to deal with
any Spectral being incursions, it was actually quite hard to ensure that whoever
was going to live with me be clued in and understanding of the situation without
causing too much of a ruckus. I knew from Ah Gong that in many cases, most
people didn’t really understand what was going on, and it was far easier to just
act the fool and do things on the sly than to try and justify and explain. It was
also one of the reasons why he decided to end up in the nursing home where
he had some allies that he could convince to help with the charade against my
suspicious father to ensure that he could still do the task that Axolotl gave him
to do.

Of course, Ah Gong had to pay the price for that deception, with the events
that transpired five years ago. I was there but. . . I shook my head. It wasn’t
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something that I wanted to relive if I could—it was not a particularly nice thought
to have anyway, the events from five years ago. Needless to say, I was thankful
that my old buddy Jim understood me completely and helped cover up for me the
times that I wasn’t actually physically present in the Material Plane—him being
my alibi had saved me many an uncomfortable explanation. Just then, my cell
phone rang once more.

“Hello,” I said, picking up the call.
“Yo, Tommy,” Jim said from the other side of the line. “What are you up to?”
“Oh the usual, home work, wondering about life, getting bored. . . ”
“I see, I see,” Jim said, sounding all mysterious.
“What are you up to?”
“Me? No no no. . . nothing, I’m not up to anything at all.”
“Then a call in the afternoon. . . that’s not even remotely normal for you.”
“Wanted to ask if you had dinner yet.”
“Well,” I said, pausing to take a look at my watch. It was five in the evening.

“No, but I think it is roughly the right time for dinner.”
“Yeah, that’s why I called. Wanna go eat prata?”
“Dude, again? Can we eat something else? Maybe something cheaper?”
“Sure, I suppose,” Jim said. “Fast food okay?”
“Sounds just about right. McDonald’s? I kind of miss the fish burger there.”
“Huh,” Jim said, sounding a little confused. “You’re a wierd punk ass. In that

case I’ll just walk over and meet you in like fifteen minutes. We can walk to the
place; I don’t really want to drive that short distance because of the impossibility
of finding parking there.”

“You mean that Linda isn’t going so there’s no need to impress anyone with
your driving.”

“Oh shut up,” Jim said, giggling somewhat uncontrollably. “Stop teasing me
you big hero. . . anyway, I’ll see you in fifteen minutes.”

“Yes. Bye.” I hung up the call and put down my cell phone and slumped back
into my chair, looking up at the ceiling for inspiration. Yep, it was a long day and
it was definitely a goood thing that Jim called the time he did.

I locked up my laptop screen and grabbed my wallet from my desk and put
on a pair of clean jeans from my laundry hamper before slipping into a pair of
sports sandals. I looked at my watch—it was ten past five, just enough time to
get out of the dorm room and to meet up with Jim downstairs. I got out of the
dorm and locked the door behind me, walked past the row of rooms and headed
down the stairs.
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By the time I got to themeeting point, Jim was already standing there, leaning
against a pillar and waiting for me with a bemused look on his face.

“What took you so long man?” Jim asked.
“Eh, general tiredness,” I replied as we started walking in the direction of the

fast food restaurant.
The sun was lying close to the horizon at that point, and the evening wind

was starting to blow across the campus, which provided the much needed cool
against the humidity that had gathered from the whole day of high temperatures.
Jim and I walked in silence along the concrete path.

“So. . . did you manage to talk to Cindy over the past month?” Jim said, finally
breaking the silence that was hovering between us.

“Huh? Talk to Cindy about what?”
“Oh you know, your crush on her. Frankly, it is starting to get on my nerves

with all that pseudo subtle flirting that you two have been engaging in.”
“Flirting? Jim, what are you talking about?” I protested.
“Eh, come on. ‘If you are not that hungry, maybe you can share a. . . prata

with me?’ ” Jim said, imitating Cindy’s expression that day roughly a month
back. “Are you telling me you are so dense that you cannot tell that she was
flirting with you?”

“Oh come on Jim, you know she was just playing around. . . ”
“Yeah, right, in that kind of tone. God you are so dense,” Jim said, throwing

his hands into the air in mock horror. “I don’t even know why I’m hanging out
with you.”

I shrugged as we continued walking. “You know the reason why, Jim.”
“Yeah, I know,” he said, sticking his hands into the pockets of his jeans as

we walked against the breeze. “But are you sure that Cindy cannot take the fact
that you are a Shaman Warrior?”

“Probably. She looks so care-free and innocent, I don’t really wish to subject
her to all these unnecessary worries whenever I have to go do. . . what I was
chosen to do.”

“Yeah, I understand. But maybe you should have tried to, you know, talk to
her and gauge her response?”

“Nah. Between training, school and keeping an eye out on interlopers and
having to drive them out on short notice, I don’t really have the time nor energy
to pursue any sort of relationship,” I said in a matter-of-fact way.

Jim just nodded and sigh and we didn’t speak for the rest of the walk to the
fast food restaurant.

Jim pushed open the door and we stepped in. Like always, the place was
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packed with students from the university who decided to grab a quick meal from
the fast food place while making use of the ample space to do their personal or
group study, in spite of very obvious signs that were plastered around that said
to not hog the tables for such use. Secretly, I hoped that there was some isolated
spot that was not so conducive for those students so that we could find a place
to actually sit and eat, but we could always try to look for that later.

“Hi, welcome to McDonald’s, how may I help you?”
“Uh, I’d like a Big Mac meal, no up size and a fillet meal for my friend no up

size,” Jim said as I stood nearby and eyed the crowd. For the large number of
people that were present, the line at the counter was noticeably non-existent.

“Okay sir, what drinks would you like to go with that?”
“Coke for me and sprite for my friend.”
“Okay, that will be ten fifteen please.”
Jim fished out a ten-dollar bill, a ten-cent coin and a five-cent coin from his

wallet and handed them over to the guy behind the counter, who smiled and took
the money and placed them into the cash register. “Your order will be up shortly.”

I lounged about and looked boredly around. Jim noticed that and dug me in
the ribs. “Dude, cheer up; we have food!”

I nodded—I understood. I was just so tired from having worked on my home-
work for the whole afternoon. Sometimes I wondered if Jim ever did his home-
work since he always seemed so care-free and had all the time in the world to
partake in his various food escapades.

A few short moments later, our food was ready and Jim took the tray, elbowing
me as a hint to move along with him to look for a table to sit at. Almost on cue,
my earlier wish for a spot to sit and eat at were answered and we soon found
ourselves sitting in a dinghy corner that had inadequate light for any form of
studying and could only sit two people. Jim put the tray down on the table and
snuck into the deeper seat, while I just took the closer one. Just as we were
about to dig in, I felt a familiar sensation.

Jim seemed to have sensed that something was amiss and gave me the look.
I nodded my head—something had phased in again. Jim sighed, picked up the
fillet burger and passed it to me. “Eat this before you head out. No point charging
in with an empty stomach.”

I nodded and took the burger from Jim gratefully, stood up from the seat and
headed out of the fast food place, all the while nibbling on the burger. When I
had finished the burger, I had been far enough from observation from the casual
person, and immediately concentrated on the phase pointer that I was carrying in
my wallet. The colours swirled about me, and my senses numbed, and I carefully
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controlled how much of myself was phased into the Spectral Plane. Soon my
senses came back and I started to look for the source of the disturbance. I
projected the temporary energy-mass armour and leapt up into the air as high
as I could, perching atop the tendril of energy-mass that I projected downwards
in order to gain enough height. In a distance, I saw the familiar shadowy shape
of a Spectral being that was not in the Spectral Plane. It was tall looking and
thing, and was luckily in what seems to be another quiet place—near one of the
engineering quads where there were few people during most times of the day.

I dropped myself carefully to the ground and ran closer to the engineering
quad while still clad in the temporary armour. It was hard to determine the best
sort of protection I should be going for without actually seeing what type of Spec-
tral being I was up against, though given the general shape of the shadow I saw
from afar, I had a pretty good idea of its abilities. With most of my corporeal self
in the Spectral Plane, getting to the engineering quad was pretty straightforward
since I did not have to worry about dealing with the interim buildings, though as
always I found it a little disconcerting when I kept charging through the concrete
and seemingly impassible structures. Since this time I didn’t have a true time
limit like the time in the Prata Place, I took a little more precaution, trying to take
more cover by using the Spectral Plane instead of the Material Plane.

Navigating the Material Plane with from within the Spectral Plane was not
without its dangers. As I was approaching the shadow in the Material Plane,
I started seeing a fortification increasing in size as I got closer to it. I have
never really phased into the Spectral Plane from the university before, and so
was a little stunned to see an obviously artificially built structure. According to
Axolotl’s Journal, the hierarchy of the Spectral beings was such that everyone
was for himself, so it was unlikely that they worked together at some point, and
yet there about two hundred metres in front of me was a stone fortification that
most definitely required the effort of more than one person to build. Fearing
for the worst, I found a safe spot in the Material Plane and phased myself back
mostly, so as to keep an eye on both the Spectral Plane and Material Plane at
the same time.

I quietly went past the fortifications while avoiding the buildings in the Mate-
rial World, and found myself staring out on a large and wide grass plain. Standing
out there ahead was an ultramarine coloured armoured person, complete with
complex heraldric images on his back plate. I looked up to the battlements of
the fortifications and saw that there were a row of people up there, with what
seemed like cannons. That scared me a lot—it meant that Axolotl’s notes were
incorrect; there were cases where Spectral beings where actually working with
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each other as opposed to trying to destroy themselves.
‘If Axolotl’s notes can be incorrect on this instance, are there any other things

that they are also wrong? Could that be the reason for the incident that occurred
five years ago? Is this omission deliberate, or is Axolotl hiding something?’
I thought to myself as I continued to observe the Spectral in the ultramarine
armour.

“You bastard! You fucking wimpy bastard!” A Voice boomed from the ultra-
marine armour. “You fucking phased over! I would chase you down and kill you if
not for the ancient laws! I cannot afford to be offed because of some safeguard
set in place aeons ago. Well I hope you die miserably in the Material Plane,
Cain!” And with that, the armoured Spectral turned around to face the fortifica-
tions and leapt up to the battlements, its augmenting tendrils of energy-mass
trailing behind it and pushing off of the ground.

I had no clue who that was, but it did seem different from the Spectrals that
Ah Gong and I had been dealing with. But that was not any of my business now;
that Spectral being that strayed over to the Material Plane was Cain. I didn’t
remember crossing swords with Cain before, but according to Ah Gong before
he passed away, Cain was one of the faster Spectral beings, relying on agility and
finesse to force his way through. But Cain was nothing special, just another low
social status Spectral just like Brutus, only probably a little more cunning. But
his speed worried me; using the “heavy” energy-mass armour was not going to
help me much since its concentration requirement lowers my ability to move at
full speed.

I phased over completely to the Material Plane and hid behind one of the
pillars and observed Cain quietly. He stood there in the middle of the engineer-
ing, looking as confused as he could be. He wasn’t wearing his trade mark pink
armour, but was dressed in what seemed like regular university student wear. It
was a little disarming, but to see a lanky Spectral dressed in a T-shirt and jeans
just standing in the middle of the engineering quad looking confused and even
sad.

Keeping my wits about me, I stepped out from behind the pillar and walked
out towards the Spectral in the engineering quad.

“Cain,” I said quietly.
“Who is that?” Cain said, startled as he turned around to look at me. Cain

was a pale-faced man around one point eight metres tall, thin, and looked as
though he had been alive since the early nineteen hundreds. “Who is that, and
how do you know my name?”

“I’m Tommy, Jing-gang’s grand son.”
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“You! Shaman Warrior!” Cain hissed.
“Yes, it is I. Please phase back to where you come from. Unlike my grandpa,

I don’t have the ability to force-phase you, and you understand what that means
with regards to the ancient law.”

“I. . . I cannot phase back! I don’t have my phase pointer. . . Dantalion. . . ”
Cain said before suddenly cutting himself off.

“Dantalion? Who is Dantalion? Was it that Spectral in the ultramarine armour
standing in the field on the other side?”

“No!” Cain suddenly said, his voice much harder than before. “Nothing! I
don’t have my phase pointer, so I cannot go back!”

“I can phase you back if you want. . . ”
“Take help from you? No fucking way! Even if you possess a phase pointer. . .

you’re Material Plane scum, the lowest of the low. If anyone heard that I was
phased back to the Spectral Plane with the help of a Material Plane scum, I will
never be able to hold any territories again! Go fuck yourself!”

“You do realise what you have just said, right?” I replied softly, enunciating
my words carefully. I wanted the reality of the situation to sink within Cain’s mind
before I did anything.

“Yes! You have to fucking kill me!” Cain said, his eyes turning red with anger,
his pale-skin slowly ruddying up, themuscles tensing. “Bring it on, Material scum!
You are not your grandfather—and I have bested him before. You are nothing!”

“And yet,” I said carefully as I cautiously slipped into a guarding stance, “he
managed to force-phase you back.”

“Fuck you!” Cain roared, suddenly lunging forwards with a hand-rapier that
materialised out of his right hand, aiming straight at me. I took a step back
and did a reverse roll to get out of the way before summoning my energy-mass
“speed” armour. Cain’s rapier-hand just passed harmlessly by.

From where I stood, about one metre away from Cain, I projected an energy-
mass jo, which I held with my hands resting on the top, while standing square
and facing Cain.

“Let me help you phase back Cain, it doesn’t have to end this way. I don’t
really want to have to kill you.”

“Well,” Cain said as he completed the summoning of his pink energy-mass
armour, “I would like to kill you anyway, so you are fine.” With that, he grinned
while staring daggers at me, his hand-rapier on guard instead.

There we stood in the middle of the engineering quad, facing each other,
watching, and waiting. To anyone who walked by, we looked just like two LARPers
all dressed up to partake in a simulation of combat violence, except that the



65

violence to come was anything but a simulation. We stood there, facing each
other, muscles relaxed yet at the ready to spring into action at any time. Rapier
against jo—no true advantage to whoever goes first, considering that the jo was
designed as a weapon against the katana. We were in full view of anyone who
was looking into the engineering quad, and I didn’t want to draw unnecessary
attention with blood parts flying about, hence the reliance of my second most
proficient weapon.

Cain stared at me, waiting for me to telegraph my move. But I was with the jo,
always defensive, rarely on the offense—I could out wait him the whole evening
if I had to. As long as I could complete my task, it didn’t matter how long it took;
time was really on my side instead of his. If I didn’t finish the job, some other
Shaman Warrior out there would sense his presence and finish the job there; it
was hard to be a fugitive in a place where the hunters themselves are invisible.

The wind blew across the quad, rustling the leaves in the trees that lined the
perimeter. I eyed Cain with as much intensity as he stared at me. A stand-off.

Then a small movement caught my eye. Cain was on the move! He moved
forth with great speed, enhanced by tendrils of energy-mass that dug deep into
the ground behind him to propel him forwards in my direction, aiming the point
of his rapier straight for my exposed face. I side-stepped niftily and smacked the
hand-rapier down with a twist of the jo on my left hand, before changing grip and
pushing the jo through the grip of my left with my right, aiming for the temple of
Cain. It struck true and Cain reeled off to the left, his momentum disrupted by the
change in the force vector. But he didn’t stay off course for long. Regrouping, he
leapt into the air towards me, his rapier poised to stab me from above. I stepped
to the right this time, and deflected the incoming stab with the jo and, keeping
with the momentum, struck him in the other side of his face. Cain flew off again
due to the impact, and landed on the ground, clearly stunned.

“What the fuck did you just hit me with?”
“Just a jo. A simple stick.”
“Fucking hell,” Cain said, standing up and concentrating. I didn’t like what

I was seeing; it looked as though Cain were attemping to get enough concen-
tration so as to boost his speed more with the energy-mass that he summoned.
This might be the final fight for now, and with that in mind, I quickly demateri-
alised the jo and materialised my katana, with more emphasis on the edge to be
as sharp as I could control.

Without warning, Cain leapt forward from a lunge, spinning in the air as the
tendrils rolled him and propelled him forwards, the hand-rapier acting as the
fine point in which to stab me with. Time seemed to slow down as I saw the
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telegraphed move and stepped off to the left while swinging my katana blade
outwards at the rapier tip. My blade cleanly sliced through the hand-rapier, and
followed on through to Cain’s hand, up his arms and through his body, cutting into
a horrible helix as he spun through the sharp edge. His scream was deafening,
but he was propelling himself too fast to stop or change direction in time. His
blood splattered everywhere in the most ungainly manner, but since he was a
Spectral being, they disappeared as quickly as they came out. By the time the
rest of his body flew through my blade, there was nothing left of him to be seen.
I stood there, my katana still out with the blade’s edge facing forwards, my body
shivering and my mind tearing up from what I just witnessed. Beads of cold
sweat appeared on my brow and I breathed heavily from the exertion of slicing
through the body of an armoured man.

‘Good bye Cain,’ I thought to myself as I dematerialised the katana and ar-
mour and collapsed on to the ground.

“Hey, are you alright?”
“Sir, are you okay?”
“Oi, Tommy, get up!”
I heard a lot of voices about me, my eyes closed, my body lying on the ground.

I slowly opened my eyes. There was a crowd of people surrounding me and
looking at me with concerned faces, and Jim was one of them. I wanted to open
my mouth to say something, but for some reason, I could not seem to control it.
The concerned people were still looking at me and talking to me, trying to elicit
a coherent response from me, but I just couldn’t reply to them.

Then Jim just came forward and lifted my arm up and put it around his shoul-
der. Some of the other people helped to bring up my dead weight and support
it as Jim led the way out of the field and on to the side walk of the field, where
some benches were. They carefully lowered me to the bench, where I sat there,
my eyes alert and moving, but everything else seeming stunned.

“Hey, hey, do you know this guy?” Someone asked Jim.
“Yeah, he’s my buddy.”
“Is he doing okay?”
Jim looked at me. ‘I’m alright,’ I thought to myself. ‘I just need to rest for a

bit to recover my strength.’
“Yeah, he’s alright. He needs to rest a bit to catch his breath and let the blood

flow more normally first before he’ll be more active. Thanks for the help guys—I
think I should be able to take it from here.”
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“Okay, you two take care now,” one of the people said as they waved at Jim
and I and walked off.

“Dude,” Jim said after the last of them were out of sight, “what the heck
happened?”

I slowly foundmy strength and control back and test movedmy arm; it worked.
Looking around, I recognised Jim.

“It was Cain,” I said in a soft voice.
“What, Cain hit you that hard?”
“No, he. . . I killed him.”
“So? He refused to go back, yes?”
“That’s not the point. I killed him. . . in a very mutilating way.”
“How? You chopped his head right, just like Brutus? You’ve been through

that,” Jim said.
“No. He was flying towards me like a screw with his hand-rapier in front, and

I just swung my katana out and held it there and. . . ” My mind blanked out and I
slumped back into the bench.

“Oh. Oh my,” Jim said, as he realised what I had just witnessed. “That is
major levels of fucked up. Do you want to talk to a counsellor or something?”

“How can I do that? ‘Uh hi, I just killed someone in this really graphic way,
but don’t worry, it is part of my job to uphold an ancient law, and that person
isn’t really a person per se, and no, he doesn’t leave anything behind once he is
dead.’ That will never work. I think I see why Axolotl wanted us to be all pacifist.
Urgh, my head. . . ”

“Come on, let me help you back to your dorm room. Maybe a good night’s
sleep will help.”

“That’s not all,” I said, genly pushing away Jim who was trying to help me up.
“What do you mean?” Jim said, curious.
“Cain mentioned something about Dantalion, and I saw a Spectral being that

was unlike any we have seen before. It had an ultramarine plate armour, very
regal-looking, seems to be of a different breed than the riff-raff that the Shaman
Warriors have been dealing with.”

“So? What’s this Spectral any different, and what has it to do with Dantalion.”
“I think this Spectral is Dantalion.”
“I’m not seeing the problem here,” Jim said quizzically.
“This Spectral had an army.”
“This Spectral had an. . . woah, hold on! An army, like, a bona fide army of

other Spectral beings?”
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“Yes, that’s what it seems like. I saw a fortification on the way to the engi-
neering quad. I don’t think Axolotl ever said anything about this. Ah Gong didn’t
mention about it either.”

Jim sat down beside me and was very quiet, his face giving away that he was
thinking about it deeply. I just sat there and close my eyes—and bit by bit, the
image of Cain getting shredded up appeared in vivid detail once more. With
great fear, I opened my eyes wide and shook my head in the attempt to clear
that mental image.

“You know what Tommy?”
“Yeah?”
“Let’s bring you back to the dorm first. Next morning, I think you should check

in with a psychologist friend of mine; he’s cool and I can help you explain the
situation. You definitely need help, I mean, even many of those soldiers who are
back from their tour of duty needed to get some counselling to deal with the post
traumatic stress disorder. You are a soldier Tommy, whether you see yourself that
way or not. You should get some help.”

I nodded feebly.
“But after that, I want you to make contact with Axolotl.”
“What! No! Not after that incident!”
“You don’t have a choice,” Jim said. “All the knowledge that you are running

on came from Axolotl, and now there is something big and important enough and
yet it was not something that was told to you by Axolotl. I ask you this question:
what if Dantalion were the Spectral being that phased over to the Material Plane?
Do you think you have enough knowledge and expertise to deal with the threat?”

I sighed. Jim had a point.
“But I don’t know where Axolotl is. Each time I met him, Ah Gong was the

one who took me there.”
“The answer is simple.” I looked at Jim confused.
“We consult your Ah Gong.”
“But he’s dead!”
“Through a seance by a medium.”
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Journal of Axolotl II

We stood there and waited, Ah Gong looking as patient as he was always, while
I was just dying to have my first chance at manipulating that energy-mass that
Axolotl’s Journal said. From what I saw that Ah Gong did, the energy-mass was
something that seemed almost magical, the ability to just create matter out of
nowhere; it was something that was against every known principle in the science
text books that I was using in school.

“Ah Gong, is Axolotl coming out?” I asked him.
“It takes a while—don’t be so impatient.”
Sure enough, there was once again a deep rumbling from within the cave,

and a high pitched shrieking. The sound that was produced didn’t sound exactly
similar to the time that we were there, but it had been a week and I was way more
excited and new to it all then, so I couldn’t say if there was a change or not. The
high-pitched shrieking gave way to more deep rumblings and grindings, and an
indentation appeared in the rock surface before rolling off, revealing once more
the inky darkness behind it.

I looked eagerly through the inky darkness, expecting Axolotl to walk out
slowly in his aquamarine armour like before. From within the darkness, I started
to hear the soft thud sound of foot steps. Thud, thud, thud, thud. An aquamarine
armoured person with a helm of cheek fins appeared through the opening and
greeted us once more.

“Oh Jing-gang, you are back so soon?” A now familiar raspy old voice em-
anated from within the helm with the strange cheek fins. “Is Tommy here?”

“I’m here!” I replied enthusiastically. Ah Gong rubbed my head with his
gauntletted hand.

“Yes, Axolotl, he’s here. He read the Journal up to the concept of energy-
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mass—I think it is time to teach him some basic survival skills with it.”
Axolotl took a few steps forward slowly, and knelt on one knee and looked

straight at me, his eyes glowing subtly through the slits of the helm. Comfortable
as I was with his presence and voice, his sudden closeness and eye-glow made
me take a step back involuntarily.

Axolotl chuckled. “Don’t fear me, Tommy. I’m just old and a little. . . different,
that’s all. Now,” he said as he motioned me to come closer, “on to some serious
business.”

Axolotl stood up and looked down at me and said “Summon an energy-mass
stick!”

“How?” I asked.
“I thought you read the book I gave you. . . ”
“Well, yeah,” I said sheepishly. “But I never really tried to summon any energy-

mass before.”
“And that’s why you are here!” Axolotl bellowed suddenly, obviously annoyed.

“Summon a stick!”
I shrunk back a little, not wanting to feel the wrath that was obviously hiding

beneath the helmet. Pacifist or not, it felt like an angry Spectral being was the
last thing that I wanted to deal with.

I started to close my eyes before concentrating, but remembering Ah Gong’s
words, opened them quickly and tried to imagine a stick in my mind, a stick that
I was to hold with my hands. At first it was hard; I started to think of many other
things, like where Ma was, or my home work, or even the nursing home, the run
that Ah Gong did to get us here. But Axolotl’s “Focus!” shocked me back into
imagining a stick, a single piece of stick that would sit on my hand. Strange
enough, the more I concentrated on it, the more it felt as though it were less of
a hallucination or thought and more of a real object.

“Take a look at your hands,” Ah Gong said encouragingly. I followed his advice
and to my amazement, I saw the shape, size and colour of a stick that was exactly
the same as the one that I was imagining about. I tried to move it, but it seemed
that even though the stick was in contact with my hands, it wasn’t solid enough
to be moved about by my hands. It was a very disorienting experience.

“Okay, that’s good,” Axolotl said. “That is a nice piece of energy-mass stick.
Now the problem here, as you have noticed, is that that even though youmanaged
to summon a stick out of pure energy-mass, it has the properties of exactly what
a hologram has, meaning, it does not and cannot interact with the world about
it. This type of energy-mass is easy to summon, but will not be useful at all given
what you have to do as a Shaman Warrior.”
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“Now, try to unsummon it.”
I paused. “Unsummon it? Do I just imagine that it is not there?”
“Well,” Ah Gong said. “Not quite. Just forget about it, that’s the better way

than trying to imagine that it is not there.”
I looked at the energy-mass stick in my hand, it was white, solid yet transpar-

ent, and was holding steady at roughly a three-foot length. I stared at it, then at
my hands.

“Ah Gong. . . I don’t know how to forget about it!”
“Eh?” Ah Gong said. “So we should go back to the nursing home right? Will

your Ma be there?”
“I dunno,” I began. “Maybe she is. . . ”
“Look at your hands again, Tommy,” Ah Gong said.
I was confused and turned my gaze from looking at Ah Gong to looking at my

hands. The white, solid yet transparent three-foot long energy-mass stick was
gone.

“Where’d it go?”
“It dissipated because you forgot about it,” Axolotl said. “This is a very impor-

tant thing to remember. You must always be aware of what energy-mass objects
you have summoned. If you start to forget any of them somehow, either from be-
ing distracted, or getting knocked out completely, all of the objects that you have
summoned will cease to exist. One of the ways that I have seen many Spectrals
and Shaman Warriors fall is that they get ambushed and thus surprised, mo-
mentarily forgetting that they had summoned specific energy-mass artifacts like
armour or weapons, and as a result, were easily defeated. Always be aware of
your surroundings and never allow yourself to be surprised, and then whatever
energy-mass object you summon will not dissipate like this.”

I nodded my head to show that I understood what Axolotl said.
“Now, let me teach you a conditioning exercise that will give the energy-mass

objects you have summoned the consistency and properties of steel,” Axolotl
continued. “While what I might teach you this now in a way that uses your con-
scious mind, once I have told you the method, you should be able to understand,
remember and concentrate on this at the subconscious level.”

I nodded my head again.
“Good. ‘The strength of steel is within me.’ Say it,” Axolotl commanded with

his still raspy voice.
“Huh?”
“Tommy, just say what Axolotl told you. . . ” Ah Gong said from a little farther

away. It seemed that while Axolotl was instructing me, Ah Gong had made his
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way to a tree nearby to lean on. I could tell that he was keeping an eye on both
of us, and looking about just in case there was an ambush.

“The strength of steel is within me,” I recited, feeling a little silly at it. “That’s
it?”

“Not quite,” Axolotl said. “You have to now imagine and believe deeply that
the strength of steel is within you. The innate properties of an energy-mass ob-
ject comes from one’s beliefs—while one’s imagination can summon an energy-
mass object from the higher dimensions, one’s concentration is needed to keep
it in existence, and one’s beliefs are needed to ensure that the object is concrete
in the plane of existence you are on and not some abstract mirage. So, say it,
believe it.”

“The strength of steel is within me,” I said, this time with greater compunc-
tion. “The strength of steel is within me. The strength of still is within me.”

“The strength of steel is within me!” I said out as loudly as I could, and for
some reason, imagined the stick that Axolotl asked me to summon earlier. To my
amazement and surprise, the same white-coloured energy-mass stick appeared
in my hands, and when I tried to move it about, the stick moved the way it was
supposed to, and felt more solid than before. I could have sworn there was some
mass or weight on it, and there was some resistance on the stick. Even though I
could feel some weight on it, I found that it didn’t affect my ability to manipulate
that stick about in a fast way. The stick felt a little cool to the touch; it felt as
though I were touching a piece of steel. I looked at Axolotl quizzically.

“That’s right, you have summoned an energy-mass stick that has the proper-
ties similar to that of steel.”

“But is it real steel?” I asked.
“No. It’s only energy-mass. Technically, for the stick to be called steel it

should have an irregular matrix of carbon and iron atoms, which have both energy
and mass. But the stick is amorphous—it is not made up of atoms but by the
very fabric of the world itself; the energy-mass. But don’t get me wrong,” Axolotl
continued, “when you swing that thing and hit some one or something with it, it
will hurt. It can maim, and it can most definitely kill.”

Axolotl stepped back and walked towards a tree and pulled down a low-
hanging branch before walking back to me.

“Now, try to break this branch with the energy-mass stick you just summoned.”
“Will it work?” I asked.
“Do you believe that the strength of steel is within you?”
“Yes. . . ”
“So it will work. Do it,” Axolotl said.
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I looked at the tree branch that Axolotl was holding on to and shrugged. I
lifted the energy-mass stick high, and swung it down as hard and as fast as I
could. The energy-mass stick swished through the air with a whoosh sound and
made contact with the tree branch, which buckled, cracked and was severed into
two. I looked at the broken tree branch in amazement.

“That is the effect of a strong belief,” Axolotl counselled. “The stronger the
belief, the stronger the properties of the energy-mass manifests itself. If you can
condition yourself to have several beliefs, they all manifest themselves into the
energy-mass that you summon, with interesting but complicated outcomes. If
you are unconvinced, just as your Ah Gong,” Axolotl said, sounding as though he
were pranking Ah Gong from beneath his armour.

“Okay, try dropping the stick,” Axolotl said.
“Forgetting it?”
“No, just physically drop it.”
I held my hands out with the stick in my fist. I released it. The stick fell,

but it fell slowly under the gravity. It didn’t really go far because once the thin
tendrils of energy-mass that connected the stick to my hand was broken, the
entire white energy-mass stick simply disintegrated into the air. I knew I read
about this disintegration or dissipation effect when the summoned energy-mass
was not in contact with the summoner, but the effect I just saw was more real
than anything I had read before.

“This is a demonstration of the close contact effect of energy-mass. Now, I
want you to try something a little different. Summon a suit of armour for yourself.”

“A suit of armour? Will it be heavy since it is steel like?”
“You will have to find that one out yourself. Everyone has different feelings

from the different types of armour that they summon. Remember that you should
try to imagine it in your head, and more importantly, always keep that thought
close to your concentration, otherwise you might run into the situation where you
lose all the energy-mass objects that you unsummoned accidentally.”

“What kind of armour should I imagine? I don’t really have much experience
with armour of any sort,” I replied Axolotl.

“Try looking at your Ah Gong and thinking how you would feel or look like if
you had his armour on you.”

“Ah Gong’s armour? It looks complicated.” It was true. Ah Gong’s armour
looked elaborate, even though it had the somewhat understated matt colour of
grey, beyond that simple glance, it was obvious that the armour had a good
model from which to base on. It was layered lamellar, medieval knight styled,
but it hung about him in the most snug form. I wasn’t sure if I could follow
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what he had created after more than fifty years of summoning and manipulating
energy-mass.

“Just try,” Axolotl. “If you haven’t realised by now, the whole process of
energy-mass control is limited by your imagination, concentration and willpower,
and so the only way to make sure that you are able to control the energy-mass
to ensure that you can protect yourself is to actually try to do it. Especially now,
when we are here and can act as a buffer in case any other Spectrals come by.”

I shrugged. It was more complicated than that stick that Axolotl asked me
to summon earlier. I kept my eyes open, and tried to concentrate on a generic
armour that seemed to be like the one that Ah Gong was wearing. I saw, in my
mind’s eye, myself clad in an armour that had a great helm with visor, gorget,
breast plate, back plate, vambraces, gauntlets, cuisse, and greaves; the whole
works. They felt tough, but not uncomfortable; tough, snug but not that cutting.
It felt vivid, and I felt as though I was already donning the armour. But since they
were made of steel in my mind, I knew that it was going to be heavy. Hefty and
heavy.

“Ah ha, that’s not a bad first attempt,” Axolotl said, breaking me out of the
trance-like state that I seemed to be in.

“Huh?” I replied in a confused tone once more.
“Look at yourself,” Ah Gong said from his position by the tree. “Actually, try

to take a few steps forwards.”
I tried to take a step forward, but found that I was overladen with the combine

weight of the armour that I had summoned myself. It was as heavy as I thought,
and therefore there was no way that I could move in that thing. It made me
wonder how Ah Gong and Axolotl could move that smoothly while in their bulky
armours. I started protesting.

“Remember what I said about energy-mass?” Axolotl said, his eyes shining
again through the slits of his helm. “All of its properties are controlled by your
subconscious feeling. You thought that the armour was made of steel, and thus
imbued it with all the properties of steel, from its strength and toughness, down
to its general heavy weight. But you must remember, energy-mass is not normal
matter. It doesn’t have to weigh a thing unless you want it to. It doesn’t have to
be tough and inflexible unless you will it to be so. Now,” Axolotl said as he raised
his gauntletted hand and pointed back at me. “Try again.”

I forgot about the armour that I had and found myself able to move about
much more easily than before. Then, armed with what Axolotl just told me, I
tried to imagine myself in armour again; myself clad in an armour that had a
great helm with visor, gorget, breast plate, back plate, vambraces, gauntlets,
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cuisse, and greaves; the whole works. I knew that the material was tough, but
very light, and comfortable, easy to move in. It felt vivid, and I felt as though I
was already donning the armour.

“That’s good,” Axolotl said. “Now try moving.”
I tried to take a step forward. To my surprise, it was effortless, almost as

though I were just wearing whatever clothes I had worn to the nursing home to
visit Ah Gong earlier. I tried moving my hands, and found that they too were
unconstrained by the armour. I looked at Axolotl, who simply nodded.

“Now try to summon the stick like before. Make sure you keep the armour on
too, and the trick to do that is to imagine both at the same time.”

I nodded, and imagined a stick roughly four feet long and around half an inch
thick in my hands. It had some heft to it, but was still fairly light, strong but
flexible. I glanced down at my hands, and the stick was there. I gripped it tight,
and found that it was strong, yet it didn’t feel heavy. I spun it about, and found
that it swished through the air like a rattan cane; flexible.

Axolotl nodded in approval at what I had managed to do. “That’s good—you
have grasped the basic principles. You should continue reading the book; your
Ah Gong will tell you when’s the next time we will meet again. There are quite a
few other things that you can do with energy-mass. . . ”

“Like fast running through the air that Ah Gong does!”
“Yes, that is one of the other things that you can do. You will realise that the

ability to augment your abilities with energy-mass is limited largely by the power
of your mind, both in the sense of what you can come up with in terms of creative
use, and the ability to maintain concentration over what you have summoned. I
can only show you how to start with the basic energy-mass manipulations; you
will have to figure the rest out as you go along.”

I nodded. “Thank you Axolotl!”
Ah Gong walked up to me and put his hand on my shoulder. “Alright, we have

to go now.”
“Oh before you go,” Axolotl said, “Timmy, I would like to suggest something.”
“Hm?”
“If you haven’t picked up a martial art, you should do so. Preferably one

involving unarmed combat and one with some kind of close-ranged weapons.
The book I passed to you should have some thing said about that. Ask your Ah
Gong for more details.”

“Okay!” I said cheerily, delighted at my new-found ability and the idea that I
could go learn some martial arts. “It’s going to be just like in the movies where
Jackie Chan and Jet Li and Bruce Lee go round kicking butt!”
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“Heh,” Ah Gong said under his breath. “You wish. Anyway Timmy, you need
to unsummon the armour and stick, otherwise it is hard for me to run us back to
the nursing home.”

“Okay Ah Gong,” I said, forgetting about all the energy-mass that I had sum-
moned. I then climbed on to Ah Gong’s back, and he leapt into the air and ran
back towards the same abandoned town which connected back to the nursing
home.

“Ah Gong,” I said from the seat next to his bed in the ward. “What martial
arts should I learn?”

“That’s up to you and what you like,” Ah Gong said softly. “But generally, you
want something that can handle heavily armoured people with and without using
weapons—that is pretty standard for the types of Spectrals that you might see.”

“Oh okay,” I said.
“Alright, it’s almost time. You should read the book until the part on sensing

and then come visit me again.”
“Okay Ah Gong!”
“One more thing before you go and wait for your Ma downstairs. . . ”
“Hm?”
“Remember that you can summon energy-mass in the Material Plane also.

This is very important. You can safely practise some of the manipulations here
if you are careful. And you will need to practise a lot.”

“Oh!” I said, realising what it meant. “Okay! I will try to practise more.”
“Remember that this is not a game. . . lives are at stake here. Alright, you

should go to the porch to wait for your Ma. Tell her I said hello.”
“Alright Ah Gong, you take care, and I will come visit you again some other

time.”
Ah Gong smiled and rubbed me on the head before tilting his head towards

the door of the ward.
I walked out of the ward through the door and made my way through the

corridors till I reached the porch. Ma was already there in her Camry, waiting
for me. I ran towards the car and quickly opened up the back seat door before
entering and shutting it behind me. As I put on my seat belt, Ma started the car
and drove out of the porch once again.

“How was Ah Gong?” She asked as she eyed the traffic.
“He seemed happy to seeme, it took him a while to realise who I was though?”
“Huh, that’s new. I didn’t realise he was suffering from some memory loss. . . ”
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“Oh no, it isn’t like that,” I quickly added. “He was sleeping when I arrived,
so it took him a while to get more alert to realise who I was.”

“Oh yeah, he’s always like that; very bad at recognising people or things when
he just wakes up. That’s why your Pa started to get annoyed when Ah Gong was
still living with us.”

“Ma?”
“Hmm?”
“Why does Pa hate Ah Gong so much?” I asked curiously. As far as I could

tell, Ah Gong wasn’t half as bad as Pa seemed to make him out to be.
“Well, your Pa just thinks your Ah Gong is scheming something, even though

I just think that your Pa is just overreacting most of the time. You Pa likes things
that he can manage and control, but your Ah Gong seems to defy everything that
your Pa believes in.”

“So Pa hates Ah Gong?”
“Nah,” Ma said as she took another turn. “I won’t say that he hates Ah Gong,

he just doesn’t generally agree with Ah Gong says or do most of the time.”
I kept quiet at that point. I didn’t really want to antagonise my mother too

much; even when I was ten, I could realise that she was the sandwiched person
in many of the issues that crop up between my father and my grandfather. I
couldn’t understand much about the situation then, but I saw enough to realise
that she was torn between loyalty to her husband and filial piety to her own father.

The trip home from then was relatively uneventful. When we arrived back
home, I helped Ma carry up the bags of groceries to our apartment on the fifth
floor. When I was done with that, I retired to my room and closed the door behind
me and sprawled on my bed, staring intently at the ceiling. That hour with Ah
Gong and Axolotl was very interesting and exciting—it was the first time that I
experienced energy-mass manipulation frommy own creation. I still couldn’t get
over the fact that I had summoned energy-mass on my own.

Then Ah Gong’s words resonated in my mind.
‘Remember that you can summon energy-mass in the Material Plane also.’
That sounded so corny at that time. I was in the Material Plane, how I could

summon energy-mass? I mean, suppose I tried to picture a simple foot-long rod
of energy-mass with the consistency of steel, but much lighter, in my right hand,
it wouldn’t be there right?

I glanced over at my right hand to confirm my assertions.
There was a white rod in my right hand, roughly one foot long. It felt like it

was made of steel, but when I lifted it up by flexing my arm, it moved along with
my hands effortlessly; clearly a weight that was way less than that of steel itself.
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I opened my grip and dropped the rod out of pure amazement—it immediately
dissipated into nothing.

I sat upright quickly, my head between my hands. Ah Gong was right; the
ability to summon energy-mass carried over back to the Material Plane. Just
to confirm myself, I imagined a baseball-sized sphere, with a consistency and
texture like that of those stress-balls that one got from various promotions, in
my left hand. I looked over to my left, and there it was—a white baseball-sized
sphere. I squeezed it, and it felt exactly like that of a stress ball. I forgot about
it, and it promptly disappeared.

That night, I couldn’t sleep well at all; I didn’t really know why. I kept tossing
and turning in bed each time I tried to fall asleep. Right up to that point it
always felt to me that the journeys with Ah Gong to visit Axolotl were some kind
of dreamscape; they seemed real but didn’t feel that real, especially since they
were occurring in a place that was far from the ordinaary and normal that I was
used to. But when I could summon that energy-mass from the relative familiarity
of my room, it was a shocker. I was suddenly reminded on how real the whole
situation was. The cognitive dissonance between the Material Plane and the
Spectral Plane vanished that day, and I would not be the same again.

I sat up in bed, my whole body in sweat. It was infuriating; the only person
that I can discuss this whole mess with was in a nursing home, and the other
two at home were likely to ban me from visiting him if I started to tell them
things like this. But I couldn’t bear it alone—I felt that I had to tell someone
about this. It couldn’t be an adult or counsellor; they would be professionally
obligated to tell me that I was hallucinating or stressed or things like that—I
had seen what happened to a classmate from last year when she was literally
driven to the breaking point from her parents’ obsession with enrolling her with
an excessive number of tuition classes just to keep her ahead of the rest of the
cohort. The school counsellor came by to our classroom that day and, together
with the school nurse, escorted her away to the sick bay for some discussion.
We didn’t see her for around a week, and when she got back, we asked her what
happened. According to her, she was sent to a psychological ward for observation
as her parents (in particular, her over-domineering mother) were given intensive
counselling over that time period.

But it has to be someone close, I decided. Probably my best friend, Jim. He
seemed like someone who could handle this. Maybe. With that thought in my
mind, I lay down on my bed and slowly drifted off into sleep.

Monday came by swiftly and I was back in school, sitting next to Jim as always,
in the classroom. The two early morning classes were done and we were at our
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recess time. Jim brought his own ham sandwich while I had to go buy some bee
hoon from the canteen stall on the first floor.

“So, are you coming along?” I asked Jim.
“Hm, sure why not? Let me grab my ham sandwich box and go with you.”
“Okay,” I said as I fished out my wallet from my school bag. The two of us

exited the classroom and walked down the three flight of stairs to the corridor
linking the canteen with the classrooms. We shared recess time with many of
the other classes, and so by the time we got to the canteen itself, it was quite
packed.

“Hey Tommy,” Jim said, having to shout a little over the din of the canteen.
“I’ll find a place for us to sit—you go on ahead and get your food. I should be
nearer the far corner of the canteen.”

“Okay,” I shouted back at Jim, who nodded and ambled off towards the rear
of the canteen. Jim was my best friend; I had known him since I was around
six or seven years old. He was a little on the heavy side, with all his habits of
eating various types of junk food like chips and fries on a daily basis, but he
had been a loyal friend. He liked cracking jokes most of the time when we were
talking together, but when there were serious issues, he would always provide a
listening ear for my complaints, before giving out some of his thoughts on them.
I have found that in general, in spite of the fact that he was also ten like me, his
advice turned out to be very sage-like and meaningful, and I had grown to rely
on them more and more for situations where I didn’t know how best to proceed.

I queued up at the line for the “dry” fried bee hoon stall and waited it out for
my turn to come. The stall wasn’t anything special since it looked like the stan-
dard concrete window of every stall in the canteen, but the food that it served
was easily among the best that the canteen had to offer. Long as the line may
be, it really didn’t too long for it to clear and have me at the head of it, ready
to provide my order. I made my order and the friendly stall owner dished out a
generous portion of the fried bee hoon onto a melamine plate and I paid him the
amount from my wallet before grabbing a pair of melamine chopsticks and exit-
ting the line to the right. I walked towards the back of the canteen and towards
the corner. From the corner of my eye, I saw Jim gesticulating like a lunatic at
one of the benches and made my way over carefully, trying to simultaneously
avoid the crowd of people in between and to balance my plate of bee hoon. It
wasn’t really as hard as it sounded.

“Heyo!” Jim said as I put my plate of food down on the table and swung a
leg over the bench before swinging the other over to sit down. “What’s up?”

“Oh hahaha,” I started, while gripping the chopsticks carefully with my right
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hand. “I need to tell you something.”
Jim looked at me, his mouth mid-chewing on the ham sandwich that he

started. He quickly chewed and swallowed that.
“You look serious. What is it?”
“It’s about the things that have been happening to me over the last two week-

ends. I need to talk to someone, and I think you’re the only one that I can talk
to about this.”

“Hmm,” Jim said with a thoughtful look on his face. “Go ahead.”
I started telling Jim about the whole business of Ah Gong, Axolotl, the Jour-

nal, the phase pointer, the Shaman Warriors, the energy-mass, the phasing,
the scheme that Ah Gong was using regarding the nursing home, the Material
Plane, the Spectral Plane, the ability to summon and control energy-mass on both
planes, the ancient law that needed to be upheld and many other things that I
had seen, heard or read about over the last week regarding this. All this while,
Jim just sat there and listened quietly as he munched on his ham sandwich. It
wasn’t clear if he was actually understanding what I was saying, but at the very
least it did seem as though he was paying attention. By the time I was done ex-
plaining everything, he had finished his ham sandwich and I had finished eating
the bee hoon. I stopped and wiped my lips with a piece of tissue paper before.

“Okay,” Jim said with a contemplative look on his face. “That’s a lot of things
that you’ve just said. It sounds a little on the fantastic side, and from the time
I’ve known you, I don’t think you’d come up with such an elaborate story for no
reason. You said that you could summon energy-mass even in this world that you
call the Material Plane. I suppose if you could actually demonstrate that to me,
it would make everything seem more than just plausible.”

“I can do that!” I said.
“Ah,” Jim said diplomatically. “Maybe after school today. Doing it now would

probably scare and confuse a lot of people.”
I looked around the canteen. My peers were everywhere, and considering that

I wasn’t particularly skilled in the summoning and manipulations of energy-mass
yet, there was a high chance I might miscalculate the size and shape of the thing
that I summon and cause chaos in the crowded canteen. As always, Jim was the
more level-headed of us two.

“Okay, I’ll show it to you after class.”
Jim nodded before shutting his lunch box and climbing out from the bench

and holding on to his lunch box. I got away from the table and picked up the
empty plate and utensils and brought them to the cutlery return area, where each
stall put up a large basin for everyone to put their used plates and utensils in to
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for reclaiming and washing. After that, Jim and I headed back for the second
round of classes.

The end of school came eventually, and I was starting to get restless all
throughout the second half of the day. It wasn’t because I was dying to show
off what I could do, but rather, I was almost desperate to show Jim that I wasn’t
lying and to let someone else in on the whole thing that I seemed to have gotten
myself into. As our classmates filed out of the classroom to head on to their af-
ter school activities (be it official extra-curricular activities or their own stufF), I
took my time to pack up my school bag and to wait for everyone but Jim to leave.
Soon enough though, the classroom was clear of everyone except Jim and I. Jim
put away the book that he was reading all these while and got up from his seat
and walked towards where I was standing.

“Alright, let’s see this energy-mass thing you were talking about,” Jim said in
a skeptical yet inquisitive manner.

“I’m going to summon a stick of energy-mass that is around three feet long
and it will be hard but light,” I declared to Jim, who nodded his head in anticipa-
tion. I held out my right hand and concentrated on imagining a rod roughly half
an inch thick and three feet long. It felt hard when I gripped it, but it was still
light, almost as though it were made of balsa wood.

“Dude, that’s weird as hell!” Jim exclaimed. I looked at my right hand, and
sure enough, a white energy-mass rod that was half an inch thick and three feet
long was there. Jim reached out and touched the tip of the rod tentatively and
found resistance. Intrigued, he grabbed the tip of the rod with his left hand. The
firmness of the rod was undeniable.

“Can I lift it?”
“Only if I’m still in contact with it.”
“Ah, that’s right. Okay, hold on to the other end and leave it on the table.

You’ll form a pivot on that end and maintain contact while I left the other side.”
I gripped the other end of the rod and held it with my left hand, releasing my

right hand grip, and placed the rod flat on the table. Jim held on to his end of
the rod and lifted it up carefully. It was clearly very light. Without any warning,
Jim suddenly used his free hand to palm slap the centre of the rod.

“Owww,” he grimaced in pain. “That was not what I was expecting. Damn that
thing is tough.” He released the rod and it fell back onto the table with hardly a
sound.

“Okay,” Jim began while rubbing his sore palm, “drop the rod.”
I picked up the rod with the same hand that was forming the pivot, held it at

eye-level, and released my grip. The rod dropped a couple of centimetres, still
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connected to my palm with a few tendrils of energy-mass, before disconnecting
completely and dissipating into nothing. Jim just stood there and looked at me,
his mouth agape.

“Now, do you believe me?”
“Yes, yes I think so,” Jim said as he recovered. “There’s one thing that I would

like you to do though.”
“What is it?” I asked Jim, knowing that he was about to give me some useful

advice.
“Don’t show this ability to anyone else, and talk to me again about this in

about a week. I think I can help you find out about martial arts that fit what your
Ah Gong said. But you should be prepared to train long and hard in them—these
things take a while to master, and if the rest of what you had told me were true,
you don’t really have that much time to ensure that you have mastered them.”

“I think that your Ah Gong is right. This is not a game, and lives will be at
stake here.”



Chapter 6

In Search of Truth

I found myself waiting outside the porch of my dorm once again on a Saturday
afternoon. Jim had told me that he would be there to pick me up at around one
in the afternoon to take us to a medium that he happened to know to try and
make contact with Ah Gong. In all seriousness, I wasn’t really that sure about
the whole idea, since it required the belief that Ah Gong’s soul was somehow
still out there, and that there is really a way to contact him. The engineer within
me didn’t really believe that it was true, but at this point there was little choice.
Dantalion could be a real threat, and that he had an army at his disposal was such
a critical difference from what we had seen before that some form of clarification
was necessary. And of course, Jim was running a little late. He always ran a little
late on Saturdays, partly because he rarely woke up early, and even if he did,
there was always something that he had to do before he could come out.

As I stood there and waited at the porch, getting a little impatient, I saw a
familiar car driving in to the porch. It was Jim. He tapped on his car horn lightly
and signalled that he had seen me. I waved, and waited for him to drive into the
driveway. He stopped next to me and I got in to the car and rode shotgun. When
I had fastened my seat belt, Jim released the hand brake and we were off to the
medium.

“So, who’s this dude? You just sent me a text message last night that you had
found a medium that was willing to try a seance to talk to Ah Gong.”

“Oh this guy? I used to go to secondary school with him. Then he said that
he had a calling from the gods to contribute towards the well-being of the human
race and the spirit world by helping to channel the spirits of those who had since
passed to give a hand to the living and what not.”

“In short, you are saying that you’ve found a nut case,” I said, unintentionally
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letting loose my inner disbelief.
“Oh come on,” Jim said as he eased the car on to the highway, “you’re a

hairy knuckled engineer, and yet what do you do on the side again? Phasing
through different ‘planes of existences’, summoning and controlling strange and
exotic types of matter that so far have not been validated or studied by science
in general. I think of all the people, you have the least reason to criticise this
friend of mine.”

I sulked in my side of the car. Jim was right, over the ten years that I had been
exposed to the whole Shaman Warrior business, I had been struggling internally
to deal with the apparent contradiction of the rationality of my studies and my
personal observations. Though to be had, what I had done was replicable if I
had to, but the whole medium thing didn’t seem to have such support.

“Well, at least you can see the energy-mass objects that I had summoned.
And on at least one occasion you had interacted with the stuff that I created too.
I don’t think that I had ever seen evidence that showed that seances actually
work.”

“Well,” Jim said as he steadied the car on the highway, “What I’m trying to say
is that perhaps there is a different side of reality that you haven’t really looked
into. Besides, I don’t think we have a better way of looking for Axolotl, right?”

“I could, in theory, start from where the nursing home was, phase into the
Spectral Plane and then attempt to look for Axolotl by mimicking the way and
direction that Ah Gong took.”

“Right, because searching blindly for a place that was around a million metres
away is so going to work out well. Oh, did I forget to mention that you have to
deal with the many Spectral beings that are out there hunting you down while
you search because, golly, you’re violating the ancient law yourself, no?”

I shut my mouth and just sat there quietly, fuming. It wasn’t really a good
start, but Jim got me, he got me good. As usual, his level-headedness and well
thought of answer made perfect sense—it did sound rather stupid to try to make
a blind search over such an expansive area. Besides, it had been over five years
since I last went with Ah Gong, and the detailed directions had been rather hazy.

We continued the rest of the journey with relative quiet, with only the hum of
the engine breaking the silence, and the occasional sound of a car that over took
us at an illegal speed. Jim was already driving at the speed limit of the highway,
and unlike many of the other drivers, he was in no rush to break it and end up
with all kinds of problems. Soon, we arrived at the exit that he was looking for
and he signalled left to filter back to the left most lane, before slowing down as
he headed out of the exit by the ramp. I looked at the sign at the exit—it was East
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Coast Road. That sounded a little strange; could it be that his friend was one of
those rich people who got rich from swindling folks who wanted some form of
reassurance from their dead loved ones?

Jim navigated the maze of roads towards a desolate looking road at the foot
of a hill that I could have worn I hadn’t seen before when I was in that region
while undergoing my secondary education.

“That hill didn’t seem to be there.”
“It had always been there. It’s just that each time you pass it, it is fairly dark,

so you never realised its existence.”
“This medium friend of yours, he lives on the hill?”
“Yeah. He said something about that hill being conducive in terms of being

a gateway to the spirit world and what not. Complicated Feng Shui stuff that I
didn’t really take the time to understand.”

Jim drove up the sole road leading up the small hill, going as slowly as he
could as the road up was surprisingly tortuous. I sat there and watch the thick-
ness of the trees slowly gaining upon us the farther up we went. Even though it
was just past mid day, by the time we got to the top of the hill, the thickness of
the canopy covered made the whole place look as though it was night time. Jim
manoeuvred his car carefully and parked it to the side of the road before killing
off the engine. We both got out of the car.

I instinctively started to become very wary of the place. It was giving out
vibes that I felt familiar, as though some Spectral being was about. But it was
more than just that, there was something inherent malevolent about the feeling
that I was getting. I couldn’t really put my finger on just what it was, but the
sensation was enough to trigger my subconsciousness to summon a temporary
energy-mass armour about me.

“Oi,” Jim said, clearly observing me. “Why’d you do that? Relax. . . ”
“No, it feels like something I had known before.”
“Okay man. Just don’t over react. If you kill anyone here, it’s murder, not ‘I’m

just doing my duty’ killing. Anyway, we’re heading up to that house over there.”
I looked at where Jim pointed. It was a grey-ish bungalow, colonial in style,

with creeper vines growing on the lower half of the walls. It looked like it could
have belonged to someone who had lived on this island since the early nineteen
hundreds. I had seen such houses before, and really they were quite pricey, often
costing on the upwards of a million dollars. And considering that this was at East
Coast Road, one of the prime areas for real estate, it could easily be on the high
side even when compared against other properties of similar build and size.

“Huh, he lives here? Are his parents rich?”
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“That I don’t know,” Jim admitted as we made our way towards the front door
of the bungalow. “I hardly hear him talk about his parents actually. By the time I
started to know him well enough to actually talk about family without undergoing
any form of awkwardness, we were already done with secondary school, and he
was off to ‘fulfill his destiny with the gods’ and it was hard to keep in touch with
him. So I cannot really say much about this place and him. What I do know,
however, was that this place was owned by some officer back in the colonial era
and was actually rediscovered some ten years back before it got all restored and
stuff by some anonymouse people. That was quite strange because these sorts
of restorations tended to be quite big, you know, historical artefact and all. Oh,
we are here,” Jim said as we got to the door. Jim used the knocker.

Thock. Thock. Thock.
We waited outside. From somewhere within the house, a distinct voice was

heard.
“Jim? Is that you?”
“Yeah!” Jim yelled back through the door. Realising that there was someone

here after all, and also discovering that the initial vibe that I was getting was
almost non-existent, I quietly unsummoned the temporary armour, returning my
exterior from the white energy-mass armour to the usual T-shirt and slacks that
I often wore.

Footsteps echoed loudly through the secluded house; it seemed that the floor
of the bungalow was made of some kind of hard wood set over an emptiness
below it—a cellar perhaps? We waited patiently on the foyer of the house, and
soon enough, the footsteps stopped, and I heard a couple of dead bolts being
pulled back before the door that separated us from the interior of the house
creaked open.

I was half-expecting some wizened person who was all wrinkly from the con-
stant exposure to the spirit world, should it exist. Instead I found that I was
looking at another twenty-something male. If not for the orchre robes that he
was wearing, he looked exactly like me or Jim.

“Oh hey Jim! It is you! How’ve you been?”
“Hello Oracle! How’re things with you? University is hardman, maybe I should

follow you and skip it.”
“Hahaha. . . I’m not an Oracle, just a messenger. I had to follow the calling

of the gods, but you, I don’t know, if you didn’t go to college, what would you be
doing?”

“No clue! Hahaha. . . anyway, this is Tommy,” Jim said as he beckoned me
over.
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“Hi, nice to meet you. How should I address you?”
“Call him Oracle,” Jim said teasingly.
“My name doesn’t matter much anyway, so calling me Oracle is fine. Though

I must remind you that I am merely a messenger to the various spirits that you
might want to commune with and that I don’t really give any sort of advice in the
true sense of the word.”

“Oh, alright then, Oracle.”
“Come on in Jim and Tommy. It’s more comfortable inside that out, I promise.”
I took the opportunity to look away from the orchre robed person in front of

me and into the living space behind. It was actually quite well lit and inviting, a
far cry from the exterior where we were at. I thought that it would be dark and
filled with all kinds of occultic symbols, but it seemed that I was wrong at that
time.

Jim looked at my semi-obvious gaping at the interior of the bungalow and
nudged me.

“You were expecting skulls, satanic symbols and other random paraphenalia,
right?”

“What? No!” I protested vehemently as I followed Jim into the house.
“Yeah, right,” Jim grinned. “Oh, don’t forget toremove your shoes since we

don’t need them in the house.”
I did as I was told and stepped through the open door before closing it gently

behind me.
To say that the interior of the bungalow was inviting was a mild understate-

ment. It looked luxurious compared to the apartments and houses that I had
seen till then, and it was all well-lit, but it was hard to tell from the outside. But
the luxury wasn’t ostentatious—it made the whole place feel cozy, like a pants
that is comfortable to put on, or like the hipster cafe with cool music and nice
furniture to just relax in. I started wondering just how Oracle could actually afford
all these. But first, business was at hand—Ah Gong needed to be contacted and
Axolotl needed to be found.

Oracle beckoned us to take a seat in the living room, and Jim picked a couch
to crash into, sinking slightly into the soft cushions that made up the couch. I
just picked one of the velvet stools nearer the coffee table and sat down. Oracle
sat down on one of the black leather upholstered work chairs nearby; it seemed
to be his favourite chair as it alone was set apart from the rest of the furniture
that seemed to be selected to fit together in an overall theme.

“Okay Tommy, how may I help you?”
“Oracle, I need to contact my grandpa. I want to ask him about how to find
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someone.”
“Hmm. Okay, we can try that. Do you have the details of your grand father,

like the ‘eight characters’ of his birth, the ‘eight characters’ of his death, and his
name at birth and death?”

“Yes, I have them here,” I said. “How is this going to work?”
“Well, we will head down to the basement where the spirit portal is located,

and then I will search the spirit world with the information you have given me.
Once I’ve found the spirit, I will contact it and convince it to come over and
manifest itself to talk to you directly.”

“I thought the usual thing was for the spirits to possess you and use you as
a means of communicating.”

“Oh no no no. . . ” Oracle shook his head. “That’s only for really old spirits that
don’t like the new protocol that has been in place for the last hundred years, or
so the gods have told me. Something about them liking to actually feel through
a body and things like that. I mean, I can allow a spirit to ‘borrow’ my body for a
while to help convey the messages that needed to be conveyed, but these days
the spirits are more tech-savvy and can materialise themselves better, especially
if the region is materialisation friendly, like my basement where it is near a spirit
portal.”

“Hmm, alright then,” I said as I handed the slip of paper that had the infor-
mation that Jim told me to prepare a while back to Oracle. Oracle took a look
at it, acknowledged that it seemed valid, and motioned us to follow him into the
basement.

Jim shook his head. “Your Ah Gong, you go talk to him. I’ll just stay here and
wait for your return.”

“Okay then, see you in a bit.”
Oracle led me through the living room down a corridor of bed rooms (why

there were so many while he seemed to be the occupant puzzled me), and to
the kitchen, where a solid steel door opened up the the basement. I looked
hesitatingly at Oracle.

“What’s with the steel door?”
“Oh, that just in case we get really unruly spirits. This steel door is heavy, so

even if the spirit materialises, it cannot really push through it that much since
a materialised spirit doesn’t have as much corporealness as compared to say a
living person,” Oracle said in a matter-of-fact way.

“Do you have that problem often?”
“Mmm. . . not often enough. But with these things, you just need one unruly

one to really cause a lot of havoc.”
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I nodded my head in understanding—sounded like those Spectral beings that
I had to deal with each time one of them snuck into the Material Plane. For some
reason, that thought resonated within my head, but I could not understand why.

I entered the steel door and was met by a small landing followed by a flight of
steps that seemed to go down deep into the hill. Oracle grabbed an LED lantern
from the side and switched it on, its white light illuminating everything within a
five-metre radius. He handed me the lantern and closed the heavy steel door
behind us, bolting it shut. I passed the lantern back to him and he led the way
down the flight of steps.

“Be careful Tommy, it’s a long way down, roughly thirty or so metres below
the house.”

“This is the second basement, right?”
“Haha! You’re good! That’s right. I’ve another basement, a standard one,

where I keep things like wine and old furniture and computer servers. This one
is a completely different basement that has been here longer than the house
is. It’s hard to run enough power down here—I’ve only managed to run enough
power lines to power the spirit locator device that the gods told me to build. So,
no lights her for us hahaha. . . all the light we are going to get will be from this
LED lantern.”

“I’m assuming you have spares lying everywhere?”
“Oh yes, definitely.”
I started to find it fishy. Technology? Electricity? When I heard of the medi-

ums and seances, they needed anything except high-tech gadgetry and electric-
ity. Just what was it that this person is trying to do?

We walked down the flight of steps for a while more before we entered a large
cavern. As expected, it was about thirty metres from where we first started from
the kitchen. The cavern was large—it was definitely more than the meagre light
from the LED lantern could handle, but it wasn’t that big that echoes bounced
everywhere and so on. In the centre of the cavern was a dull-red translucent cloud
atop a ring-like pedestral that seemed to be made of stainless steel. From the
bottom of the ring-like pedestral was a long cable that connected to a desktop
computer that was sitting nearby.

“You’ve got to be kidding me. . . when you said ‘search’, you actually meant
with a computer?!”

“Well, it wasn’t this way before,” Oracle said, in a somewhat sheepish way.
“The gods told me that they had to upgrade their search mechanism to support
mediums who were trying to locate spirits to help reduce the errors of channelling
and more importantly, reduce the likelihood of fraud from fake mediums who
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couldn’t prove that the spirit that they were channelling was indeed the correct
one, assuming that they were channelling a spirt at all.”

I face palmed. But there was still something rather fishy about the whole
thing; computer technology in the spirit world, the corporeality of the materi-
alised spirits, the “gods” possessing such capability. I took a closer look at the
ring-like structure, and I could swear that it had a tinge of aquamarine. I looked
at the dull-red cloud, and immediately that vibe I got from sensing Spectral be-
ings came back once more, but this time, in full-force.

I instinctively summoned up my temporary energy-mass armour, which star-
tled Oracle.

“Who. . . what are you really, Tommy?”
“A Shaman Warrior. By any chance, was the god you were speaking to called

Axolotl?”
“Why yes! The god I spoke with was Axolotl! How’d you know? Have you

spoken with the god too?”
‘That bastard,’ I started thinking to myself. ‘What is the meaning of this?’
“Okay, can you search for my grandfather?”
“Yes, I can do that!” Oracle said, suddenly being extremely eager to please.

The pieces of a puzzle started coming together but not close enough for me to
actually realise what was going on. Oracle went to the desktop computer and
pulled up a search box and proceeded to type in the details that I had given him.
Soon enough, the computer made “ding!” sound.

“Tommy, I’ve found a match. Should I try to contact the spirit for you?”
“Please do,” I said while trying to reassess the situation. It was clear that the

“spirit world” that Oracle was talking about resembled too closely to the Spectral
Plane. I started to wonder if the connection was merly coincidental or if there
was some actual deeper meaning behind it all. Not wanting to take any chances,
I unsummoned the temporary armour and switched to the “heavy” armour and
stood about five metres away from the dull-red cloud in anticipation.

Oracle typed quickly on the keyboard and clicked a couple of buttons here
and there on the interface. A couple of “ding!” later, he turned to me and said
“Okay, the spirit says it is willing to come.”

“Alright.”
The dull-red cloud suddenly starting changing its form, shifting and swirling

in a chaotic pattern. Within it, I started to see a silhouette appear, and as it
materialised, I started to find it more and more familiar.

“Ah Gong!” I shouted at the figure. It was still materialising, but it stopped
part way. The dull-red cloud shifted a little and revealed a knightly figure clad in
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grey armour, the same ones that Ah Gong used to wear.
“Is that you, Tommy?” A familiar voice said, coming from the great helm.
“Yes it is!” I replied. “I’m so glad to see you!”
The figure shifted the visor up off his helm with a gauntletted hand. The face

that was there was old, wrinkled, but still seemed very familiar to me.
“Ah Gong, are you a Spectral being now?”
“Well,” Ah Gong started hesitatingly. “In a way, yes?”
I was stunned. “So you didn’t die but get phased over?”
“No no no. . . I died. Then I am now stuck here as a Spectral being.”
“Then. . . Shaman Warriors. . . ”
“. . . seemed to be a way to make sure the dead go back to where they were.”
“Ah Gong, have you seen Brutus and Cain?”
“Those two? No, I’ve not. Actually I’ve not seen anyone else here, until I re-

ceived some weird message that I should get to a particular point to materialise
here. Must be that guy over there,” Ah Gong said as he waved to Oracle.

“Ah Gong, I’ve something important to ask you. Have you seen Axolotl?”
Ah Gong’s face turned grave.
“No I’ve not. Something’s wrong?”’
“I think that Axolotl’s hiding some very important things. For example, do you

know of Dantalion?”
“Dantalion? Not much. I know he’s some kind of duke or something, very

high level Spectral being. Your Ah Gong is not that powerful, so I try to avoid
him hahaha. What about him?”

“He has an army.”
“A what? Come again?”
“An army. I saw him with an army in the fortifications in the Spectral Plane

space near my university. Cain phased through there without his phase pointer
and I saw Dantalion with an army of lesser-looking Spectral beings. They had
cannons.”

“That’s not right,” Ah Gong mumbled. “Axolotl said that there was no such
thing as a cooperative society.”

“Axolotl is wrong. I’ve seen it myself Ah Gong, I have. Do you know where
Axolotl is? I need to find him and ask him for more details?”

“Unfortunately, now that I’m a Spectral being and not a Shaman Warrior, I
can’t easily go and find him any more, Timmy. I can, however, try to do what I
can from the old place that we used to meet him to look for clues on where he
had gone. Will that help?”

“Tremendously, Ah Gong. Thank you so much!”
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“Heheh. . . any time, Timmy.”
“Ah Gong?”
“Yeah?”
“I missed you,” I suddenly said. “Being a Shaman Warrior is hard. I’ve had

to kill a couple of the Spectrals out right. . . ”
“Well, that’s why your Ah Gong always tries to force phase them as much as

possible. Less trauma to the brain. Is Jim still your best friend?”
“Yeah. He told me to go talk to a psychologist friend of his.”
“Follow his advice. He’s solid; I’m glad you found someone you can trust. If

your Pa weren’t that against me, he would work better still. Anyway,” Ah Gong
said, “I have to go. Take care okay?”

“Okay Ah Gong! You take care too!”
“Contact me again through this means if you have to, I’d be delighted to

respond.”
I waved to my grandfather as his corporeal form faded back into the dull-red

cloud. Within a few short moments, he was completely gone, leaving behind only
the dull-red cloud that made up the portal before. The vibe that I had for the
existence of Spectral beings on the Material Plane decreased in intensity, but
didn’t go away fully.

Oracle stood there in front of the desktop computer and looked at the portal
and then at me in awe.

“Wow,” he gushed. “In all these years of summoning spirits for people, I’ve
never seen one that looked nor acted like that. It was almost as though he were
experienced with being dead or something. Most of the time, the spirits will look
very confused, and it takes them a while to realise that they are dead, and takes
them even longer to accept that they are dead.”

“Oh and also, you are very different from many of those that I had helped
before! For one, you can do, uh, that,” Oracle said, pointing to my white energy-
mass armour, which faded away as I unsummoned it. “And for two, you seem to
know what exactly it is that you wanted; all business, few of that emotional thing.”

“You know something, Oracle,” I said suddenly, having a brain wave. “When
was the last time you spoke with Axolotl?”

“Axolotl? That’s a long time ago. I’ve not spoken to the god in years!”
“Then this whole set up. . . ”
“This?” Oracle said as he motioned me to follow him out of the basement.

“Axolotl set it up for me a long time back, and it is self-maintaining, so there’s
no need for maintenance and so on.”

“Hmm.” I thought to myself as we took the long flight of stairs back to the sur-
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face, with Oracle leading on with the LED lantern. The more things I am learning
about Axolotl, the more it seems that he has been hiding a lot of things. First the
whole Shaman Warrior set up, then this “commune with the spirit world” device.
What was Axolotl really up to? Was he really a pacificist or an opportunist?

“Oh Oracle, how much do I owe you for this?”
“Oweme?” Oracle said in a puzzled way. “Oh you mean payment? Nah, you’re

alright. I think somehow in some way you’re already paying for it. I can’t charge
you for this small service.”

“But you do charge other people, right?”
“Generally yes,” he said with around three floors of steps to go. “Most of the

time people want to talk to their loved ones about personal things, things like
regrets, about their current lives, asking for lottery numbers. But you, you are
different! You are looking for a god, an important god, on important business; a
Shaman Warrior. I cannot charge you for that. Axolotl’s orders.”

Axolotl again. What if. . .
“Do you know about Dantalion?”
“Dantalion?” Oracle said, thinking for a bit as he handed me the LED lantern

so as to unbolt the steel door. “No, I don’t think I’ve heard of that name before
today when you used it. No one asked for Dantalion, and Axolotl never did say
anything specific of names.”

‘It was a worth a shot,’ I thought to myself as Oracle pushed the heavy steel
door outwards. The bright light of the kitchen hit my eyes and I squinted heavily
to make out where I was. Oracle took the lantern from me and switched it off
before hanging it on one of the hooks next to the inside of the door.

“This way please,” Oracle said as he pointed the way back to the living room.
The both of us walked back there to where Jim was still sitting there, this time
fiddling with his smart phone.

“Oh hey, you guys are back. Managed to find Axolotl?”
“Nope, but Ah Gong said that he would see what he can do. Did you know that

the summoning portal was really a multi-way phase door between the Material
and Spectral Planes?”

“Huh. . . you mean that. . . ”
“Yes,” I interjected. “The spirit world and the Spectral Plane are one and the

same.”
Oracle looked at me, his face with confusion. “Are you telling me that you

have been walking through the spirit world before?”
“It’s complicated. But I think your god, and I mean Axolotl, has been doing

a lot of very interesting and odd planning before hand, and the information that
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he is disseminating is quite troubling. I would like to say that I have walked
through the spirit world before, but I don’t know if the correspondence I have
made between your spirit world and the Spectral Plane that I know of are the
same.”

Oracle scratched his head and looked at me. Jim sighed.
“Hey Oracle, are you able to receive messages from the spirits without initi-

ation from anyone in the living realm?”
“Well, yeah. That’s how the search system works anyway. I find the spirit’s

location using the ‘eight characters’ and name, and then send a message to the
spirit, who then replies me on its availability. I suppose that system can be used
as some kind of messaging system. . . ”

“Well, that’s great! Can you call me if Tommy’s grandfather contacts you? We
will come by as soon as we can when that happens.”

“Oh! I can do that!”
“Once again, thanks man. . . we should catch up some other time,” Jim said

as he got up from the couch and waved good bye to Oracle. I followed suit and
we soon left the bungalow and were heading towards Jim’s car.

“Dude. . . don’t overload Oracle,” Jim said when we got in to the car and buck-
led up. “He’s only the messenger; leave your suppositions aside when dealing
with him. Now, tell me what you’ve found out.”

I told Jim everything that happened while we contacted Ah Gong.
“Hmm,” Jim said as he turned the ignition. The engine roared to life and soon

we were on our way down the hill and back into the maze of roads before ending
up on the highway once more. “What is your opinion on this so far?”

“I think that Axolotl isn’t what he claims to be. I think that the whole ‘pacifism’
thing might not even be true. I am starting to doubt the social commentary
aspects of his journal at this point. Why’d you ask me this?”

“I suspect that there is no ancient law to uphold to begin with.”
I looked at Jim with my jaw dropped.
“Think about it. If there were such an ancient law, why would the upholding

of it from the Material Plane’s perspective be entrusted upon the most reclusive
of all the reclusive Spectral beings? And if there were such an ancient law, why
are the number of enforcers on this side so few to begin with, compared to say
the entire population of the Spectral beings? Do you know what I think?”

“I suspect that Axolotl is trying to build his own army. And the notion of the
ancient law is just a means of providing a cover for his activities. Your Ah Gong
felt okay with being a Shaman Warrior because he was pacifist—he helped to
keep the spirit of the law without drawing too much attention. But you, you realise
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that you don’t know how to force phase anyone back, right? Have you wondered
why? Have you ever wondered why that event five years ago happened and you
didn’t have this one ability that was completely legitimate as a Shaman Warrior
for maintaining the law in a pacifist manner?”

I kept quiet for the rest of the journey back to my dormitory. I didn’t quite
agree with what Jim was saying, thinking that perhaps he was jumping to some
conclusions somewhere, but the more I thought about it, the more odd it was. I
suppose the only thing I could do was to wait until we found where Axolotl was
and get the truth from him.

It was roughly a month or two since the time Jim and I went to talk to Ah
Gong via Oracle when I received a text from Jim while brushing my teeth in the
morning.

‘Oracle received contact from your grandpa. Requests we go as soon as we
can. Bring atlas,’ the message read.

‘Finally, I’ve been waiting for this for quite a while now,’ I thought to myself
as I continued to brush my teeth while locking the screen of my smart phone
with my free hand. ‘Axolotl has a lot of things to clarify otherwise and it has been
too quiet recently. Way too quiet actually.’

I spat out the lather and toothpaste frommy mouth and rinsed it with a cup of
water before putting everything aside to wash my face. Drying it with a face cloth,
I picked up my cell phone on the sink counter and stepped out of the bathroom,
switching off the light in it with a quick flick of the switch.

‘Okay. I am free this morning, come pick me and we go?’ I wrote in a text
message and sent it to Jim. As I was changing into some going-out clothes, my
phone signalled that a new message had arrived. I picked it up and took a look.

‘Can. I’ll be here in ten minutes.’
‘Wow, that was fast; he must be more worried about things than I am,’ I

thought to myself as I put on my jeans. I picked up my wallet and opened it up
to check that my phase pointer was in there. I wasn’t going to wait for time to
pass before actually looking for Axolotl; I was determined to find that Spectral
the moment Ah Gong has sent me the directions. I then put on my shoes and
stepped out of dorm room, locking the door behind me before I went.

It was clear that it was early enough in the morning on a weekend. Most
of the rooms along the corridor were strangely quiet; none of the usual hustle
and bustle that I was accustomed to. I suppose the denizens within were either
partied out and sleeping in, or for some reason, are just keeping quiet while
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doing their chores. I made my way to the stairs and went down it, munching on
a chocolate bar that I had left in my pocket. Miraculously, that bar hadn’t melted
yet in the tropical heat, especially since I didn’t really have any air conditioning
in my room to keep things at a low enough temperature to begin with.

I made my way to the porch and waited for Jim’s arrival, using the time to
calmly collect my thoughts and wonder about how I was going to talk with Axolotl.
I was hoping that it would go without a hitch, but considering that I was about to
ask some rather uncomfortable questions, I didn’t know if I was expecting a fight
or not. Truth was, in spite of the times that I had talked with Axolotl, who had
taught me the other worldly skills that I have since used much of, I had not really
seen him fight anyone or anything ever. For a while, I mused the thought that
Axolotl was somemartial arts master whose skill level was so high that every little
move that he made was enough to kill. It was a rather amusing thought—pacifist
Axolotl was secretly a killer machine that has been repressed or suppressed. I
wondered how likely that scenario was when I heard a soft honk. I looked up and
saw Jim’s car beside me.

“Get in man. . . you seemed like you were in some sort of a daze,” Jim said
as he motioned me to get into the car.

“Oh, I was wondering if Axolotl was secretly some kind of skilled warrior him-
self, like Yoda in Star Wars,” I replied as I buckled up and closed the door.

“For your sake, I hope that he isn’t some kind of skilled warrior,” Jim said as
he eased the car out of the porch and on to the main road outside. “I know you
are a second dan in jujitsu, kenjitsu and jodo, but from your description, Axolotl
has been around far longer than you. Have you ever wondered how he managed
to survive all these years in spite of the very obviously hostile environment that
he was living in?”

“I’ve always thought that it was because he hid himself well. . . ”
“Well, anyone who hides and does not move will get discovered anyway from

simple surveillance,” Jim countered. “What other possibilities?”
“Given what I had seen so far, I would say that there are probably two more.

One is that Axolotl is secretly overpowered and thus everyone knows to stay away.
The other one is that Axolotl has an army which keeps everyone away.”

“If I had to choose,” Jim said as he made another turn closer to the highway,
“I would go with the latter. What does the ‘Shaman Warriors’ sound to you?”

“An army,” I said quietly, suddenly understanding what Jim was trying to tell
me. In many ways, if the army concept were true, then my Ah Gong, I and all the
other Shaman Warriors were part of a machination that we never really knew we
were a part of.
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“It’s just a theory I have,” Jim continued while he eased the car up the ramp
onto the highway. “I mean, look at it this way. Your grandfather died and where
did he end up? The Spectral Plane. But he’s not going there as a newbie—
you’re talking about someone who knows how to manipulate energy-mass and
do all sorts of crazy things in that plane. In short, your grandpa isn’t just some
‘dead man’ who is transplanted into an unfamiliar world. He is one badass killing
machine, skilled in the ways of the Spectral Plane. Now think about all the other
previous Shaman Warriors. Don’t they all end up in the same place when they
die?”

I was silent. Jim was making way too much sense, and I didn’t really like
what I was hearing. A big scam to build his own army, the whole Shaman Warrior
business. I suddenly felt something in my stomach.

“When did you have this theory?” I asked.
“Oh, only recently. After your discussion with Dantalion, and the realisation

that the ‘spirit world of the dead’ was the Spectral plane. Unlike you, I don’t have
any pre-conceived notions on the intents of Axolotl, so it seemed to be a natural
extension. But I must keep stressing that this is just a theory—I don’t know if
it is true or not. I cannot guess at the intent of someone that I hadn’t had the
chance of interacting with.”

There was little discussion after that; we sat in silence as the car ploughed
through the nearly empty highway on a weekend morning.

We eventually exited to East Coast Road and went up the desolate road on
the hill. The tree canopy was still thick as ever, and when we neared the summit,
it was hard to tell that it was only morning. We parked and walked towards the
door, where Oracle was already standing there, waiting for us with an eager grin.

“Hi Tommy and Jim! Come on in. . . I can tell you more details of the message
that your grandfather sent me.”

We removed our shoes and stepped into the house, and made our way to the
living room like before. Jim collapsed into a couch andmade himself comfortable
as I sat on the velvet stool like before and waited for Oracle to begin talking.

Oracle sat in his leather chair and retrieved a folded piece of paper from
his orchre robe and handed it to me. I thanked him, opened it up and started
reading.

‘Hi Timmy, Ah Gong here. I have found where Axolotl is—he is not at the
same place as we met him about five years go. He has actually moved quite far
away, nearer to the Philippines than Malaysia as seen on your map based on my
estimation from phasing in and out the two planes surreptitiously. I cannot send
a drawing of the place because that’s not possible, so contact me as soon as
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you can with an atlas so that I can show you exactly where he is relative to your
geography. Take care and hope to see you soon, Ah Gong.’

“So, what would you like to do now?” Oracle asked when he saw that I had
finished reading the message.

“Let’s contact my Ah Gong and get the location. This is too important to
delay.”

“Okay! We will do that then,” Oracle said with a smile on his face. Jim sat
back on the couch and told us to go on; he would wait for us at the couch like
before.

Oracle led the way through his house back to the kitchen where the stainless
steel door was. It was shut at the moment, but Oracle turned the bolt and un-
locked it and we went in. The ritual of grabbing and turning on the LED lantern
as well as dead bolting the stainless steel door from within was carried out and
we went quickly down the steps into the basement below wihout uttering a word.
Once we got there, Oracle put the LED lantern aside and typed quickly on the
desktop computer.

The dull-red clouds started swirling around and soon enough, Ah Gong was
there in his familiar grey armour.

“Ah Gong!”
“Ah Timmy! Glad you’ve received my message. Do you have the atlas with

you?”
I nodded and handed Ah Gong the atlas as well as a pencil. He picked both

up with his gauntleted hands and started scribbling in the book, pausing only
to turn the pages over where the maps connected to a different page. After a
minute of scribbling, he finally stopped and handed the book back to me with a
smile through his opened visor.

“That’s the general idea of the places I went and some landmarks from your
geography with the associated geography in the Spectral Plane,” Ah Gong began.
“You should be careful though—something seems to be happening and there are
just a lot of Spectrals about. It made it hard even for me to go around looking for
Axolotl. I’ve also written some additional notes on how to actually contact him
in such a way that he will respond.”

I nodded, remembering the times that Ah Gong had to tap various patterns
on the walls before Axolotl would appear from within it.

“You should take a look now to make sure you understand it. I think it will
be much harder to contact me in the near future due to all these things that are
happening.”

I quickly looked at the scribbles on the atlas that Ah Gong had made. There
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were arrows pointing various routes to take, some short description of some
landmarks, and at the end, in the middle of a forest in the Philippines, there was
a cross marked there together with some rhythm written in musical notation. I
think I got the gist of the concepts.

“I think I got it Ah Gong. Thanks so much!”
“Hey, no worries Timmy!” Ah Gong said. “You should contact Axolotl as soon

as you can before he moves again. It’s not easy to find someone who doesn’t
really want to be found, you know.”

I nodded my head and waved goodbye to my grandfather. He did the same
and the dull-red cloud swirled to cover up Ah Gong, and he faded away into a
silhouette and then there was nothing.

Oracle looked at me, waiting for me to say something.
“Yes Oracle, I think we are done here. Let’s get back out to the living room

and examine the instructions in more detail. This place isn’t too conducive for
this. Also, I want Jim to have a look at it too.”

“Okay Tommy. Let’s go then!”
I followed Oracle up the stairs and we exited the basement and headed back

to the living room where Jim was still waiting. He had fallen asleep on the couch
though, and it took us a little while to wake up him.

“Huh,” Jim said groggily, his mind still trying to adjust to being awake. “All
done?”

“Yeah. Let’s see what to do from here. I would like to hear your input,” I said.
I put the atlas on the coffee table and opened it up to the page that Ah Gong

was scribbling intently on. Jim and Oracle squinted at the markings while I paid
attention to Jim, trying to discern what he was thinking. After several minutes of
intense study, Jim sat back up and looked at me.

“It looks legit to me,” Jim said. “But the problem is that the location is in
the Philippines. That is not one place that we can easily get to, especially since
it is right smack in the middle of the Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao.
That place isn’t even under the governance of the Philippine government. Not to
mention the violence that I have been hearing recently that have been occurring
there as the government troops were clashing with some of the terrorists that
had taken up that region to set up their bases.”

“Actually,” Jim continued. “I’m not even sure if this is correct. Do you think
that your grandfather is on your side or Axolotl’s?”

“I think that Ah Gong is on my side,” I said with conviction. “I have very little
doubt in that. Also, I don’t think that it is going to be that big of a problem to
get there—I just need to concentrate a little harder to really leap high enough
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that I can get there in under an hour or so. I will have to swing past the island
of Borneo along the way to avoid being over the sea all the time though. . . ”

“Listen to yourself!” Jim said suddenly. “You are rushing head first into some-
thing that you don’t really know much about. While I’m sure that you are fully
capable of getting there, you must realise that it is far enough that it is likely that
you might end up in trouble. We can try one more thing first.”

“Oracle, have you tried contacting Axolotl before?” Jim asked.
“Huh? Me? No. . . I don’t usually have a need to contact Axolotl, so I’ve not

tried.”
“But I’m sure that Axolotl has some way that you can use to contact him if

you have to right?”
“Maybe. . . I don’t think so though.”
“Okay, did he tell you how the portal works? Does it open to where the located

spirit is or do you have to tell the spirit to go to some point where the portal opens
for them?”

“I think it opens near to where the spirit is, and then it will just step into it,
thus materialising here.”

I suddenly had a brainwave—the spirit world portal was acting like a single-
fixed point phase pointer, with the free end moveable throughout the Spectral
Plane while the other fixed end was tethered permanently at this particular loca-
tion in the material plane.

“I think we can make use of this to get close enough to Axolotl without having
me to physically travel that far. But it is going to be tricky—I don’t know what will
happen when I phase over, especially if I bring my phase pointer along. Here
Jim,” I said as I fished out the phase pointer from within my wallet and handed
it to Jim. “Hold on to this for me. I think we should make contact with Axolotl
with the portal instead.”

“Okay,” Jim said as he took the phase pointer from me. “I hope you know
what you are doing. What’s the back up plan?”

“Pretend that I have died and try to contact me with the help of Oracle. If for
some reason I’m trapped there without access to the portal, I will make my way
back to here roughly or something.” I paused. “Actually, I have no idea it will
work, but this beats trying to travel that far to find Axolotl.”

Without waiting for Jim to say anything more, I nodded at Oracle and we went
down to the basement for the second time that day.

“Okay Oracle, try to find the location of Axolotl.”
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“I’m trying, but we can’t seem to find him. Maybe he is hiding or maybe
‘Axolotl’ is not his real name. Or maybe we’re just missing his ‘eight characters’
to even find the right one.”

“Hmm,” I said. “Try to see if you can open a portal at this specific locatoin.”
I pointed out the spot that Ah Gong had showed me earlier, reading out the
approximate longitude and latitude as written along the borders of the map. Or-
acle shrugged and clicked around the interface to see if he could find something
that allowed the opening of the portal at a specific location. After a few minutes
of clicking and searching, he managed to find an option that was well-hidden
among the entire interface. It was almost as though no one really wanted that
ability to be seen but was somehow too lazy to remove it completely. Or it could
be that the protal was supposed to allow that in the first place but in the guise
of making it a portal for the ‘spirit world’, Axolotl had hidden that function.

It didn’t matter. We found it, and Oracle typed in the coordinates that I had
read out earlier into a text box after clicking on the option. Immediately there was
a humming sound that we didn’t hear before. Fearing for the worst, I silently sum-
moned my “heavy” energy-mass armour and readied my stance in case some-
thing charged through. I wasn’t sure if the portal system was designed to be
specific for Oracle to operate, or if anyone else could do it too, so I wasn’t willing
to take the risk to have an incapacitated Oracle. The dull-red clouds swirled and
slowly gave way into a translucent opening that was reminiscent of energy-mass.
Through it, I could see a jungle-like place ahead.

“Is it stable?” I asked Oracle. He nodded.
I took in a deep breath and leapt through the portal. . .
. . . only to find that it was still a foot away from the ground. Cursing under

my breath, my body naturally curled up and I ended doing a forward roll on the
grassy patch before landing back onmy feet. I looked back at me, and I could see
that the portal was just there, having its usual translucent properties, its edges
flanged with a dull-red wisp that was intermittent in its existence. Through the
centre of the portal I could see Oracle and the rest of the basement, but they were
in mostly a blur. I shrugged and looked in front of me. All around me were trees,
tall tropical ones whose crowns made up the canopy that was a good twenty five
metres above me. It was an eery jungle though—there was no sound of anything
that was alive, no birds chirping, no monkeys screeching, no crickets nor cicadas.
It was deathly silent, with only the soft rustle of leaves from the occasional gust
of wind that blew threw.

I looked about me and noticed a boulder that seemed a little bit out of place,
even though it had a large amount of assorted vines and creepers growing all
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over it. I remembered from Ah Gong’s notes that Axolotl’s main door was now a
big boulder, and this looked like the one that I was looking for. I walked towards
it carefully and stopped when I was around fifteen metres away from it. Ah Gong
had written that Axolotl’s lair was heavily rigged with traps and the like and the
closest that one could get to it was around fifteen metres or so. The various
taps that he did that time when we were visiting Axolotl was a way to inform the
latter that he had some visitors and would thus disable the traps and appear
from within to discuss whatever business there was to be done.

From where I stood, I summoned a straight extension of my right hand and
started tapping on the boulder. Tap. Tap. Tap tap. Tap tap tap. Tap tap tap tap
tap. At the conclusion of the last tap, I unsummoned the extension and waited
at where I was standing on tenterhooks. This was the first time that I was talking
to Axolotl alone, without the presence of Ah Gong nearby. It was also the first
time that I had talked to Axolotl since that incident five years ago—I hope that
this time, it wasn’t going to be something that was openly hostile.

I waited, and I waited. Soon, I heard a deep rumbling from beneath me, and
the boulder seemed to start to shift, emitting a high pitched screeching sound
that I thought was from the friction between the boulder and something else
beneath it. The rumbling and screeching continued for around thirty seconds
before they both stop completely. From within, I started to hear the steady beat
of a familiar set of footsteps. Thud. Thud. Thud. The sound of the footsteps
started to get steadily louder and after a while I caught a glimpse of the top of
an aquamarine armour. It rose until the whole helm was visible, with the familiar
cheek gills. A short moment later, Axolotl fully emerged from the ground, looking
at me through his glowing eyes through the slit of his helm.

“You have found me. What is it you want?” Axolotl said. I thought I sensed a
sense of gruffness in that voice; perhaps he was still mad at me.

“Axolotl, I need to check with you on one important point. You wrote in your
Journal that there was no real cooperative society structure in the Spectral Plane,
and yet I witnessed an army and a fortification as built by Dantalion. I wanted
to know if what you wrote was in error or did I miss something when I saw that
fortification.”

“So, after what happened, you think that you can just come out here and
demand answers from me?” Axolotl said with a sense of hostility that I had
never seemed to detect before. I was starting to get worried, but I didn’t want
to reposition myself to avoid telegraphing the intent of being defensive from
awaiting an attack.

“Axolotl, I’m not trying to demand an answer; I just needed to know. Because
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it affects a lot of things.”
“I refuse to tell you anything till you have proven your worth. Defend yourself!”

Axolotl said before suddenly leaping into the air, unsheathing two feet claws from
each fist.

I was stunned, and barely had time to dive out of the way. One of the claws
nickedmy back plate and I could hear a sickening tear as the energy-mass ripped
from my reduction in concentration. From the forward roll dive, I quickly recov-
ered and summoned my energy-mass katana. Axolotl had landed three metres
away fromme, but he had already turned around to face me, his claws completely
unsheathed and him in a slight squat, ready for another leap attack. I held my
katana in front of me in kamae position, ready for any strike that might come in.

“Hahaha!” Axolotl roared. “You are too slow! How do you think you can handle
the truth? Come! Now it is your turn to attack!”

“Axolotl!” I shouted back. “I don’t want to fight you. Stop this. . . I just want
to talk.”

“Oh you refuse to attack?” Axolotl sneered. “Then eat this!”
Axolotl leapt up once more and I immediately raised my katana into hasso

no kamae, ready to strike no matter where his attack came from. But instead of
a pounce strike, he slashed towards my breast plate with an upper cut instead. I
stepped back and brought my blade down. Katana and claw clashed and gravity
won out in the end. Axolotl’s claw uppercut was smashed downwards into the
ground hard, and while he tried to stab me with his other claw-hand, I raised my
katana into jodan no kamae and brought it down fast with an otoshi drop, which
ended with the cutting edge smashing hard into the other claw-hand, break-
ing through the energy-mass vambrace and drawing blood. Without waiting for
Axolotl to recover, I stepped forward to pin his downed wrist with my foot and
placed my katana directly at his gorget, pushing it so as to make its presence
clearly felt.

“Stop this!” I said in a commanding voice. “I just wanted to talk and not fight
you! Why will you not listen!”

For a while there was silence as we were locked in that position. Axolotl wasn’t
even trying to attack me at that point—he just seemed to have stopped there.
Then out of the blue, I heard laughing. It began softly, but suddenly increased in
loudness till it became a full guffaw. I saw the aquamarine armour shiver along
with each guffaw.

“Axolotl?” I said, questioningly while still keeping the blade at his neck. I
wasn’t about to take chances in case of a feint.

“You should put that away before you hurt me any more,” Axolotl said as he
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unsummoned his claws and continued to laugh. “I’m alright.”
Somewhat confused, I took a couple of steps back and keptmy katana pointed

at Axolotl, who slowed down his laughter enough to pick himself up from the
ground. I still wasn’t going to take any chances.

“Tommy, you can put the weapon away,” Axolotl said once more, his eyes
glowing through the slit. He stopped laughing completely and examined his right
forearm, noticing that it was bleeding. Shrugging his shoulders, he unsummoned
the energy-mass vambrace, revealing a pale flesh with the slash wound, before
resummoning a new energy-mass vambrace over it, covering the gash.

“I’m serious Tommy, you can put the weapon away now,” Axolotl repeated
himself, using a voice that I had once heard before. “I needed to test your
abilities before telling you anything. I needed to know if you could. . . handle the
truth.”

“Are you going to be honest with me, Axolotl?” I said, still not fully trusting
him.

“Yes. You have shown that you are quite capable in your martial skill, more
so than the other Shaman Warriors that I have seen—perhaps it is time that the
Shaman Warriors can make a stand and protect themselves more fully without
my further intervention.”

I unsummoned my energy-mass katana and walked towards Axolotl. I didn’t
know what was the reason behind my trust in Axolotl; perhaps it was the reali-
sation that he was the only person that I could probably gain useful information
from, or it could be that I sensed that he wasn’t inherently malicious.

Axolotl walked towards the boulder that was on the side and sat down on it.
“My Journal is not wrong; the original society of the Spectral beings was in-

deed a very solitary one ever since the method of phasing was discovered. But
after a while, it is clear that some are more adept at manipulating and control-
ling energy-mass than others, and like many societies where there is a disparity
in power, the strong will rise over the weak and eventually come to dominate
them. Some of the Spectral beings are highly destructive in their dominance;
they simply destroy the lesser Spectral beings that they meet. But some, like
Dantalion, have realised that it is more economical to rally a band of followers
made of such lesser Spectral beings to serve as a buffer against any other attack-
ing Spectral beings, since the sheer numbers of the less adept Spectral beings
can sometimes overwhelm even the strongest Spectral beings by disrupting their
concentration.”

“If this were true, why didn’t you tell me that earlier?” I asked.
“There are two reasons why, really. First, the situation didn’t really warrant the
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need to inform any of you, since so far, there are no indications that these various
camps of Spectral beings are interested to blatantly ignore the ancient law and
invade the Material Plane and take over it; they are already having a lot on their
plate trying to dominate and conquer each other. Second, the Material Plane is
substantially more advanced in technology than the Spectral Plane, at least on
this planet, and I didn’t really want the Material beings to ignore the ancient law
on their side and use technology to aid them in taking over this planet in the
Spectral Plane.”

“So you are saying that you have known of this for quite a while and have
deliberately withheld the information from me or us to reduce the chances of us
invading each other?”

“Yes, precisely,” Axolotl said. “I’m hoping that it is working so far. But I know
that it probably cannot last. Already there are very few highly powerful Spectral
beings left here, and their armies are large enough that it is nearly impossible
for any of these Spectral beings to completely dominate any of themselves. It is
only a matter of time before they get restless and try to ignore the ancient law
and invade the Material Plane.”

“But,” Axolotl said, with what I thought was a smile. “I think this is not going
to be a problem.”

I looked at Axolotl, waiting for him to finish this thought process.
“While I am still pacifist in nature, I think that the time has come that more

effective measures are taken to secure the Material Plane from invasion from the
Spectral Plane, at least, from the perspective of our two lock-stepped planets.
You will, however, never deliver the first blow—wait and observe until you realise
that it is likely that an invasion is going to happen. Given what you have described
about Dantalion, I think he is the one who is most likely to invade first. When you
see signs that he is testing water for a full-scale invasion, you can go ahead
and annihilate his army, fortifications and Dantalion himself. Once I have heard
word of his demise, I will help spread the word that the Material Plane is not to
be trifled with and use Dantalion as an example of the applicability of the ancient
law.”

“And why do you think I am able to best Dantalion?”
“Dantalion may be a very effective energy-mass manipulator, but he doesn’t

have the type of formal training of martial arts that you have. Moreover,” Axolotl
said, his eyes suddenly glowing more, “the reliance of his army and the gen-
eral lack of true opponents mean that his martial skills might be a little rusty in
comparison, so you will have a chance.”

“Why the sudden change of heart Axolotl?” I asked. “When Ah Gong was still
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a Shaman Warrior, you didn’t tell him to do things like this. Why now?”
“Times change. Also, you can get Jing-gang to help you out; he’s now a

denizen of the Spectral Plane, but he has no allegiance with anyone except him-
self. He can help you with the fight, if it comes to that.”

“Alright,” Axolotl said finally, “I think it is time you go. If you need to find me,
you can come back right here. I left that kid with the portal to help you folks look
for me if you have to, but it seems so far you are the only one who made use of
it the way it was intended. Kudos.”

“Axolotl, before I go, can I ask you, how many other Shaman Warriors are
there?”

“Does it matter?” Axolotl said as he started walking towards the steps in the
ground. “One, ten, thousands; they are mere numbers. What is really needed is
the upholding of the ancient law, and there will be as many Shaman Warriors as
it is necessary to do so. Take care Tommy.”

With that, Axolotl walked down the steps. I stood there watching Axolotl slowly
descend into the ground, and when he was gone beneath it, the boulder slid back
into place with the same rumbling sound as before.

I looked about, examining my surroundings to look for any wayward Spectral
beings. Seeing none, I retraced my steps to the portal and stepped through it. . .

. . . to find myself standing in the basement again. Oracle was standing there,
looking at me anxiously. I unsummoned my energy-mass armour and waved at
Oracle.

“Goodness! Are you still alive?” Oracle asked as the dull-red cloud took over
the opened portal.

“Yes, thanks for the help,” I told Oracle.
“Did you manage to meet Axolotl?”
“Oh yes I did alright,” I said, “and managed to find the truth.”
“So, what will you be doing now?”
“Well, let’s get back upstairs and get Jim. I will need some breakfast. After

that, all we need to do is just wait.”



Chapter 7

Journal of Axolotl III

‘I think that your Ah Gong is right. This is not a game, and lives will be at stake
here.’

It was later in the evening that Monday when I first showed Jim my ability
to summon and manipulate energy-mass. The words that he said was still res-
onating in my mind despite the separation of the few hours in between leaving
school and post dinner. I was once again in my room, and was just sitting at my
desk, staring at my home work for the day and thinking about things in general.
In some ways I was very glad that I had someone else to share this weird secret
with, someone who didn’t judge and was willing to believe when convincing evi-
dence is presented. Frankly, I was a little amused that Jim actually took to it as
quickly as he did, even offering to look up various martial arts that fit what Ah
Gong told me that day. I started to wonder if it was just a temporary enthusiasm
thing or if he was actually earnest in seeing this through. But for the moment,
the home work was sitting on my table and crying out to me like a banshee, de-
manding that I work on it. I then spent the next two hours working on it as best
as I could.

I stretched myself. Working on the problem set was brutal—it wasn’t hard, but
there were just so many questions to work through. I felt like I had done enough
for the day and started to wonder what else I could do. Then I remembered that
Ah Gong told me to continue reading Axolotl’s Journal till the part where it talked
about sensing or something. I opened the stationery drawer and retrieved the
small book that was hidden behind, and opened it up to the page where I last
read in order to continue.

107



108 CHAPTER 7. JOURNAL OF AXOLOTL III

Apart from the summoning of energy-mass to form objects that you can con-
trol and manipulate, energy-mass may also be summoned in the form of tendrils
that can help augment one’s abilities indirectly. For example, suppose you are
leaping and want to leap higher. It is possible to summon a connected web of
energy-mass tendrils that connect from the soles of your feet and push down-
wards towards the ground, thus propelling you up higher than what you would
have done with your muscles alone. Similarly, if you are in the air and decide to
run from that position high up, the tendrils of energy-mass can help work as a
support between your foot and the ground. Since the properties of energy-mass
are not the same as matter, there will not be a large mass cost in the movement,
which means that by augmenting the leaping and walking or running actions with
energy-mass tendrils, one can effectively leap much higher and run much farther
(longer strides) than before. This is a good thing.

However, the tendrils of energy-mass cannot augment actions that do not
involve compressive forces, at least, not until you can figure out how to make it
work according to elastic forces. The reason is that the summoning and con-
centration of maintaining weight-bearing static tendrils of energy-mass is cog-
nitively less tiresome than handling elastic forces, which requires one to have a
very good sense of how to counteract gravity, for instance. As said before, even
the tendrils of energy-mass cannot augment any existing physical, chemical or
biological process, so you can’t use the tendrils of energy-mass to help breathe
underwater for instance.

Secondary to the manipulation of energy-mass, as a Shaman Warrior, you will
also learn the ability to sense the existence of Spectral beings when you are in the
Material Plane. This is a skill that can be picked up from your sponsoring Shaman
Warrior, and is useful in the task of looking out for interlopers and dealing with
them as according to the ancient law. Here, I will outline the basic principles,
but the practice of it will require hands-on guidance from someone who already
has the ability.

The key to being able to sense Spectral beings, like almost everything else
stated so far in here, is to maintain calmness and to keep a base level of concen-
tration and willpower available at all times. Spectral beings, when they are in the
Material Plane, emit some vibes that some have described as being “foreboding”
or “discomforting”. This is an inherent ability that Material Plane beings can feel.
However, such a sense is too crude for the primary task of the enforcement of
the ancient law. A ShamanWarrior possesses a more fine-tuned approach to this
ability—the sense of foreboding changes in intensity according to the thought of
where the Spectral being might be located. Again, the exact mechanics of this
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will be something that needs to be demonstrated in real life by the sponsoring
Shaman Warrior.

Remember, as a Shaman Warrior, your primary objective is to uphold the an-
cient law that stipulates that no Spectral being is supposed to enter the Material
Plane and stay there. Sometimes the Spectral being will comply with the request
and leave, which is always a good thing. Most times, they tend to be more defiant
since they are under the notion that Material Plane beings are inferior in status
and abilities as compared to them. While this may be true for the rest of the
populace, it is not true for you since you are a Shaman Warrior.

‘Huh, that’s it?’ I thought to myself when I reached the end of the Journal.
‘Why did Ah Gong tell me to stop at the sensory part when that is all there is in
the book itself? Weird.’

I shrugged and put the book back in the stationary tray. I’ve done the reading
that Ah Gong asked, and it was time to continue on the home work that I had for
that day. Considering that school-based home work was but one of the sources
of assignments, I quickly worked on it so as to better deal with whatever else
that will turn up over the week.

It was a Thursday when Jim and I talked about the matter on the Shaman
Warriors. Time in between was spent on class and what-not, and I supposed
that Jim needed some time to look up those martial arts that he said he would
help me find. It was after school once again when we conferred on the matter.

“Hey Tommy,” Jim said when the last of our classmates had left the class
room. “I’ve short list of martial arts and associated classes here. Do you have
time to talk about them?”

“Sure, why not?” I replied, realising that my friend was true to his word and
actually did the task. Without saying anythingmore, Jim first handedme a printed
sheet with several names and addresses.

“So, here’s the thing. I looked up the various places that offer martial arts
training here, and found no less than one hundred and fifty such places. I then
took a quick look at the type of martial arts they were teaching and looked those
up on the Web. Most of them were on Taekwondo, that kicking punching martial
art from Korea. I think you said that your Ah Gong said to look for something
that could deal with heavily armoured personnel. I read some web pages on
Taekwondo and realised that kicking and punching was generally less useful for
heavily armoured opponents. I’m assuming that you are going to be pretty ar-
moured yourself, so it is probably going to be much harder to kick or punch
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since you need to be quite nimble and agile to pull it off. With that, I took out
the Taekwondo training places and was left with around fifty.”

“Wow,” I said, sitting back on my seat, and leaving the sheet of paper on the
table. Jim sat opposite me and continued.

“Wait, there’s more. So I’ve looked at the remaining fifty or so, and crossed
out those that were teaching other kicking and punching things, and was left with
mostly Judo, Aikido, Jujitsu and a couple of places that claimed to be teaching
‘traditional medieval martial arts’. I looked up those martial arts on the Web, and
basically crossed out everything that wasn’t Judo, Aikido or Jujitsu.”

“Why?”
“Well, they didn’t seem that legitimate, at least according to the Web. There

is a lot of talk on how Judo, Aikido and Jujitsu were designed to help heavily ar-
moured samurai deal with other heavily armoured samurai mostly through throw-
ing and joint locks, plus some of these classes, especially Jujitsu and Aikido,
actually teach some form of weapons training as well, though mostly for adults,
rarely for those of our age group. Many of these were also associated in some
form to an international standards body that prescribe the syllabus, so there is
some basic level of consistency of the school and the ‘source material’, so to say.
I removed the list of those that were not affiliated and we’re basically left with
this list of around ten places, mostly Aikido and Jujitsu places.”

“Wow Jim, how long did this take you?”
“A couple of evenings. You have no idea how hot all these martial arts discus-

sion places are on the Web. Everyone seems to have their own idea on what is
the ‘best’ at dealing with a specific situation. The few who are true experts don’t
say much, and most of those who are very vocal are mostly enthusiasts whose
skill are debatable at best. Anyway, this list I put together are places that have
classes that take in people who are less than sixteen years old. Maybe we can
go check them out or something?”

I looked more carefully at the list. There seemed to be at least three Aikido
places listed, one Judo place, and one Jujitsu place. Apart from the Judo place,
which seemed to offer other martial arts as well, the rest of them also talked
about having some form of weapons training as an integral part of learning the
art.

“I might need to ask my parents about this. How do you think I should go
about telling them? I think my father might split a hair or something when I say
that I want to learn some martial art.”

“Oh, just tell them that you want to learn something that can keep you phys-
ically fit and also learn a new skill along the way or something, I’m sure you will
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have the backing of your mother. Do you think you are free this Saturday? We
can probably check out a couple of the Aikido places and the Jujitsu place; they
all seem to have classes that are quite staggered. We can get my mum to drive
us about—she’s cool with things like that. Besides,” Jim said as he looked sadly
at his belly, “she will probably be happier if I somehow take up a martial art too.”

I couldn’t help myself but snicker at what Jim said. He playfully boxed my
arm before walking back to his desk to pick his bag and leave.

I sat there at my desk, staring at the sheet of addresses that Jim handed in,
wondering how to broach the topic with my parents.

I got home later that day after tuition and after a shower, sat at the dining
table, eating with my parents. Pa seemed to be in a good mood for some reason,
and Ma looked no worse either. Sensing a generally positive vibe, I took my
chances.

“Pa, Ma, I’ve got a question.”
“Yeah,” my father said with a somewhat disaffected sound as he munched on

yet another helping of dinner.
“I was thinking of learning some martial arts. Jim said that we should prob-

ably do something physical to build fitness, and probably learn a useful self-
defense skill at the same time also. He wanted to join one too and asked if I
could join him.”

“Tommy, isn’t martial arts dangergous?” Ma said with a look of genuine con-
cern on her face. “You don’t want to miss school and exams because of injury,
right?”

‘Drats,’ I thought to myself. ‘I should have thought about this more carefully.’
“Heh, even walking around you can fall and hurt yourself,” Pa said suddenly.

“Learning martial arts? I think it’s a good idea. You know what I say ‘take care
of your body now and your body will take care of you later’. Boys like you should
be useful and do something physical while maintaining your grades. I approve.”

That was wholly unexpected. I stopped eating mid-bite and just stared at my
father. Perhaps he was in a very good mood after all. Ma just looked at Pa with a
shocked expression, as though he just said something completely ridiculous and
she was waiting for him to declare that it was a joke and say something more
sane.

“Did Jim say what martial art he wants to join?”
“We were looking at either Aikido or Jujitsu,” I replied, as I continued to eat.

My Ma sullenly went back to her food, obvious that Pa was not kidding and her
protests were just not going to be of any use any more.

“Hmm. Japanese martial arts. Why not Taekwondo? Most of the kids are
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learning it; seems to have a very good system or something.”
“Oh, you know Jim,” I said, my mind thinking fast. “He can’t really kick or

punch, so he’d rather throw people and pin them.” There was just no way that I
would tell them the true purpose of learning the martial art.

“Ah Jim, I know him. . . chubby guy right?”
“Yeah,” I said, breathing a little easier. From the corner of my eye, I saw Ma

ignoring the discussion completely.
“Sounds good. When are you going for the first lesson then?”
“Jim was thinking of visiting a few of those martial arts training places this

Saturday—his mum is driving him. Can I join him?”
“I’m okay with it; ask your mother to see if she has any suggestions.”
I looked pleadingly at Ma.
“Well,” she said sounding a little wounded or something, “if you really want to

learn a martial art, I suppose you can go with Jim to check out the schools. But
whatever you do, make sure that you don’t end up hurting yourself, okay?”

“Oh, while you are there,” Pa said as he polished the last of his dinner, “make
sure you find out how much the fees are. If it is too expensive, I will have to
reconsider.”

“Okay Pa! Thanks Ma!” I said as I finished up my food. I took my now empty
dish to the kitchen and place it in the sink, before washing my mouth with the
tap and headed back into my room.

The next day Jim accosted me the moment I stepped into the classroom early
in the morning.

“So, how’d it go?” He asked somewhat impatiently.
“Yeah, my father gave me permission to go with you to look at martial arts

schools on Saturday. He also said that I could learn one of them, as long as it
wasn’t too expensive.”

“Wow, your father said that?” Jim said incredulously. “What did your mother
say?”

“She seemed a little upset or something, I dunno. It was weird.”
Jim shrugged. “We should talk after school about the places to visit, and then

tomorrow, I will drop by your place to pick you up.”
“Okay, we’ll talk more about this after school.”

It was Saturday. Jim had told me that he would drop by my place at around
nine in the morning with his mother to pick me up. We had decided the day
before to visit one Aikido place and the Jujitsu place because his mother had
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something on later that evening that she had to attend which required her to
do some preparation in the late afternoon. We would be having lunch out in
between. I got the permission to go from my Pa and Ma after giving them the
addresses of the places that we were visiting, and now I found myself waiting
downstairs. Jim had suggested that I wear something comfortable, something
that I could run about and get sweaty in, and so I did.

I heard the soft honk and saw a white car driving up. In the front seat was
Jim, and next to him was his mother. She drove the car up to the void deck and
stopped for me to climb onboard.

“Hi Aunty!” I said as I closed the door behind me.
“Hi Tommy,” Jim’s mother said. “I hope that you can convince Jim to join you

in the martial arts. I’ve been telling him to stop eating so much and exercise
more, but he just doesn’t want to listen.”

“Oi, you’re the one who keeps feeding me like crazy when I said I’m already
full,” Jim retorted from the front in mock anger. I laughed from the back seat—I
nearly forgot how cool Jim’s mother was. Sometimes I wished that Ma and Pa
were more like Jim’s mother, funny and humorous, instead of being so serious
all the time. But I suppose one could only wish.

The car eased out of the drive way and we headed on to the first stop—the
Aikido Dojo.

“So Tommy,” Jim’s mother said as she drove along. “What made you decide
to take up martial arts?”

“Oh you know, I want to be fitter and also learn something useful.”
“Ha! I’m sure Jim can get fitter too!” “Mom!” I chuckled.
“It’s good to learn a martial art,” Jim’s mother continued. “I used to learn

Taekwondo when I was younger, but now, I’ve no time to do it any more, so I’m
rusty.”

“I didn’t know that you learnt Taekwondo,” Jim said. “You never told me that.”
“You didn’t ask,” Jim’s mother replied matter-of-factly. “But it’s so long ago. . .

I don’t think I’m bendy enough to even do a normal forward kick any more ha-
haha. . . ”

That was a thought. I’ve not seen Ah Gong in action, but since he was one of
the Shaman Warriors, he probably could fight too, right? And maybe not Taek-
wondo, since he is older than Jim’s mother and all.

The rest of the journey went by without much discussion. Jim was just enjoy-
ing the scenery as was I, and soon we arrived at the Aikido training place. Jim’s
mother parked the car and we got out. The training place had its own single-
storey building, and the front door where we entered had a large sign above it
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that said “Shin Aiki Aikido Federation—affiliated with Aikikai International” writ-
ten in black on a white board. Below it were some Chinese looking characters,
about five of them. Right next to the door was another smaller sign that said
“Welcome to our dojo”.

“That’s the name of the group teaching Aikido on the board above us,” Jim
said. “They are Japanese characters.”

I nodded, understanding. We went in to the dojo. A receptionist greeted us
and talked to Jim’s mother, who told her about our intention of observing and
trying out one of the children’s Aikido classes that was going to be in session. The
receptionist gave Jim and I a consent form each and we both filled in our details,
before Jim’s mother signed her consent as our chaperone. With the paperwork
out of the way, the receptionist pointed us to the back where the main training
area was. Jim and I thanked the receptionist and we followed her directions into
the training area.

It was the first time that I was in an Aikido dojo. The room that we were in was
about twenty metres by ten metres, and was brightly lit by the fluorescent lighting
above. The ground was covered with training mats, with red on the periphery and
blue in the centre. I walked over and touched themat tentatively from a squatting
position; they felt like they were made of some sort of hard foam. Over on the
other corner of the room we saw a few kids who were dressed in white pants and
white jacket with training belts on; there were many colours, possibly to denote
the different ranks. I counted around four such colours including white. I looked
across the room and saw a very minimalistic alcove that had a big portrait of a
smiling old man set in the centre, and yet more calligraphy. The picture of the
smiling old man was lit by some spot lights that were inset of the alcove.

While I was taking in the sights, I spotted a man dressed in the same white
jacket as the kids but in a long black skirt-like pants walk over to us.

“Hi, I am Lam, the instructor for the children’s Aikido classes. Your kids seem
to be new—are you here for the trial session or are you new students?”

“Oh hi Mr Lam,” Jim’s mother answered. “Yes, we are here to see how Aikido
is like.”

“Oh! That’s good, have you two signed the consent form and waiver?”
“Yes we did,” Jim replied.
“That is excellent.” Turning back to Jim’s mother, Lam said “alright, they’ll be

fine with us. We should be done in about an hour, so, maybe you can come back
and pick them up then?”

“Okay,” Jim’s mother replied.
“Alright, you two have fun. Talk to the other kids and also the instructor to find
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out about what you want; I’ll come back in an hour to pick you two up for lunch,”
Jim’s mother said to Jim and I before she turned to leave the training area.

“Okay you two, what are your names?”
“I’m Jim,” he said, and he introduced me as Tommy.
“Okay good. Come on and line up with the rest of the kids. Before you step

on to the mat, remember to remove your shoes. When we train here, we train
without shoes.” Jim and I removed our shoes and followed the other children in
lining them up neatly along the sides of the training mats.

We saw the children sort of kneeling along the far edge, and we followed suit.
It was a very uncomfortable feeling to be kneeling on the mat in that position;
but I looked a little more carefully at the way they were doing it, I realised that
they seemed to be sitting on the heels of their feet. I tried doing that, and almost
at one, it felt better.

“Mokuso!” Lam said from his sitting or kneeling position at the front of the
class. All about me, the other kids sat very still and quieted down as though they
were meditating. Jim and I didn’t want to look out of place and so we followed
suit.

After a short while, Lam said “Yameru. Shomen rei!” and he took a bow from
the kneeling position. I snuck a peek on the kid next to me and saw that he
was first putting his left hand to the ground, then the right next to it, before
bowing down while keeping his eyes in a position that allowed him to observe
the instructor. I quickly followed suit and kept my head in that position until I
saw the kid raise his head from the position.

Lam then did a swivel about his knees and faced us, before bowing once
again. I followed the actions of the person next to me and bowed, but I heard a
resounding “onegai shimasu” coming from all the students.

Once we recovered from the bow, Lam stood up and motioned us to do the
same, and then we began the lesson proper.

“Okay, everyone in kamae! Right foot forward kamae. Jim and Tommy, try to
follow along. ‘Kamae’ here is a relaxed front stance. Just take a step forward and
then offer your hand for a hand shake—that is basically the position you want to
be.”

I tried what Lam said and took a step forward and held my hands in the way
the rest of the class was doing. Lam came over and adjusted my position a little.
“You want to be relaxed, sink into your feet through your hips. Make sure you
are not slouching. If you do it right,” he said as he grabbed my right wrist and
tried to push me, “you should react in this way exactly. Hmm, that’s interesting,
it seems you have good grounding.”
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I found that instead of getting pushed over, I managed to keep my position
while he seemed to “bounced” back a little. It felt very natural for me. Jim wasn’t
doing that great—when Lam grabbed his wrist and gave a short push, he lost his
balance in spite of his size and ended up having to take a few steps backwards.
“Try again, Jim,” was all Lam said.

“For the rest of you, do your tenkan, then once you have done ten of those,
switch sides and do the same.” I watched the rest of the students and saw that
when Lam said “tenkan”, he meant to do a pivot turn on the leading foot. I tried
to do the “tenkan” myself when Lam was still trying to coach Jim, and found that
it was definitely much easier to do so when I shifted more of my weight to the
front foot, and more specifically, on to the ball of my foot. I felt a little less steady,
but somehow managed to do it without actually falling over. When Lam realised
what I was doing, he came over to guide me a little more.

“To do a proper tenkan, you need to make sure that your back is straight.
Don’t lean forwards or backwards; that is a good way to just fall over and not
regain balance. Also, when you are trying to turn, make sure that your leading
hand drops in front of you to your other hand like you are carrying a very heavy
flower pot. That should get you in the right position.” I tried it again and found
a little more success than before. I kept doing it for a while, and when I saw
that the other children were doing it on the other side, I switched over and tried
as well. It took me several tries, but I was soon approximatinng what they were
doing. It was definitely less polished, but at least I was doing something that
looked close enough.

After the round of practising how to turn on the leading foot, we started to
work on what Lam called “irimi tenkan”, or doing a pivot turn after taking a for-
ward step. It was very similar to the “tenkan” that we did, but when the forward
step was added, I realised that it became even more important to keep my back
in as straight a position as possible.

The rest of the lesson continued on that way. Lam would call out an action to
be done, and everyone would do the move a few times, and he would go about
trying to correct our positions and movements. I was enjoying the training a lot,
but Jim was obviously getting a bit bored.

“Sir!”
“Call me ‘senpai’—that’s Japanese for senior. What is it, Jim?”
“Can we learn some actual application techniques?”
“Ah, you will need to make sure that you have a good base first. We don’t

really do much techniques at the children level—we do some of the basic forms
and try to build up your ability to maintain your base. Once you have the base
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doine well, you’ll find that the techniques are really just chaining all these basic
movements together.”

Jim still looked as though he were unconvinced, and I just shrugged when he
looked atme for confirmation. I thought that Lam’s words were rathermeaningful—
it was probably better to do a technique correctly than to do it sloppily. Ah Gong
and Axolotl didn’t really say anything about this being urgent and all, I mean, I
was only ten years old at that point, if they expected me to be in “active duty”
for the Shaman Warriors, I was sure that they would be seriously mistaken; it
was just not going to happen. So at the very least, I was certain that I had at
least three to five years of time to master a martial art to be ready for whatever
Shaman Warriors are supposed to do. I din’t quite understand Jim’s impatience
though.

The hour passed quickly enough, and I was sad that it was all over as quickly
as it was. We lined up with the rest of the children again on the edge of the
training mats and bowed out in almost the same way as we did before we started
the training for the day, except that instead of saying “onegai shimasu”, we said
“domo arigatou gozaimsu”, which, according to Lam after the fact, meant “thank
you very much” in Japanese.

I actually felt quite good after the training session. It was true that we didn’t
do any major techniques, but in that session alone I learnt a few very basic but
important moves, from how to stand, how to pivot turn, how to do forward rolls and
how to do reverse rolls. Towards the end of the session, Lam was demonstrating
a pin that he called “ikkyo”—the first pin and some of the more senior students
were practising it while Jim and I continued to practise the rolling.

Jim’s mother was waiting for us at the waiting area in front of the receptionist
by the time we got out of the training area. I saw that the parents of the other
children were there to pick them up too.

“So, how was the training?” Jim’s mother asked.
“Urgh, it was okay, but I think Tommy liked it though.”
“Yep!” I said. “I learnt quite a few things. I don’t know why Jim didn’t like it.”
“Maybe because he is in worse shape than you,” Jim’s mother teased as she

poked him in the belly. “Stop it mum!”
“Where should we go for lunch?” I asked, trying to draw attention away Jim

for a while.

After lunch, we headed out to the Jujitsu dojo that Jim had found. It was a
little farther from the Aikido dojo, but had the advantage that it was actually much
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closer to school than the other dojo was. Unlike the Aikido dojo, the training was
actually done in the multi-purpose hall of the community centre that was nearby.
I didn’t realise that until Jim pointed it out.

We stepped into the multi-purpose hall and immediately saw that an earlier
training group was in session. Themoves that they were doing looked very similar
to the ones that we did in Aikido, but there was fewer tenkans and irimi-tenkans—
there were a whole lot of throws going on on the same type of training mats. This
group seemed to be made up of teenagers of all sorts, and they were practising
all kinds of techniques that looked like they required a lot of strength and finesse.
As we were watching, one of the instructors from the mat took a bow towards the
front of the training area and walked towards us.

“Hello, are you interested in doing Jujitsu?”

“Well, not me,” Jim’s mother said. “My son and his friend here are interested
to try it out and see if they can join.”

“Ah,” the instructor said. “How old are they?”

“Ten.”

“Hmm. . . ” the instructor said as he scratched his chin a little. “Maybe it is
not a good idea for them to try this now.”

“Oh? I thought that there were children classes?” Jim said. “I checked your
web site!”

“We used to have those,” the instructor explained, “but most of the children
have since gotten into the teenagers’ group, so we don’t really have a large
enough group of children to form a class to train. Sorry about the web site—
I’m not relay that good at web design and stuff, and the guy who was supposed
to do it wasn’t free to fix it. Maybe when you are a little more grown, say fifteen
you can come join us instead?”

I looked at Jim, who looked at me with a very perplexed look. I shrugged; it
was fine. I could probably start off with the Aikido class first, then work my way
to the Jujitsu one in due course.

“I’m really interested in learning Jujitsu, so is there anything that I can learn
in the mean time before I come join in around five years?” I asked the instructor.

“I think that Judo and Aikido dojos generally have children’s classes that you
can take part in. They teach a similar set of skills and techniques, and should
help you transition over if you are still interested then.”

I nodded in agreement. Jim, seeing that I had already made up my mind,
shrugged and we left the dojo.
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It was a couple of weeks since I last spoke with Ah Gong. In that time span,
I had signed up for training at the Aikido dojo with the permission of Pa and
Ma, and have already read what Ah Gong told me to do. It was time to visit Ah
Gong, and this time, Pa didn’t kick up that big of a fuss as compared to before. I
didn’t quite understand why that was the case, maybe he had warmed up to the
idea over the last month or something—it was hard to tell. Nevertheless, I found
myself in Ma’s car and en route to the nursing home once more on yet another
Saturday afternoon.

When I arrived at Ah Gong’s ward, I found him sitting in his bed quietly and
staring ahead into the empty bed in front of him. I waited till the nurse had gone
before approaching Ah Gong more normally.

“Ah Gong!” I said, as I gently nudged his arm.
Ah Gong shifted his eyes about to check his surroundings before finally turn-

ing his head to me.
“Hello Tommy, have you read the book that Axolotl had given you?”
“Oh yes I have, Ah Gong,” I said eagerly. “I’ve also enrolled in an Aikido class,

and will probably go learn Jujitsu when I’m old enough. Ah Gong, tell me, the
last time you said that I was to read up to the sensing part of Axolotl’s Journal
and stop right there, but when I got to the end of the section, I realised that
there was almost nothing else after that. Did I miss out on something or is that
supposed to be expected?”

Ah Gong looked at me in a strange way, his mind seemingly whirring and
trying to piece together what I just said into a coherent manner for explanation.
After not succeeding, he just looked at me curiously.

“That’s not right,” Ah Gong finally said. “There should be a couple more sec-
tions that are after the sensing section. Did you see if some pages were removed
or if you had accidentally lost any of them?”

“No, no missing pages, Ah Gong,” I replied, more concerned as Ah Gong
looked increasingly perplexed. “I tried looking for more pages, but didn’t find
any. Actually, the text of the section read almost like a conclusion in its own
right.”

“Hm,” Ah Gong said to himself, absent-mindedly. “Maybe Axolotl has a dif-
ferent plan now for the Shaman Warriors. Anyway,” he said as he turned his
attention to me. “Let’s head out into the Spectral Plane and you can show me
what you have been doing recently.”

“We’re not looking for Axolotl this time?”
“We could, but it’s probably not necessary. We just need to get somewhere

that is less likely to be frequented by Spectral beings. Axolotl’s place is actually
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quite far, and I don’t really like going there that often because the more we make
use of the energy-mass tendrils to travel, the greater the trace we leave behind.
We don’t want to leave too much evidence that we have been around.”

I nodded. Ah Gong made sense, of course.
“Did you bring your phase pointer?” I nodded. “Okay, let’s phase into the

Spectral plane.”
I looked ahead in front of me and concentrated. The lights about me whirled

and the nursing home ward faded away into the same desolate urban area that
we were at the past few times. I waited for a while as Ah Gong appeared in his
grey armour.

“Now, on a normal day, you should be clad in some kind of armour, but since
I’m going to be taking you to the place that we are going to train in, you don’t
have to.” With that, Ah Gong knelt down once more and I got on to his back.
One leap and some running later, we found ourselves in the middle of alarge
expansive plain.

“This will suit us fine,” Ah Gong said as he let me got off from his shoulders.
“Notice that there are very few hiding places for anyone to ambush us. I like
it here. Now,” he said as he turned his attention to me, “show me what your
practices have yielded.”

I quietly summoned a simple white energy-mass armour around myself and
demonstrated how light it was by running and jumping about in it. Ah Gong nod-
ded his head in approval. He drilled me in the use of the energy-mass tendrils to
enhance my load-bearing powers, including leaping up in the air to great heights.
When all was done, Ah Gong beckoned me to come closer to him.

“Tommy,” he said. “You have learnt the basic abilities that being a Shaman
Warrior must have in order to perform the duties that you were chosen to do.
However, there is one other important thing that seems to be missing from Ax-
olotl’s Journal, something that I have found strange to bemissing. It is the notion
of force-phasing.”

“Force-phasing?” I asked. It was the first time that I had heard that term
and couldn’t quite figure out what it actually meant.

“Force-phasing is a way in which a Shaman Warrior uses to return Spectral
beings that have phased over illegally to the Material Plane. It is like phasing,
except that you are forcefully using your willpower to overcome their willpower
to send them phasing back to the Spectral Plane. The outcome of a force-phase
will be that the Spectral being will be unable to phase back to the Material Plane
for some time because of damage to the subconscious’ willpower.”

“Why can’t we just kill the Spectral beings?”
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“It’s not nice,” Ah Gong said. “There’s also the slim possibility that any slay-
ing of Spectral beings gets misunderstood as some kind of demonstration of
dominance, which can result in a large number of Spectral beings hunting down
the Shaman Warrior to ‘test’ their abilities against him or her.”

“And that is why I am confused why the Journal that Axolotl gave you did not
contain this important piece of information. Maybe he has a good reason for
this. . . ” Ah Gong’s voice trailed once more. “Anyway, I think that you’ve done
well; I think that if you keep up your practice on handling the energy-mass and
learn how to do Aikido or Jujitsu, you should be fine. Come, let’s go back for
now—I’m getting a little tired being out here for so long, hop on to my back.”

Ah Gong knelt down once again and I hopped on to his back. He took a
leap and started running back to where we came from. The journey back to the
abandoned city scape was relatively quiet—I didn’t know what else to talk about
and Ah Gong didn’t seem to want to initiate any conversations either. Soon, we
had phased back to the nursing home, and Ah Gong was once again in his bed
with me next to him.

“Alright Tommy,” Ah Gong said. “I think that’s all that I have to show you
with regards to Axolotl’s Journal. We don’t really need to phase into the Spectral
Plane any more; we can try to fine tune your energy-mass manipulation skills
here in the Material plane instead.”

I nodded. Suddenly, Ah Gong stiffened himself. I looked at him, confused at
the sudden change in demeanour.

“Can you feel it?” Ah Gong said softly as he eyed me. “Can you feel a strange
and uncomfortable feeling that you can’t quite place?”

“No, not really,” I replied. Then it hit me. It was a sense of foreboding, a
strange feeling that one got from fear or anger, a very foreign feeling that in-
creased the amount of dread that I had. “Yes, it’s weird.”

“A Spectral being is here.”
“Here? As in, on the Material Plane?”
“Yes. Actually,” Ah Gong continued as he got out of his bed and stood on the

ground in his pyjamas, “it is more than just being on the Material Plane. It feels
as though it is quite close. There is a physical limit on how far one can sense a
particular Spectral being, so when one senses one, it is often some place very
close.”

I looked at Ah Gong, intrigued. While I had seen him standing and walking
about in the Spectral plane, it was always him in his grey armour. Yet right now,
as I looked at him, he was standing there, looking just like an old man that he
was, without any of that grey armour. It caught me by surprise—it was the first
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time that I had actually seen him standing like that, confidently, in the Material
plane, in the flesh.

“Come Tommy,” Ah Gong beckoned. “Let me show you how Shaman Warriors
deal with Spectral beings that have crossed over illegally.”

Ah Gong summoned his grey energy-mass armour and knelt down for the
third time that day. I hopped on to his back and he stood up again before phas-
ing partially into the Spectral plane. He took a few steps out on to the opened
window-door on the side of the ward and took a leap upwards, his energy-mass
tendrils augmenting his leap.

The familiar rush of wind came back and I felt a little strange, considering
that we were now in the “real” world as compared to the other side. Ah Gong ran
for a couple of seconds before descending back down. I looked as the ground
grew closer and saw a fairly large brown-coloured figure standing in the middle
of a grassy field. We landed about a hundred metres away from the figure. Ah
Gong set me down and instructed me to stay out of the way.

“Summon that armour just in case something happens.”
“But won’t anyone see us?”
“Not right here—this field is a clearing in a small woods.”
I nodded my head in agreement and hid behind a tree as Ah Gong walked up

to the brown figure.
“Who goes there?” The brown figure yelled as he brandished a large club and

turned about to face Ah Gong.
“It is I, Jing-gang, Shaman Warrior,” Ah Gong said as he walked steadily

towards the brown armoured Spectral being in his grey armour, unfazed by the
club. “You don’t belong here. Go back to where you come from.”

The brown figure lifted the visor of his helmet and spat to the side, his left
hand shifting forth an energy-mass shield.

“Jing-gang? The dog of Axolotl? Ha! I am Brutus, and I am not afraid of
you!” Brutus shouted as he charged towards Ah Gong. “Many have spoken of the
legendary Jing-gang; today I will show that I am stronger!”

I bit my lip and held my breath from my position behind the tree and watched
as Ah Gong side-stepped Brutus’ charge and calmly punch the knape of his neck.
Brutus growled unfazed and slammed the shield on his left arm at Ah Gong,
knocking the latter off his feet and on to the ground. Some how, Ah Gong man-
aged to roll out of the way and got back on his feet just as Brutus twisted his body
in the same direction as the shield bash and swung his club at Ah Gong, growing
it with energy-mass as it accelerated in the air. Ah Gong dodged that club and
slid to the right of Brutus. But Brutus wasn’t done; he switched the direction of
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his club at the last minute, swinging it in an arc towards Ah Gong, knocking him
over once again. The clash of energy-mass club on energy-mass armour was
surreally quiet, something that was at odds with what I was expecting. Ah Gong
fell backwards from the blow and landed hard on his back on the ground. Brutus
turned to face him and laughed loudly.

“Ha! You suck! This is the Jing-gang that everyone is afraid of? I can’t see
why this should be the case! Why, you’re so weak that you don’t even have a
weapon!” Brutus mocked. “Now, die!”

Brutus aimed his club at Ah Gong and dropped as much of his weight and
energy-mass into it as he could. Ah Gong quickly rolled to the side and out
of harm’s way. Brutus’ club crashed into the ground and was stuck there, long
enough for Ah Gong to get on his feet and hold on to Brutus from behind. Im-
mediately I started noticing that Brutus was starting to fade away at a very fast
rate.

“Oh no you don’t!” Brutus yelled as he tried to get at Ah Gong. “I am not
going back! Fucking Jing-gang; fucking Cain!” But he was unsuccessful. Ah
Gong held on for a good ten to twenty seconds before Brutus faded completely
away. Ah Gong dropped to the ground when there was no more Brutus to hold
on to. Seeing no sign of Brutus, I quickly ran up to Ah Gong.

“Are you alright?”
“Heheheh. . . I’m okay,” Ah Gong said as he dusted himself off the ground.

“It’s been awhile, but yes, that is how you force phase a Spectral back to the
Spectral plane.”

Ah Gong looked at me thoughtfully. “Maybe you’re too physically small to hold
on to the Spectral being long enough to force phase him back. It takes quite a
bit of willpower too.”

I shrugged.
“Alright Tommy,” Ah Gong said as he knelt down. “Let’s get back before you

mother gets worried.”
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Chapter 8

Xenocide

It had been half a year since the time that Jim and I contacted Oracle to look for
Axolotl for clarification on the army that I had seen in the region of the Spectral
Plane. Jim had me contact a psychologist friend of his, and I had been regularly
going to him for therapy sessions to help deal with the mental trauma that I was
dealing with from the killing of Brutus and Cain. All wasn’t quiet during that time
period though; for some reason, there was a steady increase in the number of
Spectral beingst that were making their appearance in the Material plane. Every
fortnight or so, I could sense them nearby and I had to go out and deal with
them. Since I still didn’t learn how to force phase any of them, I had to slay each
and everyone of them that came through and didn’t want to phase back.

The situation itself was not improving. The Spectral beings that phased
through to the Material plane were starting to do actions that were starting to
draw attention even from the mainstream media. Just a week before, I heard
from the news that some of the police armskotes were infiltrated by mysterious
people who seemed to have come from nowhere, and had left with some of the
guns that were there.

My cell phone rang just as I was about to start working on a piece of homework
yet again. I put down my pen and pressed the “answer” button.

“Hey Tommy, do you have time to talk?” It was Jim. There was an urgency in
his voice that was unmistakeable.

“Sure Jim. What is it?”
“I think it is time.”
“Time?” I replied confusedly. “Time for what?”
“Taking on Dantalion. Think about it, how many Spectral beings did you deal

with over the last couple of months?”
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“Quite a few. . . ”
“But more than the last ten years since you were a Shaman Warrior?”
“Sure. . . ” I said, my voice trailing. I shook my head to clear it of all the

thoughts of homework. I was starting to see where it was going. “You think it is
an invasion?”

“Look Tommy, you heard the news. Armskotes. Friggin’ police armskotes!
Missing weapons! Don’t you think it is about time before things go out of hand?”

“You have a point,” I replied, thinking quietly to myself for a while.
“I’d say you strike now, in the evening, when they are least expecting you.”
“I can understand evening, but right now?”
“Yes, right now. I think that we’ve waited long enough. You don’t really want

them to be grouped up and ready to repel any one. Tell me, how good are you at
dodging bullets?”

“Alright. Do you think you can get Oracle to contact Ah Gong?”
“Already done it before calling you. Oracle has already made contact with

your Ah Gong and he is waiting near the fortifications. There’s a small forest
nearby and your Ah Gong had already made his way there, watching. It was he
who told us that it was the best time to strike tonight.”

“Axolotl?”
“No where to be found. Oracle said that your Ah Gong had talked to Axolotl

about a couple of months back and was told that it was up to you to figure things
out. Said something about you being the important person in this, not him.”

“Okay. . . I guess it is time then.”
“Yes it is time. Don’t worry, you can always discuss this at your next session.”

I swore that I could hear some snickering on the other end.
“Alright, I think I should go then,” I said.
“Yes you should. Don’t worry too much—you are well-trained and have a lot of

practical experience. Just make sure you are on your toes and your Ah Gong will
have your back. Be safe and crush that stupid Spectral. Show’em who’s boss.”

“Gotcha Jim. Thanks a lot.”
“Hey, don’t mention it.”
I hung up the call and put my cell phone down before stretching in my chair in

the dorm room. Even though Jim made it sound so simple, I knew that if I failed,
it would be more than just me losing my life—it was possible that Dantalion might
just lead his army through and cause havoc.

I shook my head once again to clear it from the negative thoughts. I got up
from my seat and left my dorm room.

The sun was just about to set, sitting on the horizon and casting its long red
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rays everywhere. There was a sombre feeling about it, almost as though it were
the last sun set that I was about to see before my doom or something. Strange
foreboding feeling, not something that I would normally think about whenever I
had to deal with the stray Spectral beings that were about.

‘Storming a stronghold without an army is probably one of those things that
can cause this morbidity,’ I thought to myself as I made my way back to the
field that I had engaged Cain in combat and slew him in the most horrific way
imaginable. The sessions with the psychologist had helped to keep things into
perspective, but I had always felt that there was a dark curtain hanging about
me. Perhaps a successful retaliation on Dantalion and his army was what was
needed to make sure that none of them would bother the Material plane for a
long while.

I soon found myself nearing the field in the engineering quad. Concentrating,
I phased myself partly into the Spectral plane to see where I was. I was near the
small forest that Jim said Ah Gong was at—excellent. While partially phased, I
kept on walking towards the woods and once I saw that I was in cover, I phased
myself completely over into the Spectral plane while simultaneously summoning
my “heavy” energy-mass armour.

The sky in the Spectral plane was similar to that of the Material plane, shades
of yellows, oranges and reds inter-mixed as their sun was setting in the horizon.
I ducked down among the trees and scanned about me, trying to look for Ah
Gong.

“Tommy, is that you?” A familiar voice said.
“Ah Gong,” I replied as quietly as I could, turning to face the source. A grey

medieval looking armour was visible among the deeper parts of the woods, a
very familiar one.

“I’ve scouted the place,” Ah Gong said as he came up next to me and we both
eyed the fortifications ahead of us. “Fastest way in is through the front gates. I
think we should be able to cut through that relatively easy. From then on, we just
need to follow up the stairs to the battlements. I’ve not seen Dantalion in the
fortifications yet, but I’m sure that if we start anything there, he will come out
sooner or later.”

“Wow, Ah Gong, that’s a lot of intelligence work there!” I said, amazed. “How’d
you do it?”

“Lots of running. It wasn’t easy, but it could be done.”
I nodded.
“Are you ready for this, Tommy?”
“I’m not so sure, Ah Gong. I mean, I have trained for the last ten years or
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so. . . ”
“Then you will be fine. I have your back covered.”
“But didn’t you have a pacifism policy?”
“Ha!” Ah Gong said with a snicker. “That was when I was a Shaman Warrior.

After living here as a Spectral being myself for the last five years, you will realise
that if you are a pacifist, it’s literally impossible to do much here.”

“But Axolotl did. . . ”
“Axolotl is old. Very old, very powerful—legendary. Besides,” Ah Gong con-

tinued as we both eyed the fortifications, “some of the more vengeful Spectral
beings that didn’t like the fact that I had force phased them back would actively
hunt for me when the word spread that I was now a Spectral being. Times are
different now; even if I were pacifist, I couldn’t just force phase any of these guys
to the Material plane, right?”

I kept quiet as we continued to look at the fortifications. On the battlements,
I spied a roving patrol of four or five people. From our position, it was hard to
see if they were armed.

“Oh Ah Gong, some of them might be armed with guns.”
“Oh? Big ones?”
“No, small arms from a police armskote.”
“Hmm. We should be fine. Don’t lose your concentration. Your energy-mass

armour is as strong as you can will it to be, so believe that the bullet cannot
penetrate, it won’t. Alright, the sun is just about low enough for us; we should
go!”

With that, Ah Gong put his visor down and led the way out of the woods,
walking stealthily among the shadows of the fortifications, his grey energy-mass
armour soundless as it followed the movement of his limbs. I followed quietly
behind as closely as I could, afraid that my white coloured energy-mass armour
would give us away at any moment. We ducked and ran, using energy-mass ten-
drils to propel ourselves forwards as much as we could to cover more ground. A
few tense minutes later, we found ourselves on the dark side of the fortifications,
hugging tight against the wall.

“Ah Gong, are there traps along the walls?” I whispered.
“Didn’t see any while I was out checking,” Ah Gong whispered back. “Stay

sharp though. Sometimes they have external patrols, but those are rather rare.”
We hugged tightly along the wall and inched our way to the edge where the sun

was still shining, albeit less so as compared to before. I moved ahead of Ah Gong
and looked around the corner and saw flickering shadows on the field directly in
front of the fortifications. I looked back at Ah Gong, who simply nodded—fire
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was used as a light source in the fortification on a regular basis. We stood there
and waited for a few more minutes to let the sun completely. I looked up and
saw that it was a moon-less night, a good thing, but then the thought struck me;
was there a moon for this planet in the Spectral plane?

Ah Gong gently nudged me from his position; time to move. We snuck round
the corner in the failing light and made our way to the front gates. The portcullis
was obviously down. I peeked around the corner and saw that there was a rear
portcullis as well. Ah Gong moved ahead of me and unsheathed two-foot long
claws from each fist.

“I didn’t know you fought with claws.”
“I didn’t fight, then I had to so I talked to Axolotl and got some training.”
“That explains it.” In the low light, I saw Ah Gong nod as he charged in front

of me silently and slashed at the bars of the portcullis.
I summonedmy energy-mass katana and readiedmyself in chudan no kamae,

waiting for Ah Gong to breach the first portcullis so that I could go in to breach
the second one. Ten or so seconds later, Ah Gong had cut off enough bars for
us to enter and I charged through towards the rear portcullis. I switched to
hasso no kamae and slashed downwards at the horizontal bar with an otoshi drop.
My energy-mass katana sliced through the bars with great ease and Ah Gong
rammed through the remaining bars, bending through them as we breached the
perimeter. I quickly followed through the gap that Ah Gong had widened. At this
point, Ah Gong had already engaged one of the guards who was nearby. He leapt
from a crouch and sunk his claws deep into the jugular of the guard, who simply
collapsed without the chance of raising the alarm.

I looked quickly about me. The fortifications were simple—there was a thick
wall all around with battlements from which people could stand from and fire
projectiles downwards. In the centre of the ring of battlements were some simple
huts—they seemed like crew quarters or field offices of some sort.

“Battlements first,” Ah Gong said tome in a fierce whisper. “You lead with your
sword—I will cover you from behind.” I nodded in agreement and ran towards
the stairs on the left.

By this point, a guard was already on the way down the stairs when he caught
sight of us charging up the stairs.

“Intruders! Intruders!” The guard managed to yell before I charged up the
steps and rammed the point of my katana straight through his exposed throat.
It was too late—the alarm was raised and suddenly men started pouring from all
over the battlements and from the huts.

‘This is it,’ I thought to myself. “Ah Gong! Cover my rear!”
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“I’m on it—just go and take them out. Be careful!”
I drew back my blade from the dead guard and leapt straight on to the bat-

tlements with the help of energy-mass tendrils. The soldiers on the battlements
were armed with crossbows and were firing quarrels at me, many of which I man-
aged to parry off with my blade. I slashed the necks of those who were within
range, and just ran towards the next closest ones until I had them all. Since they
were all armed with crossbows and trying to use those, none of them had any
melee weapons to speak of.

Ah Gong wasn’t fairing that well. The soldiers from the huts that were mob-
bing himwere not armed with crossbows but with various kinds ofmelee weapons,
from polearms to swords and clubs. Ah Gong could hold himself for a bit, but
was gradually forced up the stairs in an effort to thin them down so that he
could reach at them with his claws. Wasting no time, I rushed back to the steps
where Ah Gong was and struck as heavily as I could on the advancing party with
my energy-mass katana. The edge cut clean as Ah Gong retreated behind me.
Never had I had to fight so many opponents in close combat before, but the
narrowness of the stairs meant that there were at most two of them coming at
me at a time. They kept trying to force us up, but I managed to reverse the tide.

“Ah Gong! Make sure they are not arming themselves with projectile weapons!”
“I’m on it!” Ah Gong replied as he leapt up high and landed behind the crowd

that was getting thinned on my end with the slashing of my katana. Ah Gong
upper-cut a few of the soldiers in the rear with his claws, often stabbing through
their skulls and straight into their brains. Blood splattered everywhere as the
massacre went on, with me forcing my way down the steps with my katana which
was further enhanced with additional energy-mass, and with Ah Gong coming
up from the rear attacking like a crazed maniac, pouncing all over the place with
his extended claws. A strong smell of iron and sweat permeated the air as we
kept it up. The soldiers could no longer keep up with our strikes and soon we
were down to fighting the last two that seemed to be somewhat more powerful
than the rest of the soldiers. The last of them stood back to back, their spears
aimed straight at us as they moved towards ground where they had more room
to move. I followed, katana at chudan no kamae as I eyed the adversaries and
walked around them. Ah Gong was doing the same with his claws—he was in the
forward boxing stance, claws at the ready of where his fists were.

“Who the fuck are you two?” One of the spearmen shouted.
“Shaman Warriors upholding the ancient law,” I said in my best command

voice. It rattled the spearmen, who shook their spears unconsciously. Finding it
interesting, I shouted at them. The sudden sonic distraction was enough for Ah
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Gong to leap up and stab both the men through their weak energy-mass armour
into their supraclavicular fossa through their lungs and heart. Them stunned, I
leapt forward, aided by the energy-mass tendrils, and batted the spear out of my
way before slashing their heads off of their bodies.

Ah Gong and I stood among the dead and looked around.
“That seems to be the last of them here,” I said as I lowered my energy-mass

katana to gedan no kamae—I wasn’t going to take any chances.
“Looks like it,” Ah Gong said cautiously, going back into a “ready” stance.
“Dantalion seems to not be here.”
“He’ll be here soon enough,” Ah Gong said. “That ego maniac loves to visit

the fortifications every day to check on his little army.”
I was starting to ge a little nervous. Fighting a whole bunch of inexperienced

weaker-than-everything Specral beings was one thing, fighting a Spectral being
that is the commander of the army of all these weak Spectral beings was a whole
new ball game altogether.


