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Elias joined the line of bogus monsters and waited his turn. Cheap-looking capes, gowns, and wigs adorned the patrons in front of him. Most of the women wore short-skirted “sexy monster” costumes and shivered in the cold night air, but one had deviated from the trend with a Cookie Monster onesie. They waited outside of Bull’s-Eye night club, chatting on the sidewalk while the doorman made a painfully slow process of checking each ID and collecting small wads of cash. Elias watched the crowd impatiently and wondered, once again, why people found it “fun” to dress as monsters. He supposed it made them feel powerful, or simply safe—like those who dressed as ghouls on All Hallows’ Eve to fool the dead and the demonic. Don’t prey on me. I’m one of you.

Elias had no interest in the night’s event. He had only come to look for Leitha, his roommate. She had been spending nights away from home and returning in the early morning hours, reeking of tobacco and booze. Elias had caught her chatter every now and then, as she made plans over the phone; she had been frequenting the bars and clubs in this area, later and later into the night, until one morning she didn’t come home at all.

Yet, Elias knew she was alive and unharmed. The previous night he had found her here at Bull’s-Eye, at a 21-plus event dubbed “Forbidden Friday.” Many in that crowd were costumed in ways that perfectly illustrated the theme: a lot of tight-fitting faux leather, and even more exposed flesh.

Though he had put his vampire ways behind him, Elias maintained a degree of stealth. He was only nineteen, but he had gained entry to the event by slipping into line behind another young, pale blond and nabbing the ID from his pocket. While the perplexed young man strode away to look for the missing card, Elias proceeded past the doorman to the main room and took a moment to adjust to the darkness—a darkness interrupted by roving multi-colored lights and blasting sound. A strobe in the center of the dance floor revealed erratic glimpses of writhing figures, clad mostly in black, some in masquerade masks. Elias restrained an irritated sigh as he scanned the floor for Leitha’s figure.

On the far side of the floor, a small crowd had gathered around a fire-dancing duo. Elias searched there; no Leitha. He was about to head to the balcony when he spotted her in one of the dancing cages, gyrating and twerking within the metal bars—or trying to, anyway, in tight vinyl pants that didn’t allow for much movement.

Without thinking, Elias had stormed up the spiral staircase and yanked on the cage door—but not before Leitha spotted him. She shrieked and grabbed the bars from inside. In the midst of their tug-of-war, a few of the other patrons rushed to Leitha’s aid. They dragged Elias down the steps while he tried to shout over the blaring techno track that he was not attacking her, that she was his little sister, that she was underage. His pleas were unconvincing. A bouncer caught hold of him and threw him out, warning him to Stay away unless you want my boot up your butt before slamming the door.

Tonight’s event seemed less risqué. Beside the door, the brick wall was plastered with posters advertising Saturday Night Monster Madness. Cover charge $7, or $3 for those in costume. Cash only.

Elias fished in his pockets. He had forgotten about the cover fee. “Of course the tackiest club in the city requires cash,” he muttered, and fell silent as a hulking figure filled the doorway. A woman had stepped from the shadows, standing tall in a pair of platform boots. Her height and bulk made for an intimidating specter, but tonight she was especially foreboding in a wild silver-and-black wig, heavy eyeliner, and black lipstick. Elias recognized her as the bouncer from the previous night—the one who had easily lifted him off the floor and sent him sprawling onto the sidewalk.

She peered down at Elias with disdain, and he caught a glimpse of plastic fangs between the shiny black lips. “Hey, you,” she said. “Not another step. You think I don’t recognize you?”

“I’m not going in,” Elias said. “I just . . . wanted to return this.” He held up the stolen ID. “Someone dropped it in the club last night.”

The bouncer’s dark eyes narrowed as she peered at the card. “Oh, he dropped it, did he?” She snatched the ID from his grasp.

“I don’t suppose you’ve seen my sister,” Elias said. “You know . . . the woman I supposedly ‘assaulted’ last night.”

“Oh, Leitha is your sister. Yes, I can see the resemblance.”

Elias understood her sarcasm. Leitha was dark-skinned, while Elias was pale as a cave dweller, his hair such a light blond that it turned white in midsummer’s sun. Despite the bouncer’s disbelief, Elias felt a glimmer of hope. She knows Leitha. This is the place to find her. “We’re not biologically related,” he replied.

“Right.” She jerked a thumb toward the sidewalk. “Get out of here if you don’t want any more trouble.”

“I’m going,” Elias replied, and paused to cast a pleading glance at the colossal woman. “But if you see her, please do me a favor and tell her that her brother misses her.”

He was halfway down the block when he spotted her in the glow of the streetlight: Leitha, dressed in a sparkly tank top and white bolero, and denim shorts much too skimpy for an early spring night. She was flanked by two men who stood much taller than she. One, a burly figure in a flannel shirt, wore a fur-covered, pointy-eared hood, and his face had been painted to look like that of a gray wolf. The other, a pale, thin figure in a long black coat, wore his hair slicked back from his face.

The black-clad figure locked eyes with Elias, and Elias froze. His senses shifted, becoming keener and taking in more detail, as though time had suddenly slowed. The hair on his arms stood on the end of goosebumps. This happened sometimes—those times when he encountered actual monsters. He recognized the eyes of a vampire.

Leitha’s high, enthusiastic voice reached his ears: “You should have told me it was monster night!” She smiled up at the werewolf, then at the vampire. Seeing that the latter was fixated on something, she followed his gaze.

She jarred to a halt. “What the . . . .” Leitha’s voice softened. “He’s here again.”

“Who?” the werewolf asked.

She sighed—or hissed, perhaps. “My roommate. Thinks he’s my damn dad.”

“Where? This fellow?” The werewolf gestured to Elias. “The square-looking one, who looks like he’s boring himself to death?”

“Yeah, that’s him.”

Elias spoke up: “Thank you, Leitha. I appreciate that.”

She made another irritated noise and linked arms with the werewolf. “Keep between me and him, will you? He’ll try to grab me, and he’ll treat me like a four-year-old in front of everyone.”

As Leitha and the wolf walked on, the black-clad man kept in step with them, his eyes never straying from Elias.

Elias waited until they were about to pass. He stepped quickly in front of Leitha, but he made no move to grab her. “Leitha,” he said imploringly, “please talk to me.”

“Did that already,” she replied shortly. She held a hand palm-out at him. “I’m on my own time now. Quit trying to be my dad—and quit telling people I’m ‘underage’ when you know damned well I’m an adult.”

“I . . . .” Elias fumbled for words as the trio pushed past him. He turned and started after them. “I meant that you’re too young to be at a twenty-one-plus—”

The werewolf spun around. “She told you to get lost. Quit creeping.”

Elias tried to go around him, but the burly man grabbed his shoulder and shoved it, nearly knocking him down.

“Leitha,” Elias pleaded, “they’re monsters.”

A light sneer touched the werewolf’s lips. “What was that?”

Elias ignored him. “We made a pact. Remember?”

The werewolf pushed him again, harder this time. “Who’s a monster? Me? Seems like there’s only one sicko here.”

Elias kept his balance, but the next shove sent him sprawling. His already-scraped palms stung as they skidded against the pavement. Yet he persisted: “Leitha . . . please come home. I know you’re bored, but at least there, you have someone who cares about you. These jerks don’t. You know they don’t.”

She turned suddenly and came to stand at the werewolf’s side. “Oh, yes, I know. You love me like a sister. That’s grand, Elias, but not very exciting.”

Leitha started away, and as Elias got to his feet, the werewolf sent him down again. Elias looked up at the man’s self-satisfied smirk and felt the beginnings of rage coursing through him. He was weak, he realized. He wanted to lash out, to rise up in anger and tear the werewolf to shreds, but his new manner forbade it. The rage that he had lived with for so many years, that he had used as his fuel, had dissipated; it no longer tormented him, and it no longer served him.

The werewolf chuckled. “Stay down, mate. A skinny, stuffy weakling like you shouldn’t be creeping after someone like Leitha. She has friends to protect her.” He grinned and added in a low voice: “We have plans for her.” He kicked Elias in the ribs before striding away.

Elias lay open-mouthed on the concrete. That kick had hurt. He groaned, struggled to sit up, and watched as the trio disappeared into the club. The bouncer seemed to know them; she let them in without checking IDs or collecting money. Her eyes, though, stayed on Elias, and her look was one of troubled concern. When the three had gone inside, the hulking woman started to call out to Elias, but he heaved himself up from the ground and stalked away, one hand lightly bracing his bruised ribs.

New plans formed in his mind as he headed back to his car. The walk was a long one; the city blocks were jammed with vehicles, with hardly a parking space to be found, so Elias had stowed his car in the free lot across the river. He had checked out Leitha’s favorite haunts on his way to the club, and there were plenty: a sprawl of bars and cafes, and nearer to the bridge, a small park that had become a hotspot for late-night trysts. He passed the courtyard surrounded by stone pergolas, which offered shade by day and a place to hide by night. The park had looked much different on the way in; the setting sun had exposed a large playground beyond the court, cast in bright colors, the picture of innocent play. Now, shadowy figures crept into the court, moving beneath the stone canopies of the pergolas, whispering and caressing as they disappeared into darkness.

Elias wondered about them. He wondered which were lovers, and which were monsters.

His mind turned again to the two men he’d seen with Leitha. It would be easy, he thought, to get rid of them . . . with the right weapon. Elias had defeated beasts much more sinister, and with only a small, dull blade—one so dull it couldn’t even cut flesh. The astra had been crafted to pierce more ethereal things; it had been crafted to pierce the soul.

The next morning, Elias drove to Achiravati Abbey, the Buddhist monastery where he had first held the astra. Back then, a bhikshuni—a Buddhist nun—had given it to him freely; she had encouraged him to use it. Elias assumed it would be the same this time. He parked in the abbey’s small front lot and strode toward the dormitory, past the cheap fiberglass statue of Buddha that sat in meditative pose at the edge of a small stone court. He found Lamia, the bhikshuni, in the gardens behind the dorms. She knelt on the earth in her crimson robe, planting new seeds, though the spring was still in its early phase; she was planting the hardy seeds that would survive the chilly nights.

“Here to lend a hand?” she asked, lifting her weathered face and shrewd eyes toward Elias.

“No,” he replied.

He hardly needed to say more. Lamia was already standing, beckoning him to follow, as he added: “Can I talk to you in private? I need some help.”

Lamia led him to the “gathering hall”—the cabin opposite the dorms, where visitors attended classes and rituals. They strode through the small lobby and into the prayer room, and the bhikshuni gestured for Elias to sit across from her on the floor, on the deep red oriental rug that ran between the doorway and the table laden with bells and candles. As usual, Elias felt a strange mixture of peace and anxiety, as though he was suddenly split in two: one half of him sanguine and comforted, the other half afraid of whatever challenging self-analysis he might be forced to endure. In this room, Elias had experienced deeper hope and love, and pain and sadness, than he’d been capable of experiencing anywhere else. Lamia had been a part of it. Aarya, too. Elias still keenly felt the sensation of Aarya’s hand on his back, directly behind his heart, as he wept with years’ worth of unacknowledged grief. The memory made him shiver as he sat at the edge of the rug.

Lamia listened quietly as he entreated her: “Leitha left home. She has at least two monsters hanging around her. One of them, a werewolf, told me that I had better stay away because they have ‘plans’ for her. So . . . I need to borrow the astra again.”

Lamia was silent for a moment. Then she replied calmly, “No, you may not.”

Elias had braced himself for such an answer, yet he fell into a surprised silence. He waited for an explanation, but none came. “Why?” he asked.

“I was careless with the astra last time,” Lamia said, “and I received a lot of grief for it.”

“Careless, how?” he asked, with an edge in his voice. “Was rescuing Luka careless?”

“I know that you saved a little boy,” she said. “I’m glad you saved him, and honestly, I wouldn’t change my decision if I could. But Leitha is a grown woman, capable of walking away from harm.”

“Hardly.”

Lamia started to speak, but she hesitated, seeming to choose her words carefully. “You said ‘at least two monsters.’ A werewolf, and who else?”

“A vampire.”

She nodded. “Are they holding her against her will?”

Elias hesitated. “No, but . . . .”

“The astra killed two people,” Lamia reminded him. “And it crippled several others—for the time being. It isn’t meant to be used on people who aren’t ready for it.”

“Then what is it meant for?”

“For those who want it, and who are ready.”

“Really. I would love to hear an example of someone who felt ‘ready’ to tear their soul open with a metaphysical blade.”

“You are an example,” she said evenly. “You used it on yourself first, remember? And it has helped you, whether you realize it or not. I’ve seen you become calmer, kinder, more open. And through your openness you’ve helped others, including me. I’ve lived here for seven years, and I’ve hardly moved beyond becoming an anagarika. But—”

“I don’t know Buddhist talk,” Elias cut in. “What’s an ana-whatever?”

“It means . . . someone who has been trying out monastic life for a long time, without fully committing to it. I follow the necessary precepts, but I haven’t followed through with ordination. Now, though, I’m feeling ready to take the next step.”

Elias peered at her curiously. He had assumed that all of the bhikshunis were “real” nuns—especially Lamia, since she appeared the oldest of the group. “Are you not ordained?”

“Not fully,” she replied. “I received a novice ordination here, but the full ritual takes place in Taiwan.” She paused, giving Elias a probing look. “You’ve helped me with that, to some degree. After talking with you . . . I feel ready to let go of being Lamia.”

Elias started to ask what she meant, but Lamia continued: “Those types of changes take time. I’ve been a siksamana, a trainee, for much longer than is required. I’ve had chances to go overseas, but I found reasons to stay behind and look after the monastery. They were legitimate reasons, but they weren’t the core concern. There is . . . self-doubt at the core of my reasoning. There’s guilt. It’s mostly personal guilt, but there are also political controversies about women becoming fully ordained—shaming and admonishments that made me worry about over-stepping. It shows in little things, like the fact that I still introduce myself with my novice name, not my dharma name. If I had been ordained even a month ago, I wouldn’t have truly been ready for it. Tell me this, Elias: If you had been forced open by the astra first, instead of spending time with Aarya and experiencing all of those weeks of self-reflection, and struggle, and step-by-step transformation—do you think it would have had the same effect?”

Elias looked at her with grudging silence.

“People with deep wounds are meant to heal slowly,” Lamia said. “The astra can help those who seek healing; it can cut away the last layers of residue we’ve become trapped in. For the two people you killed, it was such a shock that their souls fled to the afterlife. I knew it could happen, but I made an excuse—because the astra is meant as a tool of healing.”

“I didn’t kill them,” Elias protested. “The astra did it—and it was self-defense, in a life-and-death situation. Luka would have died. Aarya died.” His voice began to break.

“Yes, and again, I wouldn’t change my decision,” Lamia assured him. “Nevertheless, I broke my commitment to refrain from causing harm. And I can’t give you the astra so that you can swing it at every monster who gets under your skin. Leitha must come around on her own.”

“She won’t, though. She needs help.” Elias searched Lamia’s deep brown eyes for some sign of concern, but her calm remained unbroken. Something about her gaze had changed in recent months; the harsh, wily look had been replaced by a stubborn placidity. 

“And what if she isn’t ready to accept help?” Lamia asked.

“Yes, what if? Do I just shrug her off?”

“Sometimes you have to acknowledge that you can’t control others, and that they need to decide for themselves. You’re putting yourself in danger to save someone who does not want to be saved. The result won’t be good for either of you.”

Elias left the building with a vague feeling of defeat. Though part of him saw the logic in Lamia’s argument, another part refused to accept the idea of leaving Leitha at the mercy of monsters. In the parking lot, he stopped beside his car, gazing at the two buildings that made up the monastery. Lamia had returned to the gardens, out of sight. No one else was visible on the property. The other bhikshunis were probably working, engrossed in whatever they were doing.

Elias strode back toward the gathering hall. He hadn’t noticed anyone else inside, but he paused and listened at the entrance, just to make sure.

He went to the prayer room, to the table at the far end, and lifted the drapery that hung there. A few boxes were stacked behind it. Elias immediately saw the one he was looking for: a small box of polished wood. He pulled it out and set it on the floor. Inside, wrapped in a thick red cloth, was the astra. Elias removed the knife and held it up for a moment, studying the silver blade. Though the light in the room wasn’t particularly bright, the blade seemed to deeply capture and reflect that light, so that it glowed brilliantly.

They probably won’t even know it’s gone, Elias assured himself as he slipped the knife into his jacket. The blade wasn’t sharp; nevertheless, the sensation of the astra close to his body made him nervous.

Elias put the case back where he had found it. He slipped quietly from the hall, casually glancing around to see if anyone was watching, but saw no one as he hurried back to his car.

His cell phone rang as he started the engine. Elias felt a pang of alarm as he checked the caller ID; he thought it might be Lamia, or one of the other bhikshunis, asking what he’d been doing alone in the hall.

But it was just Wen, an eighteen-year-old who took qigong classes at the monastery. Elias had tentatively started to spend time with him, mostly due to the bhikshunis’ insistence that he needed to make friends.

With some reluctance, Elias answered the call. “Hello?”

“Come over for dinner,” Wen said, without greeting him. “My sister’s gone for the month, and I’ve got the place to myself.”

Again, Elias hesitated.

“We can eat skewers and go look for Leitha,” Wen continued. “She still hasn’t come home, has she?”

“No, and she’s not likely to—not on her own.” Elias explained his latest adventure in the party district, finishing with the part about being shoved down by the burly werewolf. 

“Wow,” Wen said. “Didn’t you get beat up the last time you went there, too? By a girl?”

“That was no ‘girl,’” Elias replied dryly. “That was a woman in the direct lineage of the Amazons—and yes, I got roughed up. But I’m going back. I have an advantage this time.”

“What advantage?”

Elias sighed. He didn’t want Wen to know he’d stolen something from the monastery—no, not stolen, but borrowed without asking. On the other hand, it might be unwise to go to the club alone. Wen was skinny, but he was a martial arts pro, a much better fighter than Elias. “I’ll tell you when I get there,” Elias said.

“So you’re coming?”

“Sure. What time?”

“Whenever,” Wen said. “You won’t be interrupting anything.”

Wen lived a few blocks away from the free lot where Elias parked during his searches for Leitha. Wen’s apartment (or rather, his sister’s apartment) overlooked the river, and from the living room window Elias could see the beginning of the route he’d walked: the brew house just across the bridge and the run-down bowling alley beside it. After that was the park known for licentious meetings and petty crime, and then an upscale cocktail lounge, and a string of bars and cafes—and, finally, the peculiar club where he had last spotted Leitha.

Elias ate dinner quickly and urged Wen to hurry. “We should leave before it gets dark,” he insisted. “It’s a long walk.”

“Then, let’s drive.”

“And park where? It’s probably full by now.”

Wen was frowning at him. “What’s with your ribs?”

“What?”

Wen gestured to Elias’ chest. “You keep sticking your hand in your jacket, like your ribs hurt.”

“Oh . . . .” Elias reached inside his jacket again. “They do hurt, but it isn’t that.” He withdrew the astra. “It’s this.”

Wen’s concern turned to puzzlement. “What is it?”

“It’s called an astra. It’s . . . .” Elias trailed off, not knowing how to explain.

“That’s an astra blade?” Wen leaned forward, studying the small blade. “A real one?”

“You know about it?” Elias asked.

“Yeah. Well, just in theory. It’s kind of a legend in qigong—like an astral dragon or a tethered eye. Where’d you get it?”

“I borrowed it from the monastery.” Elias hesitated and added, “I sort of borrowed it without asking, but they let me use it before, and this is an emergency. Like I said . . . .”

“Yeah, some creeps have got hold of Leitha. You think this will work on them?”

“Yeah, it’ll work. It’s not the first time I used it. In fact, it won’t be the first time I’ve used it to protect Leitha.”

As Wen gazed at the astra, Elias gave him a quick once-over, studying his lean and muscular frame. True, Wen was small and skinny—but during his tai chi competitions, his usual goofy demeanor dissipated, and his jovial eyes became intensely focused. With the astra and Wen’s fighting skills, the two of them were likely to stay safe—even if they failed to drag Leitha away from whatever toxic situation she’d gotten herself into.

“Well,” Wen said, “let’s get going, then. Leitha’s probably wondering why it’s taking so long for you to crash her party.”

As they walked across the bridge, Elias kept his eyes on the sprawl of buildings beyond the riverbank, half expecting to see Leitha or her companions among them. “Let’s go straight to Bull’s-Eye,” he suggested. He glanced down at the astra. The setting sun should have cast it in an orange glow, but the metal seemed to glow with its own blue-tinted light. Elias felt a bit of hope as he looked at it—as though he could see its power in that glow. “We can visit the other places on our way back, if we need to,” he continued. “Leitha is probably at the club, and we’ll waste time if we search the other places first.”

“Where exactly is this club?” Wen asked.

“It’s about ten blocks past the bridge, right over there,” Elias said, gesturing with the astra toward the city skyline. He opened his mouth to say more, but the words died as he realized that the astra had slipped from his grasp. Elias looked at his hand in disbelief. It was still suspended in mid-air, hovering over the guard rail, the fingers now clasped around empty space. The archaic dagger had sailed over the rail, into the deep waters below.

Wen swore as he leaned against the railing. He craned his neck to look into the river and swore again. Then he cast Elias a remorseful look. “Well, that’s a goner. Was that the only one?”
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Elias returned to Achiravati Abbey with every intention of confessing to Lamia. He knew full well that keeping such a secret from her would only make things worse—but when he saw her kneeling in the garden, her weathered face set in a look of grim determination, he was overcome by a strange chill. His jaw clenched, as if to stop him from greeting her, and his feet led him back the way he had come.

He found reasons to justify being a coward. Of all the bhikshunis, Lamia was the one Elias did not want to cross. He had often detected a darkness behind her gaze—though perhaps she simply reminded him of his own dark side.

Elias skulked around the gathering hall, hoping to find one of the other nuns. He’d made a point of showing up during the bhikshunis’ work time. Lamia generally preferred working outdoors, while Vela, one of the gentler women, could usually be found at the weaving loom. Elias found her in a back room, where she sat weaving a small tapestry. Elias hesitated in the doorway, reluctant to start a conversation about his misdeed. He also didn’t quite know how to greet Vela. Everyone at the abbey called her by a long title that Elias could never remember—something like Venerable Thumb Tongue George.

She wore her bhikshuni robes, crimson with a bit of yellow peeking from underneath. She didn’t look up, but continued to work, drawing a wooden skewer between a spread of fine threads, working so slowly that Elias felt a pang of impatience as he watched. Vela was a beginner, he decided. She was working with only three colors, blue and gold and violet, and creating simple shapes: Vs and diamonds, a single pagoda, and something that looked like a crude winged dragon. Her work was unimpressive compared to the elaborate tapestries that adorned the prayer room.

Finally, she glanced up at him. “You look anxious, Elias,” she said, and resumed weaving. “I heard that Leitha ran off. Are you worried about her?”

“Ah . . . I am. But . . . that’s not why I’m here.”

Vela didn’t respond, so Elias took a deep breath and continued. “I had a bit of an incident with the astra,” he admitted.

Vela’s hands stopped moving. Her eyes fixed on him. “What kind of incident?”

“I . . . dropped it.” He paused. “In the Mississippi River.”

The bhikshuni didn’t react the way he’d anticipated. She went back to maneuvering the wooden skewer and emitted a quiet sigh.

“By accident,” Elias added.

“Yes, I assumed as much.”

“Can we get another one?” he asked. “I kind of need it.”

“I see. And what do you ‘kind of’ need the astra for?”

“Same thing as last time. Too many monsters lurking around.”

“There are always too many monsters,” Vela replied. “A single astra can’t cure all of them.” She lowered her hands and placed them in her lap. “It’s probably for the best that the astra is out of reach. We will procure another one when it’s needed.”

“I need it now, to save Leitha,” Elias insisted.

“Is that so?”

“Yes, you know it’s so. I met the people she’s been hanging around with, and they’re about as seedy as you can get. A brute werewolf, a sleazy vampire, and who knows what else. They hang around a smutty club in—”

“Is she being held against her will?” Vela interrupted.

Elias suppressed a groan. “Not you, too. Does it really matter?”

“A social worker came to our seminar last night,” she replied. “A corrections social worker, someone I met through our prison outreach program. I talked to him afterward, and we had a discussion about how hard it is to not be able to save people from their own decisions. He advised me that we should focus on helping those who want to be helped. People have the right to make bad decisions, despite your love and advice. Leitha isn’t being held prisoner. She’s living the life she chose. If she has a change of mind, you can decide whether you want to help her, but the burden is on her now.”

Elias realized he’d been gritting his teeth. He unclenched them and said, “You didn’t answer my question. Is there another astra?”

Surprisingly, Vela smiled—a thin, tight smile, as though she was trying to hide her amusement. “Probably, but I don’t know where. If you want another astra blade, you’ll have to make one.”

“And how can I do that?”

She shrugged. “Train yourself in the ways. Fix yourself first before you consider how to fix the world around you. To create an astra, you have to decide how to make yourself, and how to mold your own power, and how to traverse dimensions. Only then can you mold and secure an inter-dimensional instrument of power.”

“Right. In other words, it can’t be done.”

“It can—but not now, not by you. If you want to make an astra, you have to apprentice yourself first.”

“Apprentice myself to what? Are you trying to convert me?”

Again, the bhikshuni gave a slight shrug of her shoulders. “A good start, for you, would be to become mindful of your energy. You should start attending our qigong sessions. I know you can afford them.”

Elias restrained a sigh.

He had, in fact, attended the abbey’s qigong sessions, which had lately been hosted by a guest teacher. He found them unbearably slow and boring, a spectacle of sweatpants-clad people who were either too old or too lazy for real exercise.

“I know you didn’t love those classes,” Vela continued, “but we have another guest teacher who’s holding classes for the next two weeks. You might enjoy learning from him. He’s a little more . . . interesting.” Vela glanced at Elias. Her gaze drifted downward. “Did you get into a fight? Your hands are scratched.”

“It wasn’t a fight. I got knocked around when I was trying to talk to Leitha.” Elias turned his hands palms-up and scrutinized the scab-crusted flesh. “I miss the old days, when a scratch disappeared in a minute or two. These cuts still sting. They hardly look any different from yesterday.”

“That’s good,” Vela replied gently. “The kind of rapid healing you had before—that wasn’t the healthy kind. It wasn’t any kind. It was caused by outrage at being wounded, and a refusal to endure a slow healing process. That process takes the wound from the body and hides it in the astral body—in the spirit plane, where it can’t be found and truly resolved. It leaves you without any time to consider your wounds.”

“My scraped hands don’t give me much to consider.”

“Don’t they?” Again, Vela looked impassively at Elias’ injured hands. “You should appreciate the fact that your wounds are healing normally. It’s a good sign. But if you want to become even more grounded, and more powerful—truly powerful—you should take the next step. You can start by disciplining yourself with qigong and tai chi.”

“Which you offer here, for a fee,” he replied dryly.

“We offer them for a good reason. I would let you attend them in exchange for volunteer work, but there is already the matter of the theft you committed. What will you do to pay off the cost of the astra, and of your own transgression?”

Elias raised his eyebrows. “The cost of the astra? How much did it cost?”

A dry chuckle escaped Vela’s lips. “I’ll let you figure that out.”

“I really didn’t plan to steal it,” Elias insisted. “I borrowed it. It was just sitting there, in—”

“Elias,” she said in a warning tone. Her eyes flashed with a stern look—not anger, but disappointment.

“Sorry,” he said.

“Elias, do you even know what we used the astra for?”

He hesitated. “Is it not for stabbing monsters?”

“I brought the astra here,” Vela said. “It was given to me as a gift by another qigong master. I used it to open the ethereal parts of people that were clenched, blocked, and traumatized—from a distance, without direct physical contact. The astra isn’t meant to be used in the way that you used it. When you have a better understanding of qigong, you will better understand the astra.” She turned away, giving Elias a dismissive wave of her hand. “There’s an open house on Friday afternoon, and another on Sunday. Our new teacher, Shi Miao Xing, will give a demonstration and a short lesson—free of charge. There’s nothing to stop you from leaving if you don’t like it.”

Elias finally released the sigh he’d been withholding. “Thanks anyway,” he said, taking care to sound disappointed.

With the qigong session, too, Elias anticipated a letdown. The day was cloudy and gloomy—not ideal for an outdoor class. He picked up Wen and arrived late on purpose, hoping to avoid the banal small talk and cheery smiles that preceded activities at the monastery. Wen gave him an earful about his tardiness: “I really wanted to listen to Shi Miao Xing’s introduction. We’ll have to stick around afterwards and try to talk to him. From what I’ve heard, this guy is no joke. He’s a genuine practitioner of Shaolin qigong.”

Elias chuckled. “Shaolin, huh? Then he’s a phony for sure.”

Wen gave him a puzzled glance. “Why do you say that?”

“Shaolin is a fictional martial arts group.”

“Um, it is not. Shaolin is one of the oldest types of kung fu. It was developed at the Shaolin temple in China.”

“It’s fictional,” Elias insisted.

“Just because you’ve seen it in movies, that doesn’t mean it’s fake. The temple was built at Mount Song more than fifteen hundred years ago. The first monk who—”

“Fine, fine. Shows how much I know. The only thing I’m certain of is that it’s going to be another half hour of me trying to attribute meaning to a lot of silly and painfully slow gestures.”

Wen settled back into the passenger seat and stared ahead. “You’re always such a downer,” he muttered.

At the monastery, they found the attendees spread out just beyond the small courtyard, on the grass that sloped gently upward toward the buildings. A young monk— Shi Miao Xing, presumably—stood on the upper part of the slope, where he could be easily seen by the crowd. Elias stood at the back of the group, ignoring Wen’s whispered pleas to move closer.

The group was silent, fixated on the monk as he progressed through a series of fluid, sweeping motions. Shi Miao Xing hadn’t donned a gaudy sweatsuit for the demonstration, as other guest teachers were prone to do. He was dressed in a dark, layered robe that tapered out at the bottom and at the end of the sleeves, giving a flowing and graceful quality to his movements. Elias soon became captivated by the man’s seeming power and grace. His movements were familiar: initially natural and powerful, as though the monk was channeling a strain of beautiful unseen energy—but, while Elias had quickly become bored with previous routines, he remained intrigued by Shi Miao Xing. The monk’s movements would suddenly slow down at times, usually when he drew his hands back toward his body—a gesture that added sensuality to his movements. And his fingers, rather than flailing stupidly in the air, seemed to play the invisible strings of the cosmos. He could have been the star of a fine arts performance—a skilled dancer rather than a monk.

Elias began to feel something moving within him, an energy awakening. After just a few minutes of the simple, stunning display, he once again started to believe in qi.

Yet, when the monk asked the audience to follow his movements, Elias felt overcome with the usual self-consciousness. Wen moved to the edge of the crowd and crept closer to the front, wanting a better view, but Elias remained in the back, where no one would watch him.

The participants had enough space between them to allow a good view of the man at the front. Elias followed along, awkwardly at first, then with more ease as the monk went into a series of repeated movements: one hand up, one sweeping down to “gather energy into a ball” near his solar plexus. Elias followed him into the next step, his right hand moving gracefully upward while his left moved down. Elias started to transition out of the position, but he stopped when he realized that Shi Miao Xing wasn’t moving. The monk remained motionless for several seconds, looking out at the group, until his gaze fell on Elias. In that moment the clouds broke, allowing a beam of sunlight to pass through and douse the monk in sudden illumination. Shi Miao Xing seemed to glow, and as Elias stood there wondering why that position seemed so familiar, and why it affected him with sudden emotion, he realized: That was the position Aarya had died in. The bhūmisparśa pose—that was what the bhikshunis called it.

Perhaps it was the bald head that reflected the sunlight so strongly. That strange, intense glow, and the sudden blur of Elias’ tears, created some sort of momentary illusion. In the deep brown of Shi Miao Xing’s eyes, Elias suddenly saw Aarya’s eyes looking back at him: that same shade of brown, that same calmness, that same subtle power. And love—he saw love there, too, gentle and undemanding.

The monk was moving again. Elias’ arms trembled as he tried to follow along. The cycle of repeated gestures came to a close, and the monk ended the session, inviting the participants to come to him with questions.

A little old woman in front of Elias turned around and smiled at him. She, too, had tears in her eyes. Before he could react, she came to him and clasped his hand, speaking to him in what sounded like Mandarin. The man next to her also looked up at Elias; he smiled and chuckled softly as the woman squeezed his hand, patted it, and released it.

“What was that about?” Wen asked as the couple ambled away.

“I have no idea,” Elias replied.

Wen’s eyes narrowed. He scrutinized Elias’ face. “Dude, were you crying?”

“No,” Elias replied sharply. “My eyes are just watering.” He put a sleeve to his eyes, trying to hide the evidence. “It’s the sunlight—it got intense all of a sudden.”

Wen nodded slowly. “Yeah . . . yeah, it did. But you’re totally crying.”

Elias tried to scowl, but he didn’t succeed. He wasn’t in a scowling kind of mood.

“No judgment,” Wen added. “I’m just saying, you cried during qigong.” He smiled. “Maybe it’s a good fit for you after all. I’m going to talk to Shi Miao Xing, okay? I’ll just be a few minutes.”
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