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The Divine Peak

He could hear them coming up the mountain. The jangle of chain mail and lamellar iron plates, the grating of leather braces against stone mountain cliffs, and the scuff of leather soles on wooden plank stairs. Protector Chan heard them make their way relentlessly up his mountain retreat, each step of the dangerous journey punctuated by random curses, muttered words of fear and barked commands while he sat, waiting.

He drew another puff of smoke from the long, thin pipe that he held in one hand, feet dangling off the edge of the narrow wooden walkway that was the only way up the mountain on this side. The only way a mortal human could ascend the divine peak. Wispy clouds trailed along the mountain range as a light wind roamed among the snow capped heights. No animals, no insects, not this far up. Not in any real quantity. It was a beautiful sight, the mountain tops arrayed before him, clad in their white scarves of moisture, offering peaks of virgin land, untouched by human development. It was a peaceful sight, tranquil like the sect had been before the coming of the invaders.

Long blue robes, layered in shades of light blue and darker midnight rested upon Protector Chan’s form. It was his nicest pair of robes, the best of three. Beside him, propped up against the cliff wall sat his jian in its sheath, the narrow sword blade only two fingers wide. Even his best robes were old, light fraying at the edges of the sleeves, needlework parting on the delicate embroidery along the sleeves and collar. They were his best robes, silk and expensive, but they were old. He had never paid attention to them, for he had only worn them once a decade during the graduation ceremony for the sect. Now, Protector Chan regretted it. It would’ve been good to strike a proper figure…

He laughed when the thought arose, and dismissed the vain consideration along with an exhalation of pipe smoke. He adjusted his robes again, fingers playing across the silk waistband that held them close, and then extended his hand, staring at the thin outline of his forearms, a wrinkled scarecrow of a man. He lamented the loss of his muscles, his strength to the wears of time. He’d grown old, very old. The liver spots on his hands, the white in the long whiskers that trailed along his face, the thinness of his hair, each day a few more strands dropping off. Even the wrinkles on his face. They all told a story of declining age.

Another scream that rose and then was quickly cut off. Protector Chan cocked his head to the side, judging the quality of the scream. The distance they had fallen before they struck a cliff, ending their descent. He had listened as they ascended, to the cries when they lost their footing on the narrow, treacherous path that led to the mountain peak. The only publicly known pathway to the summit was barely half a foot wide at points, requiring one to inch their way along. Other times, wooden planks hammered into the mountain were all that offered footing as the path crossed smooth, granite cliff faces. The way up to the sect was not meant to be easy. It was not meant to be used by the scared or foolhardy or greedy. And the first journey was always the hardest.
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