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      Bai came to awareness slowly. Her head hurt, pounding as though she’d been hit by a rock. She took a deep, shuddering breath, groaning with agony.

      It felt like a boulder lay on her chest, her lungs tightly constricted, unable to expand.

      She clawed her way to wakefulness, fighting against the pull and temptation of endless rest. She coughed and spit, her mouth dirty, dust thick in the air.

      Bai tried to remember. Where was she? What had happened? Her mind spun in circles but provided no answers. She felt as though she was waking from a deep slumber, dazed and disoriented. Yet this waking came with enormous pain.

      She was not in her bed, and no answers came, no matter how much time passed. Each breath came a little easier, but her memories were as elusive as ghosts.

      Bai scrunched her eyes and blinked them open. She was face down in the grass, green blades gently stabbing at her face. She groaned again, every passing moment bringing another wave of needle-like pain. Her entire body felt like it was being poked at with thousands of tiny pins.

      It would be easier just to lie there, to close her eyes and return to sleep, maybe to never wake again. Her eyelids drooped and she forced them to stay open, the effort no less than carrying a full bucket of water from the well to her home. Her body protested every movement. Perhaps if she just rested for a little while longer. She surrendered to her exhaustion, her eyes closing as she took a long, deep breath.

      She saw her mother’s serious face in her mind’s eye, the memory flooding her with distress. Something had happened. If she hurt this badly, was her mother okay? Was her mother even near?

      The questions demanded answers, forced her to open her eyes. She pushed herself up to her hands and knees, her head swimming with even that small feat. She shifted her weight back and sat on her knees, her back straight, just the way her mother had taught her.

      Bai looked around, catching her breath from the exertion. She didn’t recognize her surroundings. At times, the scene hinted at past familiarity, but that was impossible. She’d never seen devastation like this before. Not even in her nightmares.

      The buildings around her had been flattened, as though a giant hand had come from the sky and slapped them down. Broken timbers and collapsed roofs were all that her tired eyes could make out.

      After a few seconds, she had to close her eyes again. Sleep demanded its due. Her arms hung limp at her sides, and although she knew she needed to stand, to search the area for answers, the very idea of that level of exertion made her want to collapse in exhaustion.

      But she’d been tired before. Often, she and her mother had worked late, mending clothes that others had needed stitched immediately. They’d worked through the night, dim candles and the moonlight pouring through the open window their only sources of illumination. Bai had suffered through sleepless nights before and still worked without problem the next day. Why was she so tired now?

      And why couldn’t she remember? The longer she remained awake, the more that question frightened her. Her other memories seemed fine. She remembered the weathered lines of her mother’s face, aged too early from a life of labor and fear. She remembered the feel of silk against her hands as she worked the fabric into a design suitable for some of the wealthiest men and women in Galan. So why didn’t she know where she was or what had happened?

      Bai pressed her eyes together, willing her full memory to return, but fortune did not smile on her. After a dozen frustrating seconds of blinding nothingness, she gave up and opened her eyes again.

      When she did, she realized that there was something vaguely familiar about the place where she sat. Her mind wasn’t tricking her. She knew this place. She fought her way to her feet. She wobbled for a moment, her balance not quite centered, before the world finally steadied.

      Bai slowly turned around, focusing not on the destroyed buildings but on the spaces between them. Off in the distance, familiar mountains stabbed into the cloudy evening sky. They were the same mountains she had looked at every day of her life, appearing no different than before.

      Her stomach twisted, realizing a sickening thought moments before she was consciously aware of it. Her gaze traveled down to the ruins around her, marking out the locations of the foundations. She knew this place.

      This was home.

      She was in the market square of Galan, a place where she’d spent no small part of her life.

      A wave of nausea threatened to send her back to her knees, but she put her hands on her thighs, barely managing to remain standing. Her stomach heaved, but nothing came out. They hadn’t had much money for food lately.

      New memories surfaced. Boys playing catch with a ball in this square. Her mother had sent her out to purchase supplies, and there had been someone else. An angry man?

      The memories stopped there, a solid door slamming between her and the knowledge of what happened. She poked, prodded, and pushed, but her memory refused to cooperate.

      Her dry mouth brought her attention back to the moment. She was thirsty, as though she’d worked all day in the sun without so much as a sip of water. There would be water skins back at their house, only a block away.

      Bai’s heart pounded. Her mother!

      She turned around, dreading the answer. No houses stood for at least three blocks. Bai scrambled over and around the broken buildings. There was no clear path to where her house had once stood. Broken wood trembled under her heavy, unbalanced footsteps.

      As the shock wore off, she noticed more details. She had thought she was alone, but that wasn’t quite true. There were bodies, covered in dust, all around her. She saw limbs and faces, a few of them immediately recognizable. Why hadn’t she seen any bodies in the square? With a mounting sense of terror, she struggled forward.

      Finding her house wasn’t as easy as she’d expected. When all the buildings had collapsed, the narrow separation that existed between the homes had been destroyed. Small pockets of individual lives had been replaced by one communal disaster.

      She saw the neighbor next door, the young boy who had believed that someday he and Bai would marry. He’d courted her endlessly even though she was ten years older than him. She’d tolerated his affection, smiling and nodding when he spoke about their future together. She’d thought of it as harmless fun, and observed that the dream had given the young boy a hope for his coming days. His unblinking gaze now stared endlessly at the sky, a thin layer of dust obscuring his brown eyes.

      Bai found her house, or what remained, at least. Seized by a sudden burst of energy, she frantically threw aside rubble, searching the ruins for an answer. She tried to call out for her mother, but the words caught in her parched throat. She focused on digging, the broken wood tearing through her calloused hands.

      Had the bandits done this? She’d heard plenty of rumors over the years of the men and women who lived high in the mountains, somehow exempt from monastic oversight. Patrols rarely ventured that way. Outside of the farms and forests that buffered Bai’s village from the mountains, there was little of the empire beyond her home. Sometimes, one heard stories of the bandits coming down from the mountains, killing and slaughtering innocents. She’d always dismissed such stories as fancy, but who else could have done something so terrible?

      Or had it been the temperamental monks? They had the power to do something like this. Bai loathed and feared the monks in equal measure. Their demands, as of late, had become increasingly onerous. Perhaps they had simply decided to destroy Galan. She couldn’t imagine why, but who knew what madness lay in the heart and mind of a monk?

      Her thoughts came to a crashing halt when she uncovered a hand, one of the fingers bent permanently at an unnatural angle. For a few moments, she stopped digging, afraid of what she might uncover. Then she came to her senses. Perhaps there was still hope. She threw some of the broken wood behind her, grunting with the effort as she pulled debris off the victim.

      Bai sank to her knees when she uncovered more of the arm. A bracelet rested on the wrist, a bracelet that Bai had made and given to her mother on her fortieth birthday. She uttered a wordless cry and grasped the hand. It was cold to the touch, lifeless.

      She clasped the hand with both of her own, tears soaking into the dust below. Her mouth hung open, a silent scream of loss ripping her heart in half.

      Now she was alone.

      Her mother had been the one who kept her safe, had taught her how to survive in a heartless world. She’d chiseled Bai into stone, quiet and nearly impervious to the trials of life.

      But even stone could shatter.

      A sudden shiver seized Bai, causing her to release her mother’s hand and wrap her arms tightly around herself. A glance at the sky told her night was coming. She’d left home in the morning, she remembered. Had most of the day passed?

      She realized then that the sounds she’d grown up with, the sounds of people bustling back and forth, were gone. Outside of the whisper of the breeze cutting through the broken homes, there wasn’t another voice to be heard. No cries of agony marked the places where victims lay. She was alone, completely. No one else had survived.

      Why? Why did she have to continue to suffer when her mom had gone on without her?

      Her limbs felt like tree trunks rooted to the ground, but beyond her exhaustion and the fresh cuts on her hands, she wasn’t even injured. How had she lived when all that she loved and knew had died?

      Then she heard voices. It took her a few seconds to realize what they were. It seemed like a lifetime ago that she had heard someone else speaking. She licked her lips and swallowed, preparing to yell for them. Then a terrible thought occurred to her. What if she was listening to the bandits from the mountains, back to finish whatever horrible work they had started? Or worse, what if they were monks?

      Even if the voices were benevolent, what good would her yelling do? Everyone was dead. Rescuers would discover the same soon enough, with or without her.

      A memory of her mother came back to her. A memory from the day Bai had been beaten for trying to defend a household servant. The servant, a young boy, had been accused of muddying the master’s boots. Bai had known the accusation wasn’t true. The master’s son had worn the boots and gotten them dirty. She’d spoken up in the servant’s defense and had coughed up blood for two days as her reward. The master hadn’t taken kindly to her pointing fingers at his son.

      Bai’s mother had tended her well enough, but her words had been stern.

      “You need to learn silence, little one,” she had said as she bathed her daughter that night. “The best servant is invisible. If people don’t see you, and if they don’t hear you, they won’t hurt you.”

      Her mother had been right, as she always was. Speaking out now would be just as foolish. Who knew what trouble she would court if she brought people’s attention her way?

      Bai looked around. The voices came closer, some of them shouting. She didn’t have much time. Before she left, she pulled the bracelet from her mother’s wrist. It seemed pitifully little, but Bai wanted something to remember her mother by.

      She found a gap, a dark shadow where she could hide. It would have to do. She scrambled and squeezed in, curling into the fetal position so she wouldn’t be seen.

      Bai fought to calm her ragged breathing. With every passing second, she became more convinced that the voices were after her. They sounded angry, and they kept coming closer. Bai closed her eyes, hoping she wouldn’t be found.
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      Delun stared across the stone courtyard at his opponent, a monk wearing simple training robes. Though the monk tried to look outwardly composed, Delun could easily see the small physical tics that betrayed the boy’s true feelings. He saw the monk’s eyes dart back and forth, noticed that the monk was breathing quickly through his mouth even though the match had not yet started. Delun imagined he could almost feel the monk’s elevated heart rate.

      Just as telling as the monk’s fear was the attitude of the circle of monks surrounding them, each holding a shield of energy. Though he couldn’t afford to give the circle the same attention he did the monk in front of him, Delun was observant enough to notice the sly grins, the mirth in the eyes of the onlookers as they glanced back and forth. Several of them were a moment away from laughing out loud. Many of them had been through this trial themselves and delighted in being a part of the circle rather than inside it.

      Beads of sweat gathered on the young monk’s forehead, even though the air was cool, thanks to the elevation of the mountains.

      Delun knew his reputation well enough. He rarely sparred with other monks anymore for that very reason. The others sparred to train, but Delun had left the walls of the monastery often enough to see the foolishness in that approach. Sparring to train ingrained bad habits. A killing blow was withheld. Punches were pulled. The body remembered. These were mistakes that could get him killed on the other side of these thick stone walls.

      Delun didn’t spar to train. He sparred to win.

      The other monks knew that fact well. They’d been on the receiving end of enough of his beatings to understand. Now, sparring Delun had become something of a rite of passage, an unofficial test for young monks about to take their final vows. Survive Delun, the argument went, and you could survive anything.

      Delun loathed the practice. It wasted time and there was much to be done. But Taio, their abbot, had insisted on this concession to the other monks. It built community and strengthened the order. Delun didn’t agree, but he never disobeyed a request from Taio.

      The young monk’s weight shifted and Delun focused his attention sharply on the boy. The monk’s energy grew as it was focused. The hopeful warrior made two signs with his right hand and a single sign with his left. Delun fought the urge to shake his head. The boy was far too eager and too confident in his own superiority. Hearing rumors of a strong opponent didn’t dissuade a young man. It only encouraged him. Delun understood. He’d been a young man with a point to prove once, too.

      He still wished the trainees would exercise more restraint.

      Ever since the Battle of Jihan, twenty years ago, single-handed techniques had become standard in the monasteries. Before, a single-handed technique had been considered inferior. With rare exceptions, they generated less focused attacks and shields, and were typically weaker than a sign’s two-handed counterpart. The only advantage had been that a monk could prepare two techniques at the same time.

      Prior to Jihan, no one had used two single-handed techniques simultaneously in combat, though. It was thought doing so required too much focus. On the rare occasions when monks had dueled, only two-handed techniques had been used.

      Sometimes all it took to change the world was for someone to demonstrate what was possible.

      In Jihan, two masters had fought, masters who had both been able to summon two single-handed techniques with ease. Since then, hundreds of monks followed in the footsteps of those infamous warriors.

      Delun considered such a path a mistake. The true path sat, as it often did, between the extremes, a place of balance. Using two single-handed techniques could be useful, and should be trained. But Delun believed that in battle, such techniques should only be used by masters to whom such techniques had become as natural as breathing.

      The monk in front of him was a perfect example. He had an attack and a shield prepared, but both were weak, and even though only a second or two had passed since the trainee formed the signs, he was already struggling to maintain the focus required to hold such techniques. Far better to commit to one move done well than two performed poorly.

      The monk leveled his right hand at Delun, aiming his attack. Delun stood perfectly still, balanced exactly between his feet. He made no move to defend himself. But if the trainee believed Delun was unprepared, the boy was a fool.

      Delun saw the way the monk braced himself, giving Delun a moment of warning.

      It was all he needed.

      Delun slid to the side as the monk released his attack. The energy manipulations of the monks were invisible to the eye, but Delun could feel the wave of energy tear through the place he had just stood. The attack glanced off his shoulder, barely affecting his balance. The rest of the energy wave was absorbed by a monk in the circle, holding a shield to keep the sparring match from destroying the rest of the monastery.

      These trials were no picnic for the monks in the circle either. They all used the first and easiest shielding sign to create the circle of shields, but maintaining it for the duration of the combat, especially if one was absorbing blows, was no small feat. That was why a group of monks stood behind the circle, ready to step in and replace a friend at a moment’s notice.

      Delun stepped toward the boy, closing the distance with precise, calculated steps. The younger trainee, fearing an imminent attack, held up his left hand and released the shield he had prepared.

      To the boy’s credit, his attack and defense had been perfect. The boy followed his training, and his master should have been proud of the boy’s responses. But Delun didn’t fight like a monk, and existed to remind the monks there were other paths to victory. If he believed this trial accomplished anything, it was to prove, as physically and dramatically as possible, that the monks weren’t as infallible as they thought. If he could open their eyes, this farce was worth it.

      He’d expected the shield. As a child, he would have responded exactly the same. He planted his left foot in front of the shield and spun around it.

      The first sign of the shield only protected a small area. The trainee brought his shield around, following Delun’s movements, keeping it between the two of them.

      Delun stopped his spin with his back to the trainee. He didn’t attack, but moved his own right hand quickly through the first two focusing signs of an attack. He wanted to hurt the boy, not kill him. His life was too valuable.

      The trainee, confused by the lack of a strike and Delun’s sudden stillness, dropped his shield. Delun assumed the boy had simply lost focus, his mental energy already consumed by the effort required to use two techniques at once. This mistake wasn’t terrible. The boy had already started signing a second shield with his open hand.

      But a single mistake in a single moment was enough to lose a fight. Delun had been patiently waiting for it, had felt it coming.

      The trainee realized the consequences as Delun twisted around. Too late, the monk felt Delun’s own power. The young monk attempted to finish his shield, but Delun didn’t leave him enough time. Delun turned enough so that he could point his right hand at the monk and released his attack, directly into the trainee’s torso.

      The blast threw the monk backward, crashing against the shields of the monks behind him. The young monk’s eyes went soft for a moment, and Delun worried he’d hit the boy too hard.

      Then the monk recovered and everyone in the circle relaxed. A few of the monks chuckled softly, and Delun heard one monk say to another, “I thought he’d last longer.”

      Delun walked over to his sparring partner and offered his hand. The younger monk took it, and Delun pulled him gently back to his feet. Delun gave the monk a questioning glance.

      The trainee had a sheepish grin on his face. “I’ll have bruises, but I’ll be fine.”

      Delun gave the monk a short bow, which was returned with slightly more respect. Then he turned to walk to his quarters.

      He was stopped before he could make it three paces beyond the circle. Another monk, acting as a messenger, had been waiting for just this moment. “The abbot wants to see you.”

      Delun nodded his acknowledgement and changed direction toward the larger building in the center of the monastery. He was approaching his thirtieth birthday, and the monastery high in the mountains above the town of Two Bridges had been his home for almost twenty of them.

      The monastery had a long and distinguished story, but its most recent history had catapulted it to its unique status in the monastic system. Twenty years ago it had been burned to the ground, its previous abbot killed, the whole incident a prelude to the Battle of Jihan. Taio, their current abbot, had returned from Jihan and rebuilt it.

      Damage from the fire was still evident. Blackened stones formed the foundations of some of the buildings, and the wood showed far less age than most monasteries. The logs had been hauled up one by one from the forests far below. The resulting architecture struck a discordant note, one that Taio frequently acknowledged. The burned stones reminded them of their past, but the new walls kept them focused on building a better future.

      The monastery at Two Bridges was unique among monasteries. It only accepted trained monks, and its purpose was simple: to protect the monastic system at all costs.

      The monks at Two Bridges didn’t patrol the roads or wander the lands, as so many of their peers were supposed to do. They weren’t focused on maintaining the peace of the empire, at least not directly. In the twenty years since Jihan, the threats against the monasteries had only grown. Delun and his peers fought against those forces. No work was more meaningful.

      Delun found Taio in his study. The man sat, stiff as a board, studying the most recent batch of messages he had received. When Delun bowed and entered, Taio motioned for him to take a place across the table.

      Delun kneeled and Taio poured him a cup of tea. Delun’s eyes flicked over the messages, but he refused to read them. Their contents were for Taio, who would tell him what he needed to know.

      “How long did the fight last?” the abbot asked.

      “Not long.”

      “Your thoughts?”

      “He needs experience.” How many times had Delun said those very words in this room? Almost a dozen monks had gone through their unofficial rites with Delun, and almost every time Delun’s answer was the same. The monks didn’t lack for strength or dedication, but until they spent more time out in the world, traveling and adapting to situations, training alone would never suffice.

      Taio nodded, accepting the advice as he always did. For a moment, Delun wondered if Taio would ask more questions about the trainee. Instead, the abbot slid a note across his desk to Delun, spinning it so Delun could read it. Delun took in the information with a glance. His eyes wandered back to the abbot. “How certain are you of the information?”

      “As much as I can be. The source has proven trustworthy in the past, and the information matches my own thinking. The west is a hotbed of seditious activity, which makes it ideal for rebellious ideologies to take root.”

      Delun didn’t need to ask what his task would be. It was always some variation of the same theme, and he was given a wide latitude to handle situations as he saw fit. He was the best at what he did.

      “You’ll leave in the morning. I’m coordinating fresh horses for you along the entire route.”

      Delun’s eyebrows raised in surprise. He currently sat on the opposite end of the empire. The fresh horses would make the trip several times faster, especially if there was a carriage. But the expense was considerable, to say the least.

      The abbot answered the unspoken question. “The Golden Leaf is perhaps the greatest threat I can foresee to monastic stability. If this tip is accurate, you might be able to cut the head off the snake. It’s worth the cost.” Taio gave a slight smile. “But I can’t afford to bring you home the same way.”

      Delun nodded. The way he saw it, his role in life was straightforward. He owed Taio his life and more, and he’d gladly follow the abbot’s orders, no matter the risk. If Taio wanted something done, Delun would see it through. There was never any point in questioning the abbot.

      “Is there anything else I should know?”

      Taio thought for a moment. “I’ve been hearing rumors of this Golden Leaf for years now. It’s been hard to separate fact from story, but the sheer prevalence of rumors worries me. I know you will be, but remain vigilant. If half of what I’ve heard of them is true, they may be far more organized and dangerous than any group you’ve encountered before.”

      The abbot handed over a sealed note. “This orders any monastery to provide whatever aid you require. It will be obeyed.”

      Delun took the note, folding it neatly into his robes. He was about to stand when he saw a flicker of doubt cross over the abbot’s face. He’d known Taio too long to let that pass without remark. “What?”

      Taio hesitated for a moment before answering. “It might be nothing. But there are other rumors from the west, coming from high up in the mountains where no law reaches. I suspect someone lives up there, someone even you don’t want to tangle with. I don’t know if his presence and the Golden Leaf are related, but I would be very afraid if they were.”

      Delun’s curiosity was piqued. Who would be so strong as to concern Taio? The abbot knew well Delun’s skill and strength. “Who?”

      Taio shook his head, unwilling to say more. “A ghost of the past.”
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      The voices circled around Bai, close enough now that she could make out their words.

      “Did you find someone?”

      “No survivors here.”

      “Search that building. Move closer to the square.”

      The voices all sounded low and gravelly. Buried in her small cave, Bai couldn’t decide if they were distraught or calm. The men, whoever they were, kept their voices even. She pushed herself deeper into the shadows, a sharp point digging into her back. She welcomed the pain, so long as it kept her out of sight of the men searching the area. Her fingers squeezed tightly at the bracelet like a scared child clutching onto their parent.

      At first, Bai hoped the men would move on quickly. Once gone, she could decide her next steps. She had no money, but her skill as a seamstress was known in town. There would be work for her. Would someone shelter her, at least until she could purchase a house? She had no answers to any of her questions. Her mother had always been the one to worry about such things.

      There were kind people in Galan, though. Some gave her mom more money than the work required. The baker sometimes let them take a loaf without paying. Bai forced herself to hope.

      Her town would help her.

      The voices drew closer, and the memory of her mother’s calming guidance came back to her, the same advice Bai had heard her whole life. “Never let them see you, my dear. Attract no attention and you’ll come to no harm.”

      The repeated thoughts of her mother brought tears to Bai’s eyes. As thirsty as she felt, she was surprised she could cry. Her last memory of her mother would always be that arm, sticking out of the rubble, cold and lifeless. She choked back a sob, breathing in a cloud of dust.

      Her reaction was immediate and uncontrollable. She coughed, then immediately covered her mouth, gripping so tightly nothing could escape. She cursed to herself, hoping against hope she hadn’t been heard.

      “Over here! I thought I heard someone!”

      Footsteps approached. Bai considered showing herself, but her mother’s advice made too much sense. She had no guarantee these were villagers here to help. The men could be here to finish the destruction they had started. She could feign death, or at least unconsciousness. Perhaps that would be enough for them to leave her alone.

      She closed her eyes and stilled her breathing, her tired lungs burning with the need for more air. Dust tickled the back of her throat. If only she could cough one more time, she could clear the tickle, but she didn’t dare. The men were already too close.

      A single man stopped in front of her hiding place. From the sounds he made, Bai guessed that he had spotted her. She held her breath and willed herself to perfect stillness.

      Though her eyelids were closed, she could detect the light of the lamp as it was held close to her. She couldn’t hold her breath any longer, and finally had to exhale and inhale. She made the actions as slow as possible, but her efforts were doomed to failure.

      The loud voice in front of her almost made her jump. “I found someone!”

      Bai figured she had no choice but to continue her ruse. If they were villagers here to help, they would help regardless of her condition. If the men meant harm, perhaps her feigned unconsciousness would keep her safe.

      She wanted to open her eyes to see if she recognized anyone. Recognition meant safety. But she didn’t dare.

      Voices called back and forth, the men spreading news of a survivor. Before long, Bai guessed that there were at least five men in front of her hole. They discussed among themselves whether it made sense to pull her out, or if it might cause more harm.

      Eventually the harsh voices were joined by one a softer one. Bai kept her eyes closed and her breathing as slow and steady as possible. She heard the sounds of feet shuffling and then a new presence knelt down in front of her. She couldn’t put the words to her feelings, but somehow she knew this man wasn’t like the rest. His presence was lighter.

      Gentle fingers prodded around her ribs and felt along her neck. Bai almost tensed up at the touch, just barely managing to keep her reaction under control. It had been years since any man had touched her. Her mother said that men were just another opportunity to court trouble they couldn’t afford.

      Bai assumed the man was a doctor. After a few moments of silently examining her, he told the men it would be fine to move her. Several strong, firm hands wrapped themselves around her arms and legs and pulled her gently out of the hole.

      Bai was almost convinced, but decided to play out the ruse. Her heart beat lightly in her chest. No doubt, these were villagers.

      She would be safe.

      She was laid softly on flat ground and she heard the doctor’s voice calling for space. She sensed the man kneel down next to her, that same gentle presence again. Soon, the unmistakable pungent scent of smelling salts came wafting through her nostrils. No matter how strong her control might have been, there was nothing she could have done in the face of such an odor.

      Bai coughed and opened her eyes, tears trickling down her face from the force of the aroma. She blinked rapidly, not needing to fake her disorientation.

      She got her first glance at the men. Almost immediately she recognized some of them from around town. She had made the robes several of them now wore. The looks on their faces ranged from confusion to fear, hatred, and sorrow.

      Of course, the disaster had affected them all. She wasn’t the only one who had lost a loved one. Their town wasn’t that large, and everyone would have known at least one of the lost. She saw the storm of her own emotions reflected on the faces of those who stared at her.

      Another man entered the circle, younger than many. “I don’t think there are any other survivors.”

      Looks passed between the men, about her. Bai felt her heart pounding faster. What did it mean that she was the only one who had survived? More people stared at her severely.

      She understood, intuiting the feelings none of them dared speak aloud. She’d always understood people, sometimes better than they seemed to understand themselves. They hated her for surviving. Hated her for being the one who still drew breath when those they cared for no longer did. She hoped they would treat her kindly enough, but nothing she could do would diminish that hate.

      Only time would allow it to fade.

      Bai looked for one friendly face, someone she could connect with, someone who might shelter her. She had never known many of the townspeople as more than acquaintances or clients. Her days were spent indoors, hidden from the world, buried deep in the work her mother gave her. She wasn’t invited to meals, had no childhood friends to lean on. It had always been her and her mother.

      Now it was just her. She started to cry again.

      A hand gently squeezed her shoulder, and Bai realized that the doctor had been speaking to her. “I’m sorry, girl, but what is the last thing you remember?”

      Bai thought of her mother, sending her out for errands that morning. “Mother. She wanted me to pick up fabric at the market.”

      More looks passed between the men in the circle around her. Even the doctor looked disappointed. She didn’t have the answers they sought. “Are you sure you don’t remember more?”

      Bai squeezed her eyes shut, trying to remember, the same door as before blocking her memories. “I think there were some boys playing ball in the square.”

      Off to the side, a man listening suddenly broke down in tears, his neighbors extending comforting arms around him.

      The doctor nodded, as though Bai had said something important. She didn’t think she had, though. “Can you stand? I’ll take you someplace where you can rest. Your memories will return in time.”

      Bai, with the help of several men, got to her feet. She leaned against one of her rescuers, grateful for the sturdy support. She felt as though she would collapse again if left on her own. Even her eyelids felt heavy. Though she didn’t dare confess her worry to the doctor, she feared she wasn’t well.

      The doctor led the way as they left the market. The going was slow, the men struggling to support Bai’s unsteady weight as they moved across the rubble. Eventually, shattered houses and collapsed roofs gave way to unbroken road, and their pace increased.

      Though the streets looked familiar, Bai couldn’t say where they were going. Her mind felt so tired, and all she could think about was finding a place to lay her head, to rest as long as needed. Before long they were in front of a big, squat building. Some part of her recognized it, knowing she had seen it before, but she couldn’t place it. She was brought into the building and into a small room, complete with a bed and bedpan.

      The room was warm, and as the doctor sat her down on the bed, one of the men that had escorted them left and came back with food and drink. Bai gulped at the water greedily, the water soothing her scratchy throat, but found that she couldn’t eat much food. The doctor watched everything she did with a curious eye.

      Soon they were joined by another man. Bai recognized him, though it took her a few moments to place his face. It was the elder of their town.

      The title was a bit of a misnomer, a holdover from when small towns and villages were governed by the oldest living citizen. The man in front of her was not the oldest in town, but had been chosen from among the willing elders to lead the town in important matters. He was well regarded.

      The doctor glanced over at the elder, and Bai noticed for the first time the elder’s eyes were red-rimmed. “She claims she doesn’t remember anything.”

      The elder glared at her, as though the force of his will would uncover the mystery of what had destroyed the town market. Bai felt guilt lodge itself deep in her stomach, twisting it in knots.

      “I’m sorry, sir. I wish that I remembered more, but I don’t. I’ll keep trying.”

      The elder gave her a gruff nod, and Bai saw the same hate in his manner that she’d seen from so many of the other men. From the elder, the hate seemed particularly sharp. She guessed he had lost someone particularly important.

      The doctor, content with the care he had administered, stood up. “We’ll leave the food and water here for you. Let us know if there is anything else you need.”

      Bai bowed toward the men. They were kind to care for her after the disaster. Kind to give her shelter. Her hope had not been misplaced.

      Without another word, they stood and stepped out of the room together, closing the door behind them. Bai heard the sound of wood scraping on wood, the sound not quite registering in her confused state. She looked at the door, perplexed by the iron bars embedded in the thick wood.

      She knew where she was.

      Terror beating in her heart, she found the strength to stand and walk to the door. She pressed her face against the iron bars just in time to see the men turn the corner and move out of sight. She pushed against the door, looked for any sort of latch that would open it, but she found nothing. Gritting her teeth, she planted her shoulder against the door and shoved with all her remaining strength, but the door didn’t give at all.

      Feeling her strength fail her, Bai returned to the bed.

      She’d been betrayed. But why would the village lock her away? She summoned the energy to scream for help.

      But her mom’s advice echoed in her thoughts. So long as Bai was quiet and obeyed, the men would eventually let her out. Perhaps they were only trying to ensure her safety. She wouldn’t anger them by making a scene.
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      Delun grew increasingly certain that he wasn’t making his journey to the western edges of the empire alone. He’d already seen two men three times on the road, and thought he’d recognized a third man as well. As he rode in the small carriage, he considered his evidence.

      He’d first noticed the men in Two Bridges, the small town directly beneath Delun’s monastery. Monks coming and going often attracted attention, but Delun made a habit of noting those whose eyes followed him too closely. He attributed his continued survival to his awareness, noticing threats before they could strike.

      In Two Bridges two different men had followed him, switching off between one another so as not to arouse his suspicions. Had they been better at their craft, the technique might have worked. Both of them were amateurs, though. They followed too closely and were too obvious, their gazes always pointed in his direction. Delun wasn’t that interesting.

      At first, he hadn’t paid them much mind. More monks were reporting this type of behavior, and Delun himself had been subjected to it countless times in his travels. There were groups trying to track monks’ movements. The trend was worrying, but no specific incident elicited much concern. Delun assumed that once he began his journey west his tails would disappear.

      He’d been wrong. He’d already put leagues between Two Bridges and his destination, and he still spotted the men on occasion. As the carriage carried him, Delun considered the implications. He’d been moving without stop for over a day now. Thanks to the carriage, he could sleep while traveling. The conditions were far from ideal, but he’d slept in worse.

      Taio had spared no expense to ferry Delun quickly across the empire. More than the abbot’s dire warnings, the carriage and fresh horses were perhaps the greatest indicators of how much value the abbot placed on the information he’d received. Normally, he would have been content to let Delun walk.

      While Delun slept and rested, the men following him struggled. Delun assumed they didn’t have advance knowledge of his route. No one should know the ultimate destination besides Delun and Taio. If the men knew, it seemed unlikely they’d expend the effort to follow him. He almost felt sorry for them. They had ridden through the night and no doubt had to purchase new horses.

      He suspected that if he simply continued on he would eventually outride them. They had to be exhausted, and if their funds weren’t already depleted, they must be close. Horses were not cheap.

      Delun looked down at the copy of the letter he had made in the abbot’s study. The letter stated that the seditious organization known as the Golden Leaf was based out of a small city in the west named Kulat. Delun only possessed a passing knowledge of the city. It was one of the larger cities near the western edge of the empire, and its most strategic value was the fact that it was out of the way. There was a larger monastery inside the town and a few smaller ones scattered far and wide around the area.

      Beyond the work of the monasteries, Delun assumed the empire wouldn’t pay much attention to the area, which made it a reasonable place for an organization like the Golden Leaf to hide. The lord of that region of the empire, Lord Xun, was considered an ambitious man. He was an excellent administrator and had favor in the eyes of the emperor himself. Thoughts of the Golden Leaf, the empire, and the monasteries swirled in his head, the connections not quite solidifying yet.

      The question that loomed over all of Delun’s thoughts was if the letter and the men following him were connected. Delun didn’t believe in coincidence, and it seemed suspicious to attract this amount of attention just as he drew this assignment.

      The Golden Leaf had been a rumor for years. Like many other groups that’d popped up over the last decade, they claimed they wanted to burn the monastic system down. They’d never been much of a threat. Delun had his finger on the pulse of all rebellious activity, and he didn’t know of any actual attacks the Golden Leaf had committed. But they were unique in that all the attempts to squash the rumors about the organization had resulted in failure. At times, Delun had almost dismissed the group entirely, but the persistence of the whispers indicated some truth the monasteries hadn’t yet ferreted out.

      Delun folded the letter. The only way to answer his questions was to ask them directly. He glanced out the window. At the moment, the road behind him was clear. That wasn’t too surprising. The reason Delun had noticed the tails in the first place was when he’d asked the carriage to stop and the pursuers had accidentally ridden too close. They had played their parts well, giving Delun a short bow as they passed, seemingly uninterested in him. But they were the same men from Two Bridges.

      The sun was setting, and the outlines of a plan formed in Delun’s mind. He leaned out of the carriage. “Let’s stop for the night at the next village that has a decent inn.”

      The driver looked hesitant, the order contradicting his command to ferry Delun with all possible haste. But he accepted the change. Few openly questioned the request of a monk. Delun figured he could sacrifice one night of travel to learn more of the men who followed him.

      The carriage came to a stop outside of a small inn located near the heart of a town. Delun rented a room for the night, ensuring it possessed a window that looked out on the streets. Before long he was perched next to the window, his room dark, watching the few people below. The town was quiet tonight, the road nearly empty. It made the gathering of the three men in the alley across from the inn all the more suspicious.

      Delun stole out of his room, exiting the inn near the rear where the stables were. From there he made a wide circle until he was behind the men, on the other end of the alley from them. He stood behind a corner, listening to their conversation with ease.

      He was convinced these men knew little about their craft. They’d made no effort to encircle the inn, nor had they placed anyone in the common room to mark his comings and goings. The final fact that damned them was that they spoke normally in the alley, making them painfully easy to eavesdrop on. Delun was almost disappointed by the lack of challenge they presented.

      “Wherever he’s going, I suspect he will continue to have fresh horses. We can only keep up with him for another day or two before we run out of money.” Delun marked the speaker as the tallest of the three. He spoke with an air of authority.

      “What should we do?” asked another, small and thin.

      The tall man didn’t answer for a moment. “We’ll follow as best we can. When we can’t any longer, we’ll send a bird with everything we know.”

      The third man, who appeared to be the muscle of the group, spoke softer than the rest. “We could kill him.”

      “You want to try your skills against this one?” asked the tall man, clearly incredulous.

      The small man chimed in. “Of course he does. That monk has it coming to him, after all he’s done.”

      Delun frowned. So they weren’t just following him because he had left the monastery. They knew who he was.

      The tall man calmed the other two. “Perhaps it might come to that, but I do not think he is as easy a target as you think.”

      The third man’s response was almost instant. “A knife across a sleeping man’s throat kills a monk just the same as a farmer.”

      Before, Delun had debated the best course of action. Now, he had no question. These men weren’t just following him, they spoke like practiced criminals, men seriously contemplating the killing of a monk. They had sentenced themselves to death with their own words. His duty, as one who upheld justice in the empire, was clear.

      Delun stepped from around the corner, making his movement sudden enough that it would draw their attention.

      The tall man cursed and the other two turned around to see what had alarmed their leader.

      Delun savored the looks of fear on their faces. For all their bravado a moment ago, when real danger appeared, they knew how little weight their words carried.

      He had expected the third one to strike first. Of the three, he seemed the most eager for violent resolution. The monk arched an eyebrow in surprise when it was the small one who darted at him, daggers appearing in his hands as if by magic.

      Delun stepped back to avoid a slashing cut aimed at his face, then stopped and grabbed the man’s second arm as he stabbed at Delun. He executed a quick reversal, jamming the dagger into the man’s own shoulder. The small man’s eyes widened with pain and Delun shoved him down.

      Delun didn’t have time to finish the kill. The third man slashed at Delun with a sword, forcing him to back up again. The alley just wasn’t wide enough for him to move the directions he wanted. Delun saw the way the man stumbled forward, the power of the strike pulling him off-balance. The man might be a murderer, but he certainly wasn’t a trained warrior. He handled the blade like a man who only knew the pointy end was supposed to go in the opponent. There was no grace or style to his movements.

      The small man was getting to his feet, though. Soon it would be two against one, and Delun didn’t need that complication. He waited for the swordsman to swing again, then stepped easily inside the man’s guard and chopped viciously at the man’s throat. His quick strike was true, and the man dropped his sword as he gasped for air. Delun threw an elbow into the man’s face and borrowed the sword.

      With a blade in his hand, he slapped aside the small man’s incoming dagger and stabbed him through the heart. The man never had a chance. Like his burly companion, he lacked the training necessary to be a threat. The third man rolled on the ground, trying desperately to find air. Delun drove the sword through the man’s chest and into the dirt below, putting an end to his struggles.

      Delun turned to see the tall man standing at the mouth of the alley, his sword drawn, but his body frozen. It seemed he had lost his courage. That was a shame. From his stance, Delun could tell the man had received more training than the other two combined. If they had all attacked together, Delun might have had a real fight on his hands.

      Hate glowed in the man’s eyes, and Delun figured it would only be a moment before anger overwhelmed fear. He’d seen the same reactions often enough.

      His hands held behind him, Delun made the first sign for an attack, feeling the energy build up near his hand. He would have preferred to use only his bare hands, but something in the man’s stance persuaded him preparation might be worthwhile.

      The tall man darted forward, his body balanced over his feet at all times. He led with a series of thrusts. In the alley, against an unarmed opponent, the technique was excellent. The man never lost his balance, never gave Delun an opening to attack. The sharp steel of the blade cut the air between them, creating an impassable barrier. Delun retreated a few steps before deciding he wouldn’t win this exchange without his gift.

      Changing his tactics, he formed the second sign and held his hand out in front of him.

      The tall man stopped attacking the moment he realized what he was looking at.

      Delun released the attack, the wave of energy crashing over the other man, sending him tumbling back several paces. To the man’s credit, though, he hung on to his sword.

      The tall man struggled to his feet, but Delun had no intention of allowing him a chance to regain his balance. Honorable combat was a lie. Victory or defeat was all that mattered. He stepped up close to the man, and before he could swing his sword Delun had thrown him down the alley again.

      The man fought his way to his feet as Delun approached. This time the man swung wildly, but Delun was prepared. He blocked the strike with a quick one-handed shield, using the sign of the first attack to focus his energy in his other hand and release it.

      The tall man slammed into the wall of the alley. This time, though, Delun didn’t release the attack. He kept the pressure on the man, rendering him immobile against the wall. Maintaining the attack, Delun reached out with his free hand and wrested the sword from the man’s grip. With careful precision, he drove the sword through the man’s shoulder and into the wall behind him, pinning him there.

      The man gritted his teeth in agony but refused to scream. Delun didn’t mind. Less attention usually made this sort of work easier. He released his attack, satisfied when the man’s weight settled on the sword. Delun walked down the alley and found the small man’s clean dagger. Short blade in hand, he turned back to the tall man.

      “Now,” he said, “I have some questions for you.”
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