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      A cool breeze blew from the north, causing the torches to flicker in the fading sunlight of early evening. The breeze, a welcome companion through the summer months, now carried a hint of a bite, causing Bo to shiver. He wished the torches provided him as much heat as they did light.

      Da, standing guard next to him, noticed him shiver. His friend, much larger than him, laughed. Bo welcomed the sound. Da’s laughter was deep and honest and reminded Bo that the world contained great joys. Little bothered Da, including the cold.

      “Already cold?” Da chided. “Autumn hasn’t even started yet. You’re in for a long winter, friend.”

      Bo grumbled good-naturedly. “You might never feel cold, but the rest of us do.” Back in the barracks, Da’s indifference to cold bordered on legendary. Once, during training, another guard had dumped a bucket of snow on Da while he slept. He didn’t even wake up.

      The two guards stepped back from the edge of the wall and continued their patrol of the palace grounds.

      The only sound Bo heard was their heavy boots against the well-worn stone of the palace walls. Off in the distance, Jihan was quiet, preparing for the Harvest Festival. Bo and Da maintained the silence of two men who were used to spending long hours together at a time. Conversation occurred in fits and starts, neither of them compelled to fill the silences with empty words.

      Da spoke when they reached a corner. “I’m eager for the festival this year.”

      Bo broke his gaze from the lawn below the palace walls to glance at his partner. “More than usual?”

      Da nodded, a gesture that revealed his true meaning.

      Bo smiled, returning his attention to the quiet grounds below. “You found someone.”

      “Jealous?”

      “Grateful. Perhaps now you’ll stop eyeing my sister every time she visits.”

      Da laughed again. “You shouldn’t get your hopes up.”

      Bo joined in his friend’s laughter, his own quieter and more restrained. He’d never been as free with his emotions as his companion.

      They approached the main gates, twin pillars towering over the rest of the wall.

      “I’m glad,” Bo admitted. “Who is it?”

      “No one you know. The daughter of a silk merchant. She’s kind.”

      Bo grinned as he heard the feeling in his friend’s voice. A good match, though he would have expected no less from Da. Despite being one of the youngest in their guard unit, Da possessed a wisdom far greater than his years. Other guards often came to him for advice. More than once, Bo had marveled at Da’s choice to become a guard. His heart seemed too soft. His competence, likability, and judgment guaranteed him a quick rise through the ranks, though. His friend would order him around soon enough, Bo suspected.

      He almost asked Da about his plans for the festival, but an unusual sight drew his attention to the road below.

      Their patrol had taken them to the top of the main gate, and the two of them looked down the road leading from the palace to the city of Jihan. The road was made of stone, wide enough for six carts, and lined with two rows of trees that ended five hundred paces from the gates.

      The gates were closed, as they usually were these days. Traffic still passed through small doors, heavily guarded by other men in Bo and Da’s unit. He hated that duty, much preferring to walk the walls. This late at night, few visitors walked the road that led to the palace.

      Bo fixed his gaze on a man wearing the white robes of a monk, walking with a steady pace up the road. He shook his head and fought the urge to spit.

      Da, alert as always, shook his head. “Your hatred is unbecoming, friend.”

      “They make my skin crawl. Do you know why he is here?”

      “An audience with the princess.” Da always paid more attention to the events happening inside the palace.

      Bo almost did spit then. “Why?”

      Da shrugged. It wasn’t their place to know.

      As the monk approached the gate, he looked up and saw Bo and Da staring. Bo swore he saw anger in the monk’s eyes, but he was sure Da would suggest he only saw a reflection of his own emotions.

      Da was too understanding, by far.

      The monks carried too much guilt, were responsible for too much suffering. Jihan itself had been the victim of a battle between monks thirty years ago. Ten years ago, a monastery far to the west had tried to wrest control of the land from the local lord, a rebellion that had decimated the lord’s army.

      Bo hated their mysterious powers, hated the way too many monks lorded that power over others.

      He was far from alone.

      But he also knew he would find no support from Da. His friend remained hopelessly optimistic, even as the empire spiraled into chaos. Bo believed that war was coming. Da called him a pessimistic fool.

      The monk passed below them without incident. Bo and Da continued their rounds. Three circuits of the wall would complete their duty for the night.

      Da told Bo of his plans for the Harvest Festival, laying out in exquisite detail how he planned to win the merchant’s daughter’s heart. Bo laughed in disbelief. “You’ll be broke,” he observed.

      Here, the wall they walked came close to the walls of the palace itself. Their unit wasn’t elite enough to have duty inside the palace, but Bo knew they were close to areas reserved for the use of the princess. He idly wondered how her audience with the monk was going. He wondered how close she was at that very moment.

      He was still wondering when the walls of the palace exploded outward.

      Bo had no warning. One moment, he was walking the defensive walls of the palace with a man he had known for years.

      The next was filled with stone, blood, and chaos.

      Rock and wood rained around him, and a wave of pressure picked Bo bodily up and slammed him against a merlon.

      For a moment, his world went dark.

      When he came to, dust settled around him.

      He noticed the silence first. For a long moment, the world seemed frozen, the illusion only shattered by soft sounds of his own leather armor complaining as he brought himself to sitting.

      The eerie quiet lasted only a moment. Then he heard shouts off in the distance, the whole palace coming to life in response to the disaster.

      Bo looked down at his hands, saw them grimy and gray. They shook as he looked at them, as though they possessed a life of their own.

      He moved his legs.

      Somehow, he had survived. He felt something wet trickle around his eye. One shaking hand reached up, then came away smeared with blood.

      Da.

      Bo shot to his feet and studied the surrounding area for the first time. Twenty paces beyond the wall he stood on, the palace was no longer whole. A jagged circle of open air ruined the elegant lines of the building. Bo realized he was looking into the princess’s rooms.

      Da.

      Bo blinked dust out of his eyes. He stumbled forward, searching.

      Da had been walking a pace ahead of him, but Bo saw no clue to his friend’s current whereabouts.

      Bo’s stomach churned and his breathing became fast and shallow.

      Where was Da?

      He had been right here.

      Bo spun around, looking behind him, wondering if he’d gotten turned around. Still no sign of Da.

      Bo continued, stepping gingerly, avoiding the broken rubble that littered the walkway.

      How much time had passed?

      Sounds were coming closer. Voices, concerned and loud. He couldn’t make out specific words, but he understood their tone.

      Friends.

      His mouth was dry, his pace increasing as he walked back and forth, searching for Da. His eyes roved everywhere, saw movement inside the palace, but he ignored it.

      Then, sudden movement. Bo tore his attention away from the wall to the palace. The princess stood there, her dress in tatters, but her head held high and defiant. Bo had never stood this close to her.

      He didn’t care. Da was missing.

      His gaze returned to the walls, saw a patch of red fabric among the gray dust.

      Bo dashed forward. He scrambled toward the pile of stone, grasping and pulling at the rock. Quickly, he uncovered a corpse in the shape of his friend.

      “No!” he shouted, his voice hoarse, his throat coated with the same dust that covered the body.

      He grasped more stones, threw them away, uncovered the man’s face.

      Da.

      He was barely recognizable. A stone had caved in part of his forehead. Da’s eyes were wide, frozen in surprise for forever.

      “No, no, no, no, no,” Bo moaned.

      The guilty stone hadn’t escaped far. Covered in blood, it rested next to the fatal wound it had caused.

      They’d been one pace apart, at most.

      On his knees, Bo curled over, resting his head against his friend’s chest, hoping to hear that strong heart he had so often relied on.

      But the heart had gone silent.

      Da was gone.
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      Bai walked the evening streets of Windown, basking in the busyness of the night market. The Harvest Festival was still days away, but merchants and customers alike prepared for the holiday. The spirit was in the air. Smiles came easily to vendors as wares flew off their tables, and laughter split the air as men drank too much together.

      Having grown up in a small town, Bai adored the energy of larger cities. Windown was far from the largest city in the empire, but it was at least four times the size of Galan, the town she grew up in. In Galan the streets would be quiet by this time of night, even as the holiday approached.

      She also enjoyed the larger cities for a more selfish reason. They fed into her own power. The energy of so many people flowed around her, creating a life-giving river that she drank deeply from. She opened herself to those currents of energy, reveling in the tingle of power running through her limbs, right down to her fingers and toes.

      Hien, walking beside Bai, didn’t seem nearly as pleased. The woman had a solid ten years on Bai, the first hints of gray darkening her otherwise night-black hair. Those stray hairs were the only reliable sign of the woman’s age. Hien could outrun most men with half her years. She moved with a grace that came from decades of martial experience.

      Hien’s eyes roamed back and forth across the street, searching for danger.

      Bai grinned at the other woman. She believed they were in no real danger here.

      Hien had gotten word a few weeks ago, through means Bai still didn’t completely understand. A woman had attracted violent attention in a brothel in Windown. She would risk her life to escape. Hien asked Bai to accompany her, and Bai agreed, having nothing more pressing.

      They had arrived in Windown this morning. Tonight they planned to scout the area and tomorrow they would help the woman escape. They’d done this more times than Bai could count, the years piling on opportunities.

      Hien treated every street corner as a potential ambush, every passerby a possible enemy.

      Sometimes, the situation warranted such caution. They’d made enough enemies in their lives that some paranoia was reasonable. But they had just arrived in town and possessed no known enemies here. Windown hosted a small monastery, but Bai was reasonably certain she’d never crossed paths with any monks from here.

      Reminding Hien would do no good. The woman woke up in a state of heightened awareness and didn’t relax even in her dreams.

      Bai would be tempted to poke fun at her, but Hien’s abilities had saved her life more than once.

      Bai stopped at a small food stall, drawn in by the scent of fresh noodles. She turned to Hien. “Want a bowl?”

      Hien gave a quick nod as she scanned the market.

      Bai ordered two bowls of noodles and stared with delight as the chef prepared them. The smells made her mouth water with anticipation. They’d only eaten dried meat and some rice for the past few days.

      They sat down at an outdoor table. Hien ate at her noodles slowly while Bai attacked hers like a foe that needed vanquishing.

      Bai finished well before Hien and took in the sights. From their table she saw the corner of the brothel, tucked into a quiet corner of the market. It was a two-story building, surrounded by a few others.

      The market was riddled with ways in and out, so they didn’t need to worry about getting trapped immediately after their rescue. The most likely areas of concern were the roads out of town. The two primary roads would be closely guarded if an alarm was raised. Fortunately, no walls protected Windown, so it would be easy enough to escape if events went poorly.

      She hoped that wouldn’t be the case. Easy would be ideal.

      When Hien finished her noodles the two women turned their attention to the task at hand. Tomorrow morning Hien would meet with the woman and finalize their plan, but tonight they needed to scout their options. If Hien had taught Bai one lesson well over the past decade, it was that preparation often meant the difference between success and failure. When Bai had first discovered her abilities, she enjoyed running head first into problems. Hien demonstrated a better way.

      They made a large circle around the brothel. They worked in silence. Later, they would compare their observations. Bai noticed places where a person could hide, where an ambush might conceivably be set. She looked for alleys and paths that ended in a wall or other obstruction.

      After they completed their rounds they found a dark corner. Hien stood guard while Bai opened herself up to more energy, filling her legs with borrowed strength. At a nod from Hien, Bai leaped to the rooftop two stories above.

      She landed as lightly as a feather, then tested the footing to make sure the roof was stable. Back in Kulat, she’d been running along the rooftops and fallen straight into a family’s dining room. She hadn’t been hurt, but her shame still lingered when she thought on that moment.

      Convinced that the roof would easily support the two of them, she waved at Hien. The woman pulled out a rope from her pack and uncoiled it. She took a weighted end and tossed it into the air with practiced ease. Bai caught it and anchored herself as Hien pulled herself smoothly up the rope and onto the rooftop.

      Despite Hien’s fitness, she was breathing hard when she stood next to Bai. Bai gave the other woman a chance to catch her breath, then they walked together to the other side of the roof where they could look down on the brothel.

      Bai paid attention to the windows. Several were open, letting in the cool night air. That boded well for a discreet entrance. If the women inside could open their windows freely, it gave her and Hien a way of getting in and out without being noticed.

      She filled her legs with power and jumped across the gap between the buildings. Looking back, she saw Hien glaring at her. Jumping across had been a bit of a risk, but it allowed Bai to scout the rooftop here, too. Sometimes there were access points to the building on the roof. A quick study of the surroundings told her that wasn’t the case here. Bai was about to leap back across when she felt a gathering of power nearby.

      She frowned and focused her attention. She’d been so interested in the brothel and its surroundings she hadn’t paid enough attention to the streets. A small group of monks approached the market.

      Curious, she walked over to the front edge of the brothel’s roof and crouched down. She allowed most of the energy to drain from her body. If the monks sensed her, she would have a considerable problem.

      Her eyes ran over the crowd below, but she didn’t see any monks. Their white robes stuck out even in a crowd. But she still felt them, and they were getting closer.

      There.

      Her sight and sense agreed. A group of three young men approached the brothel. None of them wore the white robes of their station, but their gait gave them away. They were men who spent their entire lives training to fight. They could wear loose-fitting traveling clothes, but she wouldn’t miss a monk in any disguise.

      Once she picked them out, she knew they only had one destination in mind, their eyes fixed on a point straight ahead.

      And she was squatting on top of it.

      She hurried out of sight. Once she was as far away from them as possible, she summoned the power to leap across the rooftops and return to Hien.

      Hien had seen the entire episode, but without being gifted, could only guess at what had happened. “Who are they?”

      “Monks.”

      “In a brothel, without their robes?”

      Bai nodded. There weren’t any prohibitions about monks visiting brothels, even within the monasteries. So why hide who they were? It was true that public opinion had turned against the monks in the past several years, but that rarely put a damper on their activities. They were the strongest warriors in the empire, and why would the strong worry about the opinion of the masses?

      Bai considered the problem. The appearance of the monks probably meant little. If they visited the brothel again tomorrow, it might be a problem. If she used her powers, any nearby monks would likely notice them.

      But they still had plenty of options. Breaking the woman out of the brothel shouldn’t prove too challenging.

      As she and Hien worked their way back to the streets, Bai hoped she wasn’t wrong.
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      Delun crested the small rise that hid Two Bridges from view. The mere sight of the town took a weight off his shoulders. How long had it been since he had last been back here? Two months? The days and weeks blurred in his memory.

      Too long.

      Delun stopped, taking a moment to inspect the landscape. He noticed the differences first. New houses were being built on the outskirts of town, and the streets looked more crowded than ever before.

      Two Bridges, like most of the empire, was growing. For most, the last decade had been one of peace and prosperity. Despite the tensions that simmered underneath the surface there had been no major conflicts. Even the Kulat Rebellion had only destroyed the lives of a few hundred people, and most of those had been from the failed military response. People didn’t care much about wars that didn’t affect them personally.

      He let his eyes travel to the mountain ridge high above. Snow already settled on some peaks, and before long travel to the monastery would be difficult. But for now, the path looked open.

      He wanted to shed the weight that burdened his heart. But he couldn’t outrun memories as easily as enemies.

      He’d just come from a small village, so small it wasn’t even named. There had been rumors that the village intended to begin an armed rebellion against the monasteries.

      The rumor had to have been someone’s poor idea of a joke.

      They had hated the monasteries well enough. Delun walked into the village wearing his white robes and immediately been attacked. But the village possessed less than a dozen able-bodied men. Now there were less than half that many. The fight was quick, but bloodier than Delun preferred.

      He’d left, disgusted with the situation. They’d attacked so fast he’d had no choice in his response. He’d offered coin in recompense, but had been harshly turned down. Now the village would hate monks even more than they had before.

      And that was how it went, one day at a time. Delun created a story that would travel from mouth to ear across the empire. Another story about the evil monks who sought only power and money.

      People would never learn about the lives he saved, the criminals he imprisoned or killed. Those stories remained as secrets. But every time a monk erred, the whole empire knew.

      Seeing the outline of the monastery high above gave him an unreasonable amount of hope. He had grown up here, and perhaps this was the one place where he still found peace. Thirty years ago, the monastery at Two Bridges had burned. Since then it had kept itself relatively aloof from the affairs of the empire, becoming a haven for some of the strongest and most talented monks the empire had ever known. He had trained there for years as a child before becoming a full-fledged monk. Its rooms would always provide him shelter.

      But not if he didn’t get moving. He startled with the sudden realization he’d been standing in place for several minutes. He strode forward, eagerly looking forward to a meal in town before completing the intense hike up the mountain.

      Delun received more than his fair share of glares as he came into Two Bridges. He did his best to ignore them and put forward the monastery’s best face. He returned the glares with smiles, but halfway through the growing town he lost his appetite. There was no joy in eating a meal where one’s company wasn’t desired. Some dried meat still rested in his pack, enough to sustain him to the ridge the monastery rested on.

      Soon he was on the other side of the town, the anger at his back. His attitude improved slightly outside of town, but regret and sorrow weighed down his heart. He had dedicated almost his entire life to the monasteries. They weren’t perfect. He understood that, better than most. Some of his work targeted other monks.

      But the monasteries were the empire’s best hope. The empire needed strong and wise leaders who had the ability to change the world. The monks could be those leaders if the empire gave them the chance.

      To this day, Delun remembered having his own young life saved by a monk. That was the day he discovered exactly what he wanted from life.

      He lived his dream day after day, but it wasn’t what he had imagined. For all the good he performed, the world turned further away from the monasteries.

      Delun questioned whether he should even continue.

      Some small part of him hoped that Taio, the abbot he had grown up with inside the walls of the monastery, would have some answers for him, some guidance that would show him the way. With every step he climbed up the mountain, he kept his eyes on the summit.

      The path to the monastery was wide and well-traveled. For the first half of the ascent the trail wound its way up the mountain while surrounded by tall pine trees. Delun breathed in the fresh scent deeply, the smell reminding him he was close to home. After about a mile, he broke out of the trees and came to a small intersection. From here he looked out on the valley below. Two Bridges was just beneath him, the cleared ground around the edges of the town a sign of its expansion.

      Delun rested for a moment, snacking on the last of his meat while he watched the valley below. From up here the world seemed quieter and more peaceful, a bit of distance making all the difference. Eventually he turned and continued his journey.

      The trail remained wide and easy to navigate. The monastery above was over a hundred years old. While people didn’t travel the path every day, enough made the journey to keep the trail wide and unbroken. Tall granite slabs rose to Delun’s side.

      It didn’t take him too long to reach a small marker in the road. Monks had placed the marker about twenty-five years ago to commemorate a duel, a duel that changed the world. Delun stopped to examine the slab of rock, cut smoothly by a powerful attack. Another hole in the rock a few paces on was about as wide as Delun’s thumb.

      The Dragon’s Fang attack.

      This was the place where a rebel had ambushed a monk named Jian. Two masters of their age had fought here, but Jian had lost. The duel on this road led to the Battle of Jihan, which had led to the Rebellion of Kulat.

      Delun’s mind wandered as he traced the ripples of history. The same events probably would have come to pass anyway, but this fight had been the seed that started it all. Being as Delun had been discovered and saved during the Battle of Jihan, he supposed he could trace the path of his life back to this place as well.

      All times were times of change, but this age was different. These changes would echo down the halls of history. Delun didn’t know which direction the empire would take. He only hoped it was one that gave the monks the respect and authority they deserved.

      With the sun racing toward the mountaintops, Delun figured he had better pick up his pace. He pushed hard to the end of the trail, resting only when he crested the last switchback that brought the monastery into view. A thick rock wall surrounded the monastery, a wall that had stood unbroken for over a hundred years. From the trail, a few of the taller buildings could be seen peeking over the wall. Delun’s spirits lifted as he saw the only place that he considered home.

      Monks let him through the gate with little fanfare. They sensed his power just as he sensed theirs. Beyond that, they all knew him.

      As soon as he stepped into the courtyard, a thin smile broke out on his face. Taio, the abbot of this monastery, stood in the courtyard providing a few students with additional instruction. Taio saw him enter, gave him a welcoming nod, then returned to his students.

      Delun stayed for a bit and watched. He’d been on the road for months, and although he knew Taio’s teachings well, perhaps there was something for him to learn.

      He was quickly disappointed. The students were younger, in ways beyond their age. Delun saw the problem as soon as they began. Taio was attempting to demonstrate the third single-handed attack, but the teachings flew over the students’ heads. The third attack, both the one-handed and two-handed versions, was the first that required true focus of one’s will. A natural gift and training made the first two signs relatively straightforward. But the third often separated competent monks from those still stuck on the basics. These boys didn’t have the patience. They ran through the moves too quickly. They never achieved focus.

      Taio ordered them to try a dozen times while Delun watched, but no one succeeded. The abbot, more patient than Delun remembered, tried again and again to slow them down, but the lesson never held. Finally, Taio ended the session, giving gentle words of encouragement to the young men as they returned to their daily tasks.

      Taio came and sat on the stone next to Delun. He sighed.

      Delun offered the rest of his water skin. Taio accepted it with a nod of thanks. “You’re gentler than you used to be.”

      Taio grunted, his attitude clear. “They can’t handle strict training. They complain and sulk the following day, stealing their own valuable practice time.”

      Delun frowned. He’d heard similar statements at other monasteries. Still, he was surprised to hear it here. Years ago, they had admitted only fully trained monks into this monastery. Delun knew they had relaxed the rule, but he hadn’t expected to see such untrained recruits. “How are you?”

      Taio handed back the water skin. “I’ve been better.” The abbot studied Delun. “But I feel better than you look.”

      The two men sat in silence for a few minutes, watching the daily routine of the monastery as evening approached. Just being back here made him feel better. He felt comfortable surrounded by the sights, the smells, and the routines.

      Taio finally stood up. “You should stay for a while.”

      Delun shook his head, wishing he could accept. “There are rumors of a plot in Jihan.”

      Taio took a step and stood directly in front of Delun. “There’s always a plot in Jihan. And you look more ragged than I’ve ever seen you. You can’t solve all the empire’s problems on your own, and I doubt a week will matter.”

      “A week?”

      “Until the Harvest Festival.”

      Delun blinked. Somewhere in the back of his mind he had known that the festival was approaching, but he’d never thought of it.

      He stood up and stretched. A week wouldn’t be too bad, and staying here had a tremendous appeal. His temptation was strong.

      He rubbed at his temples. His duty was to the people of the empire, and that meant no rest for him. “I appreciate the offer.”

      Taio shook his head. “Fine, then. It’s an order. You need sleep and rest.”

      Delun still could have left, but his will was weak. A rest sounded fantastic. He nodded.

      Taio smiled. “I thought you would eventually see things my way. And maybe while you’re here, you can train some of these young men how to fight.”

      Delun groaned inwardly. He’d only been here a few minutes, but he already knew that if he was forced to teach, he would be looking for a way out.
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      Lei looked up sharply from his teacup. Daiyu, his wife, raised an eyebrow at the motion, posing a silent question.

      “There are two gifted coming up the mountain.”

      Daiyu grimaced. Lei knew she had been looking forward to some quiet time alone with him. The last few weeks had been busy, and they had intentionally set aside time to simply be with one another. The visitors, whoever they were, couldn’t have chosen a worse time. Still, Daiyu knew well how duty interfered with pleasure. “I’ll see you when you return. Don’t be long.”

      Lei reached out and held her hand for a moment. The temptation to shun his responsibilities pulled at his heart. All he wanted to do was spend his afternoon here, alone with Daiyu.

      The world had other plans.

      He stood and grabbed his sword from the corner of the room. Neither of the powers hiking up the path were strong, but one of them felt unique. When he’d first noticed the second power, he’d thought it might be Bai. The similarity was striking, but it wasn’t his old student.

      Lei opened the door to his house just in time to see the young man who had been watching the pass today run up the stairs to his porch. The man stopped short. “There are two people coming up the path.”

      A range of replies occurred to Lei. The man had shirked his duties. Lei should have received warning far before he could sense them. He’d lecture the outlook later, but he didn’t have the energy to do so now. He gave a short nod and stepped down the stairs.

      Lei didn’t hurry. Though the two visitors were close enough for him to sense, the last few switchbacks up to his village were steep. He had several minutes before they crested the ridge.

      The outlook followed Lei as he walked through his village. It had grown in the past few years. Despite their attempts at secrecy, word of the village had slowly spread. Those who lived below, in Kulat and Galan, had softened their attitudes, making the decision easier for many.

      People came here for varied reasons. Some sought a simpler life, others fled from enemies, still others ran from the empire. He and Daiyu welcomed anyone they judged would contribute to their small enclave.

      Several people wandered about this afternoon. The air was brisk, but those who lived here tended towards hardy. Lei greeted friends and neighbors and accepted condolences as he could. One or two wanted to speak with him at length. He promised that he would, but that visitors were coming.

      He reached the edge of the village before his guests appeared. When he saw the man leading the pair, he immediately relaxed. He hadn’t seen the monk for years, but it was definitely Yang.

      Yang was the abbot of the closest monastery, a full day’s journey away in the city of Kulat. At one time, Yang had almost rebelled against the whole monastic system, but after the Massacre of Kulat, he had ended up as abbot.

      Lei kept a close eye on events in the surrounding area. At least, he tried as much as a man who lived in self-imposed exile could. He’d heard little but good news since Yang had taken over, and the abbot had earned his trust several times over.

      A young woman walked behind Yang. Her eyes were wary and her body tense. She was the one who felt almost like Bai.

      The powers might have been similar, but the personalities were anything but. A single glance told Lei that the young woman in front of him was closed off, private, and ready for a fight. Although they’d just met, he saw a woman who’d had a turbulent life.

      Lei gave Yang a short bow, which was returned slightly deeper. A small acknowledgment that although Yang was an abbot, Lei’s strength was far greater.

      They exchanged pleasantries and Lei led them back into the village. He trusted Yang, but the woman’s silent presence left him on edge. Lei planned to lead them to the common room, but Yang asked if they could take the path to the clearing above. Lei, more curious than worried, agreed.

      They climbed the path without a word, and Lei’s memories of training Bai surfaced from the depths of his past. She probably hadn’t known then, but he’d felt the importance of those grueling days.

      Yang seemed to peer directly into his thoughts. “You feel it, too?”

      Lei struggled to express the changes he had sensed for the past couple of months. Feelings, instincts, and rumors had gradually coalesced into something more, something he struggled to understand. “A circle is closing.”

      Yang nodded. “Well said. My father was a tailor, and I would say that the strands of fate are finally coming together. But we feel the same, I think.”

      They crested the steep path that led to the clearing. A small mountain lake rested ahead of them, crystal blue waters inviting and cold. Tall pines surrounded the clearing, in clumps that grew year after year as the small forest spread.

      Yang breathed in deeply. “You still train here, don’t you?”

      It was half a comment, half an inquiry. Lei confessed that he did.

      “I figured as much. You’ve created a new legend, you know, or perhaps your first. There are ever fewer people who know your past.”

      “For the best, I’d imagine.”

      “Who knows? But the past is unchangeable, even for you. Any monk within three miles of this place can feel you when you train, though.”

      Lei hadn’t heard. Yang and Bai were the only gifted who visited his village, and neither had visited for over a year. For as interested in news as he was, though, his patience still wore thin. This had been time for him and Daiyu. “Why are you here, Yang?”

      Many monks would have shown disgust at Lei’s directness, but they had known each other for years. He spoke without preamble. “I want to convince you to join the monastery.”

      Lei frowned. “You know that I won’t.”

      “Which is why I brought her.” Yang gestured toward the girl, who immediately summoned an incredible amount of power. The girl sprinted, covering a dozen paces in less than a heartbeat. She leaped into the air, feet spinning in kicks almost too fast for Lei to track. She landed softly, and within a moment her power had completely vanished.

      Lei attempted to keep the amazement off his face but failed. The powers were eerily similar to Bai’s. Bai was capable of greater power, but Lei wasn’t sure she had the same control this young woman did.

      “Her name is Rong. She was the first one I found.”

      Lei tore his gaze away from the young woman to stare at the abbot. “The first?”

      “There are over a dozen now. Men, women, even two children.”

      “All like her?”

      Yang shook his head. “The power manifests differently in each.”

      Lei felt the world shift underneath his feet. Such variety? “How far have you searched?”

      “No more than three days’ journey away from Kulat.”

      “So many?”

      Yang just nodded, giving Lei a chance to absorb the information.

      The abbot might as well have appeared and claimed that humans could now fly. Lei had suspected change was in the air, but he had never imagined it would come so fast and be so widespread. “What about the other monasteries?”

      “They cling to the past, as they always have. We are building something new in Kulat, Lei. I believe you need to be a part of it.”

      Lei wasn’t sure what to say. He had guessed something like this had been Yang’s purpose, but he’d never imagined that he’d be tempted, especially after the news Daiyu had learned just a week ago. “I cannot,” he said.

      Yang didn’t look surprised. “Don’t you see, Lei? You were the harbinger of it all, the one who pierced the mysteries. Before you, no one had connected to the source. Now, many can. Then Bai came with gifts we had never seen before. Today there are more, with gifts no other abbot would even dare to recognize. The gift, our powers, are changing before our very eyes. And we are here to witness it, to guide it, even. I need your strength, but more than that, I need your wisdom.”

      Lei met Yang’s gaze. “Daiyu is dying.”

      Yang didn’t answer, but Lei saw the surprise in his eyes. “You’re sure?”

      Lei nodded. “The best healers have come in response to my summons. The growth is large and incurable.”

      “How long?”

      Lei shrugged. “Months, maybe. Perhaps less.”

      Yang looked devastated. Lei knew he disappointed the abbot with the news, but not because Yang was close to Daiyu. The abbot respected Lei’s wife, but his sorrow was more personal. Yang now knew that no matter what he said, Lei would not join him.

      The abbot did not push further. He stepped up to Lei. “I am truly sorry, Lei. Just know that our doors in Kulat are always open. It would delight us to have you.”

      “For what it is worth, Yang, I appreciate all that you have done. If I am able, I will help how I can. Like you, I am fascinated by these developments.”

      Yang acknowledged the kindness, then turned down the mountain with Rong in tow. His visit had been short, but Yang had never wasted time. Lei watched them go, wondering on Yang’s words.

      Although few people admitted it, the monasteries had given the empire peace and prosperity for decades. If the power the monasteries relied on was changing, Lei feared what would become of the empire.
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      Bai sipped at her tea while watching the busy streets. She tapped her fingers against the side of the cup, glancing back and forth between the street and her companion. She didn’t like this setup.

      Hien had met with the woman this morning. The conversation had been quick and discreet. Two private guards, hired by the brothel, watched the woman as she moved through town. Hien had pulled the woman aside as Bai created a commotion behind the guards, drawing their attention for a few minutes.

      Their final plan was as simple as they came. The woman would make an excuse to leave sometime this afternoon. She’d bring anything she could. Bai and Hien would take care of the guards and they would be out of Windown before anyone was the wiser.

      Simple and easy. No different than a dozen times before.

      Except for the monks.

      They kept wandering the street outside the teahouse. Enough monks had passed by that Bai worried they’d noticed her. But the monks raised no alarm. They didn’t even glance in her direction.

      Across from her, Hien raised an eyebrow. “Could you stop?”

      Bai forced her fingers to relax. She spread them out wide and laid them on the table.

      “Your knee, too?”

      She hadn’t even realized. Obediently, she quit.

      “Why are you nervous?”

      “Another monk passed a minute ago.”

      Hien sighed. “If they haven’t attacked, they haven’t noticed you.”

      Most days Bai would have agreed. Today, something didn’t sit well with her, but she had no detail, no fact she could use to prove her case. She tried to relax, turning her attention to Hien.

      Though her friend’s appearance wouldn’t alarm a random passerby, Bai’s trained eye picked up on details most missed. To a stranger, Hien looked like an older woman, hair starting to gray, skin beginning to wrinkle. If that stranger watched Hien for a few moments, they might admire the energy with which she moved, but little else.

      Bai saw a warrior. Perhaps past her physical prime, but decades of experience made her more dangerous than ever. Small bulges sometimes appeared as Hien shifted in her seat, briefly revealing the wide array of weaponry the woman wore hidden under her loose-fitting clothes. Bai had known Hien for over ten years, and she’d never known the woman to carry less than five blades. It was a wonder she didn’t stab herself every time she moved.

      Her friend had a concerned look on her face. The question came out of the blue. “Will you return home with me, once this is over?”

      Bai broke away from Hien’s gaze and turned to the street. Hien had decided that after this rescue she would make the long journey across the empire back to Lei’s village. It was the place they both called home, though neither spent much time there. She’d invited Bai to join her.

      Bai didn’t know. Seeing friendly faces always appealed to her, but Bai had little reason to return. Hien wanted her back in the area for another reason.

      Rumors claimed that the monastery in Kulat had changed its direction. Both Bai and Hien listened to tales of strange warriors. Bai couldn’t separate truth from the fantastic. Hien argued that Bai should return and seek others like her.

      Bai had little desire. The last time she visited Kulat she had killed the previous abbot as he rebelled against the empire. Although she knew Yang, the current abbot, would welcome her, she saw few compelling reasons to return to a place that held only terrible memories.

      The sight of a woman walking down the street saved her from further contemplation.

      The woman they had been waiting for.

      Bai didn’t know her name. Hien had mentioned it several times, but she had promptly forgotten.

      The woman had seen better days. She wore heavy makeup that made her look ready for the evening, but her sunken eyes and slouched shoulders told an entirely different story. A large man walked in front of her. He wasn’t overtly menacing, but he cleared a path for both of them. A triad.

      Hien was about to set a few coins on the table, but Bai was quicker. The older woman smiled. “I should be paying for you, for your help.”

      “For the pleasure of your company.”

      They left the teahouse and separated, their long experience guiding them. Hien took point. Bai was stronger and faster, but Hien had made first contact and would escort the woman away from the town to a safe location. Bai usually observed, only acting when the escapes went wrong.

      Watching Hien work still inspired Bai. She almost vanished like a ghost in the crowds, and if Bai hadn’t kept an eye on her, she would have been nearly impossible to track. The lone triad, so confident in his own superiority, would never see her coming.

      Bai’s prediction became a reality soon enough. A hood pulled over her head, Hien slipped through the crowd until she walked beside the triad, slightly behind him. He never saw her. Bai couldn’t see the small dagger, but she saw the quick motion of Hien’s arm, saw the triad stumble, suddenly supported and guided to the edge of the street by Hien.

      The dagger was poisoned. Not to kill, but for sleep. The triad never saw Hien’s face, and his stumble didn’t attract attention. A drunk triad at this time of the afternoon barely merited a notice.

      Then Hien made contact with the woman. As they spoke, Bai took point, scouting the area. The woman might never even know Bai had helped, but Bai acted as the eyes and ears that allowed Hien to focus more on the woman. Once outside of Windown, Hien would take the woman the rest of the way to the shelter alone. There would be little danger once they escaped the city limits.

      Watching Hien comfort the woman made Bai think of their own first meeting. Hien had broken her out of a cell, helped her escape from a town that wanted her blood. Bai didn’t know exactly what Hien was telling the woman, but she could imagine. She’d heard much the same so many years ago, even if the words were different.

      It will be okay.

      From anyone else, the words may have sounded trite and empty. But Hien inspired trust. Looking back on their escape from Galan, Bai couldn’t believe Hien had managed to both calm her and guide her as well as she had.

      The woman tonight was no different. Within moments she was following Hien, taking the first steps toward her new life.

      Bai and Hien exchanged a quick glance. Hien gave a short nod, and Bai turned and led the way, alert for the first sign of trouble.

      Everything seemed safe enough. Windown, like every town and city in the empire, was preparing for the Harvest Festival. Held every year to celebrate the conclusion of the harvest, it was one of the largest celebrations, bringing in people from all over the land. During the day, merchants bustled about, preparing for some of the most profitable days of the year. The activity provided plenty of cover for the three women.

      Bai felt the energy of the city, like a beating heart underneath her feet.

      She led the women toward the main road that led out of the city. Hien’s rescue had gone so well, she didn’t see any need to run through the back alleys. She took wide streets that led them out of town.

      Bai was twenty paces ahead of Hien and the woman when she turned a corner and came face to face with a group of six men blocking the road.

      Bai’s first instinct was to label them triads, warriors sent to retrieve the woman, but a quick glance gave lie to that explanation. The men all had shaven heads, and even their resting stances were similar to one another. Now that they had her attention, she felt them, too. She’d been so focused on spotting guards from the brothel she’d forgotten completely about her first fear.

      They didn’t wear white robes, but their shared identity was obvious.

      Monks.

      Bai didn’t panic. Even this close, they might not sense her. Only a trickle of energy flowed through her at the moment, and it would take a sensitive monk getting close to her to notice.

      She changed direction, but saw the way the eyes of the men followed her.

      She stopped and cursed.

      They had cleared the area, meaning they likely had one outcome in mind.

      A few moments later Hien came up behind her. Her stance was wary. No doubt she’d noticed Bai’s shifting behavior. She’d left the woman ten paces behind. Hien looked at the group arrayed in front of them. She identified them quickly enough, even though she wasn’t gifted.

      “Monks.”

      Bai nodded. “They’re for me. Go on.”

      Hien didn’t move. “I can help.”

      Most people would run in fear of confronting a monk. Hien didn’t, and Bai knew the woman’s words weren’t an empty boast.

      “No. She needs you more.”

      Hien looked torn.

      “I’ll be fine. Go.”

      Without another word, Hien retrieved the woman. They walked away. The monks followed Hien and the other woman with their eyes, but did not pursue. Bai was grateful. Her assumption had been correct.

      The monks advanced on her. She drew power into herself. Her senses sharpened and her limbs filled with new energy. Inside Windown, surrounded by so much life, the energy she could draw from was vast.

      Usually her talent surprised monks. But these expected it, because their advance never faltered. They knew who she was and what gifts she possessed. They responded by forming the signs of attacks and shields with their hands. Two of the six drew daggers.

      Bai’s eyes widened at that. Weapons weren’t permitted for monks. For some, it made them too dangerous. The question was, were the monks able to channel their energy into the weapons, or did they intend to stab her?

      She hoped it was the latter. She’d never fought against energy-infused weapons, but she’d seen firsthand the damage such attacks created.

      The semicircle of monks advanced on her. Their eyes glittered with hate.

      “For our fallen brothers!” The monk who shouted was one of the two that held a dagger. Bai pegged him as the leader.

      The monks attacked together. Waves of invisible energy darted at her, her own gift warning her of the blows.

      She stepped into them, feeling the attacks infuse every inch of her body with additional power. She sprinted forward, the shields the monks relied on for protection only slowing her for a moment. Bai drove her fist into one monk’s stomach, then spun around and snapped a roundhouse kick at another’s chin.

      She controlled her strength. With the power she’d already absorbed, she easily could have killed both with her blows. Holding back, she merely left them unconscious.

      Amid the remaining monks, she barely had time to react against the next wave of attacks. Two attacks felt familiar, but two techniques surprised her. Sharp crescents of energy snapped at her. Afraid for the first time in years, she leaped high over the attacks, landing softly on a roof above and behind her.

      Despite her soft landing, the roof crumbled as soon as her weight settled. For a second, she wondered why. As the cracking sound from the walls below reached her ears, she understood.

      The attacks from the daggers had cut through the whole house.

      As stone and wood collapsed, Bai leaped from one rooftop to another. Thankfully, the second house remained firm under her feet.

      The monks tracked her, hands focusing power as they prepared their next assault.

      She couldn’t allow them the opportunity, especially not the two with daggers. Families lived in these houses. She leaped down, drawing power into her fist as she punched at the two dagger-wielding monks. They were agile, though, giving up ground and avoiding her blows.

      She pressed forward, letting more strength rush into her legs. The two monks couldn’t backpedal quickly enough. She caught one with a kick across the shins, crashing him to the ground. Before he recovered, she snapped another kick at his head, causing his eyes to lose focus and his face to go slack.

      In the time she took to disable the first weapon-wielding monk, the second gathered all his strength into his dagger. With rage burning in his eyes, he lashed out, a sharp wave of energy sending the dirt of the road underneath their feet flying.

      She stood too close to dodge. Without thinking, she held out her left hand, as though she could stop the blow with a feeble gesture. She felt a sharp, fiery pain as the cut struck her hand, but her body absorbed the energy.

      Bai clenched her hand into a fist. The attack had been terribly focused, filling her entire body with fire. She had encountered this before. Her body threatened to burst like an overfilled water skin.

      She stepped forward. To her perception the action had been simple enough: a single step toward her assailant. But that single step carried her directly in front of him. Her control over her body faded as the energy coursed through her limbs.

      Bai raised her right hand and made the symbol for the first attack, holding the attack right in the monk’s face. Her ability to project energy like the monks was nearly useless. But she’d absorbed so much power even she couldn’t fail.

      She released the power from her hand, like pricking the water skin with a knife point. The strength rushed out of her, directly at the monk’s head.

      The result shocked her. The monk flew, his body landing at an unnatural angle against the ground. Without having to check, Bai was certain the monk was dead.

      The final two monks, unarmed and terrified of suffering the same fate as their brothers, turned and ran.

      Bai was about to chase them when she noticed the blood dripping from her left hand. She opened it and looked at her palm. A gash ran from her fourth finger down nearly to her wrist. Though not deep, it bled freely. As the excitement faded from her body, the pain worsened.

      She looked up at the fleeing monks and decided they weren’t worth her time. She had more pressing concerns.

      The monks had figured out how to hurt her.
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