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ABOUT THE STORY




An Aspis is the first and last line of defense, he must not fall or fail. First into battle, last to remain standing.

Emissary Salya is trapped on Naxos for now, but time is running out.

The Grand Council won’t let her remain trapped forever, they will free her, and when they do, she will want only one thing—the death of Monty, Simon, and Peaches.

The Spartan, at the cost of his life, has given Simon the Hidden Hand, a mysterious weapon to use against the Emissary.

There’s only one problem—Simon doesn’t know how to use the Hidden Hand.

Now, together with Monty, they must travel to Tibet—specifically somewhere in the Himalayas—where a group of monks from the Order of the Sky have promised to help them grow stronger to meet this threat.

As Monty grows in power, Simon must face some hard truths.

With little time, they must harness incredible power to face the Emissary—or die trying.

Three new worlds. Download three novellas for free.

https://BookHip.com/PZWGAVV


“No one ever tells you that bravery feels like fear.”

—Mary Kate Teske


DEDICATION




To those who have had to strive to glimpse moments of perfection, never truly attaining it, for that is impossible.

To the unwavering individual, who, catching this glimpse, strives continuously, polishing constantly, working tirelessly for another brief glimpse, knowing that progress rather than perfection is what makes the journey worthwhile.

This story is for you.


ONE




Stairs.

I never thought I would grow to hate stairs before this moment.

I was wrong.

Hate was actually too nice a word. I absolutely despised stairs.

With a sigh, I looked up to my morning’s torture.

Ahead of me, I saw the unforgiving stone steps that silently mocked me with the pain and agony that had become my daily forge.

I looked around the mountain top. The Order of the Sky had built its temples—really one temple complex—divided among several peaks and joined by insane land bridges no one in their right mind would attempt to cross.

This was the sect Master Yat belonged to. They were reclusive, and rarely, if ever, welcomed visitors. Yat had extended us an invitation to torture—he actually called it an opportunity to grow stronger.

I actually believed him…until I saw the stairs.

I knew this was a unique opportunity; I also knew that the only reason it was being extended to us was due to the fact that Master Yat had trained both Monty and me.

There was also the request that Dex had made on our behalf because we were short on time. We had no way of knowing how long Emissary Salya would be trapped on Naxos.

Dex felt we needed the crash course of instruction on pain and power. The emphasis on pain applied powerfully. I know it sounded like I was complaining; I wasn’t. I just wasn’t thrilled that the only way we could get ready for Salya was to undergo this method of training.

By now, I felt that all my training had been conducted under ‘learn this now before something kills you’ conditions. For once, I’d like to take the extended training method, where it took a few years to learn a new technique properly, without the pressure of imminent death looming over me.

I still didn’t know what the Hidden Hand did. Was it an actual Hidden Hand that I could use for more mundane things, like carrying an extra mug of coffee?

That could be handy.

Or was it some philosophical hand that imparted hidden wisdom with a handy slap to my head when I least expected it? The fact that I was up in the mountains with Master Yat had me leaning closer to the second option.

So far no one had explained it to me. All I ever heard when I asked was: Master the stairs first, before asking any questions. Which brought me back to where I was standing now.

In the darkness of the morning, before dawn.

I looked up again.

One hundred and eight steps, followed by a landing which led to—you guessed it—another one hundred and eight steps, which led to one more landing and—because the third time is the charm, one more set of one hundred and eight steps.

I was learning that nine, and its multiples, was very big in the Order of the Sky.

Sacred, even.

I glanced a little higher into the darkness of the sky.

I could just make out the outline of the Stone Temple from where I stood. It didn’t seem like much from down here, just a large shadow, ominous and indistinct in the dark.

When the sun rose and bathed it in golden light, it was truly impressive. Like the steps that currently mocked me, it had been carved out of the mountain I was about to climb. The temple was an architectural wonder, reminding me of Kali’s temple on her plane.

I didn’t know if the Stone Temple was the result of some divine handiwork; it was amazing enough to make me believe some god had influenced its creation. I figured it was created by incredibly skilled monks who could manipulate energy in a way I still hadn’t experienced.

In the two weeks Monty and I had been here, I had only seen two temples, Stone Temple and the Iron Fan Mountain. This didn’t mean there were only two temples, but that we only had access to these two. I was fairly certain there were more, but those other temples were off-limits to us.

According to Master Yat, the Order of the Sky had anchored Stone Temple and Iron Fan Mountain on our plane for our visit. I had no idea what that meant, except that we could only visit those two locations.

Both were located at the top of distinct peaks, connected by a series of smaller mountains and natural bridges.

The bridges were off-limits to me and I wasn’t complaining. They were about two feet wide and soared over chasms where I couldn’t see the bottom. My one and only time over one of them, I nearly lost my footing.

Only having Elder Han there saved me from what would have probably been a fatal fall, which wouldn’t have lasted long due to my curse, but still, I wasn’t actively looking to test the limits of the curse.

That left the smaller hills, which were unforgiving but much safer than crossing the bridges. The hills consisted of a small but extreme course of sheer cliff face climbing with few handholds and plenty of heart-stopping drops.

It was a lesser of two evils sort of situation.

I looked up to the sky again.

The sun hadn’t risen yet.

Yes, I was stalling. The thought of racing up all those stone steps wasn’t one that filled me with much motivation to get started. I jumped up and down to get the blood flowing and generate some body heat.

The air was chill.

The air was always chill up here. Every other morning we would be greeted by snowfall, which probably made for a beautiful scene, if I were here to take pictures, but was horrible for climbing smooth stone steps.

“Not even dawn yet,” I muttered to myself as my hellhound rumbled next to me and looked up into my face. His eyes gave off a subtle red glow which had become the norm lately. “There has to be a rule against this somewhere in the Geneva Convention, I’m sure of it.”

He rumbled again and nudged me forward toward the steps.

<This will make you stronger, bondmate. You must become stronger like me. We must hurry, before the old pebble man comes.>

<I think your strength came with the package. Have you seen who your father is? Strong is kind of expected for you, and there’s no point in hurrying—Elder Han is always nearby.>

I glanced around to make sure Elder Han wasn’t around.

<My sire has been known to destroy his offspring. I, too, must become stronger, but I am mighty. You are not. Are you ready? We must reach the top before the sun, or you know what will happen.>

I knew what would happen, because it had happened enough times to get me up on this mountain in the middle of darkness.

<We get to have this fun all over again.>

<This is not fun. Not even a little, but it will make you stronger.>

At least he agreed with me—this was not my idea of fun. Not even a little.

In the darkness, I made out the first set of one hundred and eight steps. These stone steps were clear, but the edges were covered with overgrowth as a feature and design element. I think the monks left the overgrowth there as an obstacle to overcome. If you weren’t careful, you could easily trip on one of the many plants growing along the steps.

Aside from the added benefit of snow in the early morning, dew covered everything, especially this high up in altitude. I tentatively put one foot—one bare foot—on a step.

We were perpetually in cloud cover. Water on stone steps created a hazard of epic proportions, one that was disregarded by my monk hosts who traveled up and down these steps like goats on a cliffside.

They were oblivious to the obvious danger running up and down wet steps posed. They were oblivious to most dangers all around us.

That seemed to be a trend on Stone Mountain.

It wasn’t just the stairs.

If I only had to face a mountain of stairs, I think I could deal with that. Eventually I would get used to them, get stronger and be able to move faster.

I’m not saying it would be easy, but over time it would be manageable.

It wasn’t the only obstacle I was expected to overcome.

There were other dangers. Dangers I couldn’t avoid, at least not yet. Dangers that made climbing stairs slick with morning dew or snow at least ten times harder.

I had to deal with the pebbles.

The pebbles.

The cursed pebbles that I could swear had some kind of homing-in properties designed into them.

I hated the pebbles almost as much as I hated the stairs.

I know it doesn’t seem like much—climb the steps and occasionally get hit by a pebble. How distracting could that be, really?

When your focus was heightened on the wet steps in front of you, getting thwacked by a pebble every minute or so was nerve-wracking. Add to that, I never knew which direction the pebble was coming from, and it made me overcompensate when I did get hit.

On occasion, my overcompensating maneuvers shifted me right off the step I was standing on. That would lead me to an express trip to the closest landing below me.

To describe bouncing on stone steps as painful was the understatement of the century. Imagine walking in your home at night and slamming your shin into a sturdy, marble table you recently moved.

Take that pain, multiply it by a million and you’re getting close to bouncing down a set of ancient stone steps. It was tiring, not only because of the falling but keeping the constant state of awareness drained me mentally.

Talk about paranoia. I was walking around jumping at every motion I detected. The pebbles would come at me when I least expected and from where I least expected.

Rarely, I would sense the pebble-deploying monk, but most of the time I only sensed him after he had hit me with a smooth stone, usually on the side or back of my head.

The aim was impressive.

Especially during my morning climbs, when it was dark and visibility was poor. To date, I had not experienced a miss from the pebble-firing monk perpetrator.

Every pebble had landed.

I half-considered walking around wearing a helmet, but I knew that would only open up other areas of my body for target practice.

I still couldn’t dodge them, but I was getting there. Monty had told me that sensing monks was the first step.

It meant growth.

To me, it just meant pain.

Daily uncomfortable blossoms of sharp pain.

“Do you plan on contemplating the steps all morning?” a voice asked from behind me. “Time will not wait for you.”

I knew who it was without having to turn.

I didn’t sense him—unless he wanted me to. This monk was the leader of the pebble brigade attack squad.

Sneak Attack Han, not that I would ever call him that out loud. He was always referred to as Elder Han, and happened to be one of the oldest monks on Stone Mountain, if not the oldest.

At some point, I realized I had to get past him in order to make my way and remain on Iron Fan Mountain which was where Master Yat and Monty stayed during our time here.

I still trained there, but every night and every morning I had to climb the stairs. Every day I had to make my way to Iron Fan Mountain by climbing through the gauntlet.

The wet stairs of perpetual pebbles and pain.

I shook my head.

“No, Elder, I’m just contemplating how lucky I am to have to climb the steps this morning,” I said with a groan. “I really look forward to this every morning before the sun rises. Highlight of my day, really.”

The sarcasm was strong this morning.

A pebble thwacked on the side of my head.

“That tone felt inauthentic, Brother Strong,” he said. “Strive for truth in every word. Try again.”

“You want the truth?” I asked, turning to his voice, but not seeing him. “How is climbing these steps supposed to make me stronger? This is an antiquated waste of time. I should be training in fighting, in getting my dawnward stronger, learning whatever this Hidden Hand is, or at the very least, perfecting the battleform with my hellhound. Not climbing these infinite steps of agony.”

Another pebble thwacked the back of my head.

“Respect is the highest form of gratitude, Aspis,” Elder Han said softly. I still didn’t know where he was. All I knew was that he was within striking distance, but there was so much overgrowth on the side of the steps that it was easy for him to hide from sight. “Try again.”

I took a deep breath and re-centered, careful not to take too long, or another pebble would be headed my way.

“I will start now,” I said, trying to strike a respectful tone and putting my hands together as I bowed. “Thank you for returning my awareness to the present.”

“Much better,” he said, stepping into view with a smile. “You can accomplish so much when you put forth effort.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to give an answer that wouldn’t earn me a pebble to the side of the head.

I snuck a glance in his direction as he approached.

He was an impossibly old man.

He was approaching an age where I felt his next phase should be fossilization. He wore a red and white robe—mostly white—with a wide, red sash that draped over one shoulder, and then around his waist. His robe never seemed to collect any of the dust and dirt that formed our everyday on the mountains.

I want to say he walked, but it was more like gliding; he seemed to skim the surface of the earth as he covered territory. His energy signature, when I could read it, was fluid—like trying to catch water. I could never get a precise indicator of how powerful he was.

The few times I managed to get some sense of his level of power, my brain nearly seized. I think that was the reason he masked his energy signature—to protect from melting my brain.

His clean-shaven head caught what little light was available at this hour and gave off a soft gleam. He narrowed his eyes at me and pointed to the steps with his staff.

I involuntarily flinched at the motion. His staff and I weren’t on the best of terms.

The staff of pain and agony.

I hated that staff almost as much as I hated the stairs and pebbles. That staff rounded out the trinity of terror which formed my mornings on the mountain.

I began running up the steps and made it up five, before I lost my footing and slipped, crashing my shin into the stone. A bright flash of pain exploded in my vision. I went down with a groan as Peaches padded over followed by Elder Han.

“Did you break anything?” he asked, looking down at my leg as he patted Peaches. “That looks painful.”

My curse flushed my body with warmth as it dealt with the injury. I was seeing the constellation of agony as the sensation raced up my shin.

I shook my head in response as the pain momentarily robbed me of the power of speech. The thin robes I wore were no protection against the cold, unfeeling stone of the wet mountain steps.

“I have a question,” I asked, rubbing my tender shin. “One relevant to this situation.”

“By all means, please ask.”

I made sure to move some distance away from the reach of his staff. He was worse than Master Yat with that thing.

“Is there any reason I can’t do this when the sun is up and the steps are dry?” I asked, still rubbing my shin slowly. “This is really dangerous. There aren’t any guardrails or anything on these steps, I could fall off the mountain.”

He took a moment to look around and over the steps.

He nodded.

“That is dangerous. You could slip right off the side of the mountain,” he said, peering over the edge. “We should install some safety measures, perhaps a guardrail or two.”

“I agree,” I said, nodding. “At the very least, a handrail.”

“A handrail is an excellent idea,” he said, looking around us. “Of course, we would need to utilize natural resources—we don’t want to spoil the natural beauty of the mountain.”

This conversation was setting off all sorts of alarms.

Those same alarms were sending signals to my brain that instead of asking questions, I should be heading up the steps at this very moment, if I knew what was good for me.

“You know, now that I think of it,” I said, “a guardrail would rob the stairs of their natural beauty. The whole remote mountain temple aesthetic would be lost.”

“No, no, you make a valid point,” he said. “Safety should be our priority, above all.”

Elder Han stepped closer to where I sat. I leaned slightly away reflexively. It was an unconscious defensive maneuver; it wasn’t that I was scared of him or anything.

Well, maybe I was a little wary, but I wasn’t scared.

He smiled at me again, and now I was extra wary.

His smiles were dangerous precursors to pain most of the time. He reached out, placing a hand on my shin, and the pain vanished immediately.

“Still hurts?” he asked, removing his hand from my leg. “Better?”

I nodded.

“Much better,” I said, moving my leg. “What did you do?”

“Nothing. I merely redirected your focus,” he said. “There is another method that works even better.”

“Really?” I asked. “Can you show me?”

I should have known better.

“Of course,” he said, and whacked my bare foot with his staff. A bloom of pain exploded in my foot. “Once again, your focus has been redirected. I’m certain you are not even contemplating your shin in this moment.”

I stared daggers at him, but knew better than to respond. I stood immediately..

“Time flows,” he said, looking up at the lightening sky. “Do wish to climb these steps again this morning?”

“No, Elder,” I said. “Thank you for the focus.”

I took off with Peaches at my side and Elder Han’s laughter following me up the stairs.

We made it to the top of the stairs just as the sun was peeking over the horizon.

Elder Han appeared from behind the entrance columns to the Stone Temple and nodded at me as he approached where I stood.

“You made it in time,” he said, looking at the sunrise. “That is a beautiful dawn, is it not?”

I stood there with my mouth open.

Not because of the dawn—yes, it was spectacular and breathtaking in its splendor. No, I was standing there in awe because he had reached the top of the stairs before me.

Somehow he had managed to climb three hundred and twenty four wet stone steps faster than I could. I looked down the three sets of stairs and back at the Elder, in mild shock.

“How did you get here before me?”

“I have always been here—before you.”

“I just left you way down there,” I said, pointing down the stairs. “How are you here?”

“Simple,” he said, beckoning me closer. “I took the elevator.”

I knew for a fact there was no elevator.

He turned and walked into the Stone Temple. At this point, I was sure he had a twin, or was part of a set of triplets, however unfeasible that sounded.

In my life, I had seen and experienced plenty of things that could be described as impossible, right up until the moment they tried to extinguish you from the face of the earth.

Dealing with Elder Han on a daily basis usually beat all of those experiences. I watched him walk into the Stone Temple with a spring in his step while I remained at the entrance somewhat stunned.


TWO




“Elevator?” I asked as I entered the temple. “No way.”

“Don’t waste the morning,” he called out as he kept walking ahead of me. “You still have your morning duties to complete. Yat will be waiting for you at the Iron Fan once you are ready.”

I walked into the Stone Temple—running was frowned upon, I discovered early on—and prepared for the morning duties. For me, the first thing this consisted of was twenty minutes of meditation.

The temple was made primarily of stone.

The concept of heating or central air conditioning hadn’t reached the Order of the Sky—or if it had, it had been kicked down the mountain and right out of the plane.

To say a building made of stone was chilly was selling it short. I swear they could have stored meat in the corridors and it would keep in the natural refrigeration of the environment that was Stone Temple.

The stairs I had just climbed led to a wall which surrounded the temple. Past the wall was a path to the exterior courtyard. Once I passed the exterior, I approached another path to the interior of the temple. Both areas of the temple were intricately designed and consisted of ancient architecture.

I followed one of many paths to a large room. It was empty at this hour, except for several wooden benches to sit on—seiza benches.

The seiza benches were arranged in a specific formation. Five rows of nine, evenly spaced and equidistant from each other. These were traditional, solid meditation benches that sat on the bare stone floor. They were designed at an angle and forced you to sit upright on your knees.

It was better than sitting on your knees, taking some of the weight off your joints, but not by much. I soon discovered that comfort was not one of the main aspects of these benches.

The benches were designed for the monks to sit and focus on breathing. It sounded simple enough: Sit down and focus on my breath. In my case, there was only one wrinkle. Unlike the other monks in the temple, I had to do my morning meditations with an assigned meditation partner.

Normally I wouldn’t mind, had my meditation partner been human. That would mean we could both sit and contemplate our breath.

My meditation partner was my hellhound.

My legs, which were aware from the steps I had just climbed, screamed at me as I sat on the bench, my knees resting on the cold stone floor. I sat with my large hellhound next to me.

I still remember telling Elder Han this was impossible. Hellhounds barely sat still. At least mine didn’t, not without large amounts of sausage.

To my knowledge, hellhounds certainly weren’t big on meditation.

Elder Han smiled and gave me a look, motioning for me to sit down, which I did. He did the same to Peaches, who completely embarrassed me by sitting quietly on his haunches next to me.

Elder Han gently patted Peaches on his enormous head before raising an eyebrow and turning to me again.

His words came to me clearly:

“You have fought alongside your hellhound? Yes or no?

Yes.

How many times?

More times than I can remember. He is always by my side.

He nodded.

If he can be by your side when you are facing death in the height of chaos, you must learn to have him by your side when you are facing life, in the depth of order.

What does that even mean?

This is why you are sitting—to find the meaning.

And so every morning, for twenty minutes, after a torturous climb up the three sets of murder stairs, Peaches and I had to sit on the cold stone floor, to be in the moment.

It was much harder than it sounded, trust me.

After sitting, which consisted mostly of my ignoring the slobbering, heavy-breathing hellhound, who shifted around and bumped into me regularly, there would be some simple temple upkeep—sweeping the inner courtyard and watering the plants all around the interior.

After that, I would sweep and clean the exterior of the temple, prepare the fighting area, and make sure the weapons were sorted and in the appropriate racks.

It truly made no sense to me though.

Every time I did this I wondered why.

The temple was always spotless, inside and out. The monks kept the fighting area in immaculate condition, and there was never a misplaced weapon in the racks.

Once this was all done, Elder Shin—not of the pebble brigade—would approach with his daily question. I don’t know where he would get these questions, but they were designed to melt my brain and made Monty’s magespeak seem easy to understand in comparison.

Elder Shin was a tall monk who reminded me of a monk version of Gandalf without the beard and long hair. He would always approach at the same time like clockwork, his staff lightly tapping the floor as he made his way to where I sat.

“Good morning, Brother Strong,” he would say in his soft but firm voice. “Are you present?”

“I am,” I said. “I am ready for my question.”

“We will see,” he said with a nod. “How do you measure your life?”

I would just stare at him, for several reasons. The main reason was because his questions were nearly impossible to answer. I understood the whole concept of a koan—they were designed to make you think.

That wasn’t how Elder Shin worked.

In the two weeks Monty and I had been here, this had been my second question. I had only managed to answer one question to his satisfaction.

He would ask the same question every day until I could give him an adequate answer. The previous question, had me stumped for days.

That one was: What is true power?

Considering I had experience facing beings of power, I was able to answer that question.

True power is knowing your limitations.

I don’t think he was overly pleased with my response, but he nodded and moved onto the next question.

How do I measure my life?

This question had no easy answer. This lack of understanding was the usual situation I found myself in after he would present the question.

He would then leave before I could answer.

I learned after the first few days that I wasn’t expected to answer him in that moment. I needed to let the question simmer in my mind and slowly melt my brain, because that was what Elder Shin’s questions did to me.

If I had an answer, which was usually wrong, I would answer him. If it was an acceptable answer—I don’t think any of them were actually right—but if I demonstrated some level of understanding—he would move to the next question.

If my answer fell short, he would shake his head and inform me I needed to give the question more thought. Then he would leave and return the next morning.

After my daily mind melting, I would head up to Iron Fan Mountain.

That’s when the pain really began.

I had to climb a series of three small hills, mini-mountains is what I called them. These weren’t as steep as Stone Mountain. Although they were sheer cliffs, the drop-off wasn’t anything like the height of Stone Mountain. But there were no stairs, which meant I had to actually climb them.

My hellhound, of course, was allowed to cheat.

He would blink out at the sight of the first mini mountain, reappearing at the summit of said mountain and begin offering hellhound encouragement.

<If you were stronger, you could get up here fast like me.>

<No matter how strong I get, there’s no way I’m going to be able to get up there as fast as you. Now, hush, you’re distracting me.>

I would manage to climb the three hills of despair and find myself exhausted, just in time for Master Yat to appear with his staff.

Once I reached Iron Fan, which was an identical design to the Stone Temple, only twice the size. I would make my way to the designated training area.

Master Yat and Monty would be working on some forms when I arrived. Monty rarely greeted me in the morning, his focus completely in whatever form Master Yat had him doing at the moment.

He glanced my way and nodded a greeting, which I returned.

“You’re late,” Yat said, giving me a glance of disapproval. “Please sit until we finish.”

I winced at the request.

The first time he suggested I should sit, I sat on the floor of the training area. A half second later, he introduced me to his staff.

The strike woke me up fully, causing me to jump to my feet.

“You told me to sit,” I said, rubbing my side as I looked around. “There are no benches here. Is the floor off-limits?”

“Yes,” he said. “You sit in mabu.”

I had trained enough to know what mabu meant. At first, I thought he was joking until he gave me a look.

The look was clear: Assume the stance or feel the pain.

I moved into mabu—which was horse stance.

That’s what he meant by my ‘sitting’ while I waited.

Horse stance was a stance designed to strengthen the entire body, especially the legs. You assumed the stance by spreading your legs about twice your shoulder width, bending your knees until your thighs were parallel to the floor, and keeping your back straight—as if your head supported the sky.

It looked like it sounded; you were riding a horse, minus the horse.

It took about a minute before it became torture.

Ever since the first time, I understood that when he said I should sit, he meant horse stance.

What surprised me was that no matter what time I arrived at Iron Fan, I was always late according to Master Yat. No matter what time I made it to the training area, he and Monty were always in the middle of some sort of training.

“Maybe, if you told me what time I’m supposed to be here,” I said, “I can avoid being late?”

Monty, who was working on some complicated forms paused momentarily at my words. I took a moment to admire the moves he was executing, which were a cross between a complicated dance and prearranged fight moves. He glanced at me and shook his head, before returning to his forms.

Master Yat stepped in front of me and blocked my view of what Monty was doing. He held his staff lightly in front of him, capturing my undivided attention.

He stood silently for a few seconds, staring at me.

“You want me to tell you at what time you should be here to train?” Master Yat asked as he stepped closer to where I ‘sat’. “You know the answer.”

“If I knew the answer, I wouldn’t be late.”

My legs were beginning to scream at me. It probably had something to do with climbing the murder stairs before assuming this stance.

I realized that my curse didn’t kick in when I wasn’t wounded. This was new for me. Since I wasn’t suffering an actual injury, my curse remained dormant.

It meant the suffering was real.

Master Yat took his staff and gently but firmly pressed down on each of my thighs, deepening my horse stance. I kept the agony off my face, but if I sat here much longer, standing was going to be a problem.

“If you give it some thought, you would understand that the answer is readily available to you,” he said, moving over to Monty. “Stop thinking about the discomfort of your legs. That is merely a distraction.”

“A distraction?”

“Here,” he said, lifting Peaches in his arms and walking over to me. “Let me help you.”

“What are you doing?” I said as he placed my heavy hellhound in my arms. “This isn’t helping at all.”

“Think of this exercise as a deepening of your bond,” Master Yat said, tapping me on the shoulder with his staff. “Perhaps you can convince your hellhound to make himself lighter?”

I did my best to remain in the horse stance as I closed my eyes.

My hellhound wasn’t getting lighter, and my curse wasn’t diminishing the pain in my legs. I took a few deep breaths and focused on not focusing on my legs.

Easier said than done.

<You really need to lose some weight, boy.>

<I’m a growing hellhound, I need to eat more.>

<Not if I’m going to be carrying you. Can you make yourself lighter? You know, so you aren’t as heavy?>

<I have never tried to be smaller. I don’t think I can be mighty and small.>

<You want to give it a try?>

<I will try. Are you ready?>

<I’m ready. Try it.>

He let out a low rumble and proceeded to…grow in size. He wasn’t quite XL but he was much larger than his normal size. For a few seconds, I managed to still hold him up and then his weight increased suddenly, crushing me. He was flattening my chest for a few seconds, before he stepped off and let me breathe.

<That’s…that’s the opposite of smaller.>

<I AM A MIGHTY HELLHOUND, BONDMATE. DIMINISHING MY SIZE WOULD SERVE NO PURPOSE.>

<It would prevent you from crushing me.>

<YOU NEED TO BECOME STRONGER. IF YOU ATE MORE MEAT, MY SIZE WOULD NOT MATTER.>

<It doesn’t matter how much meat I eat, there is no way I could carry you at this size.>

Master Yat walked over to where I lay and looked down at me.

“You need to learn control,” he said. “You must be able to control your battleform, as well as your bondmate’s. Stand.”

I slowly got to my feet.
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“Why are you here, Strong?” Master Yat asked as I found my balance again. “What is the reason you, Tristan and your hellhound are here?”

I paused.

I knew for a fact that my first answer would get me thwacked, so I took a moment and gave it some thought. The first thing was to make sure I hadn’t stepped into a koan-like question.

These kinds of precautions were necessary.

Context was everything. I was currently on Iron Fan Mountain and standing in front of a monk. The monk in question, Master Yat, was known for dispensing pain freely even without questions preceding his staff thwacks; which meant I needed to be extra careful when navigating this question.

I glanced over at Monty, who was suddenly very focused on his forms practice. He would be of no help. I couldn’t count on Peaches unless I wanted my answer to include references to meat, mightiness, or my lack of strength.

I opted for the direct approach.

Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

I took a deep breath and braced myself, just in case this was one of those profound philosophical questions like Elder Shin dropped on me every morning.

Master Yat gazed at me calmly, which was, I learned early on in dealing with him, designed to give me a false sense of security. From whatever pose he currently held—sitting, standing, crouching, whatever—he could reach out and share a burst of eye-opening pain in an instant with his staff.

I took a precautionary but futile step away from him.

“Is that a real question?” I asked, glancing at his staff. “Meaning, do you want an actual answer, not something like: ‘to examine the existential qualities of the depth of being an Aspis, and what that means for my plane and everyone I am meant to protect from harm’?”

For a moment, it looked like he was going to thwack me on principle. I could sense he was slowly counting to ten, followed by another slow count, probably to one hundred.

He took a deep breath, let it out and then took another.

After a pause, he shook his head and focused on me again.

“It is an actual question, yes,” he said. “Why do you think you are here?”

I gave it real thought.

We had been here for about two weeks. I knew we couldn’t stay here indefinitely. Emissary Salya and the Grand Council didn’t suddenly go on vacation and forget about us.

Even now, as I stood here, I knew either she was either figuring out a way to escape Naxos, or the Grand Council would find a way to get her out of Naxos.

Either way, time was running out.

She was headed our way, and she was bringing death.

The fact that we were slightly off-plane meant nothing to them. We had killed a Magistrate and an Emissary—Alain. They weren’t going to let that go, not without some kind of example being made.

The Morrigan had said as much.

Her words were still clear in my mind:

You two, well three, killed an Emissary and a Magistrate. Did you think that would go unanswered? This is the Grand Council. They have eradicated entire sects for perceived slights.

You openly defied them…and won. In their minds, an example must be made.

They were coming after us because we made them look bad. Well, that and we killed two of their high-ranking mages. No mention about the years, probably centuries of oppression they had committed, no.

No mention of the fact that they wanted to erase us from existence and we just happened to disagree—violently. That little fact seemed to get overlooked.

We’d bloodied their noses once; we also eliminated two of their personnel. I bet that was unexpected. I wasn’t trying to claim we were innocent, but they were trying to kill us first.

Now we were the ones that needed to be made an example of. I stared back at Yat and clamped down on my rising anger. This was almost as bad as when gods played their convoluted games using humans as pawns.

Actually, this was worse; This was a case of mages who had grown complacent and entitled in their power—the Grand Council, who were acting like gods and doling out punishments because some arbitrary rule they created had been broken.

“We need to get stronger,” I said after a pause. “That is why we are here.”

“Do you really think I’m referring to physical strength, when I say you have to get stronger?” Yat asked, and proceeded to crouch down and scoop up the much larger and heavier Peaches from the ground with one arm, hoisting him onto his shoulder. “Or do you think I’m referring to a different kind of strength?”

I stood there with my jaw on the floor.

I knew for a fact that Peaches at this size was heavier than was possible to carry comfortably. He had to weigh at least a good two to three hundred pounds at this size, if not more.

Master Yat was a thin, older monk. Yes, he was strong, but I didn’t imagine he was this strong.

I was at a loss for words.

“You have been a good boy,” Yat said, speaking to Peaches as he shrugged his shoulder, launching my hellhound into the air. “Come right back.”

Peaches blinked out midair and landed a few seconds later next to me. Yat rubbed his ginormous head and my hellhound hammed it all up.

The traitor.

“How? I asked, looking at my hammy hellhound. “How is that even possible?”

“That is the wrong question,” Yat said, pointing at me with his staff. “What is the right question?”

I had somehow entered the dangerous koan-like area again without even noticing. This had to be one of the occupational hazards of visiting a mountain temple filled with monks. It was probably in their contract: one question without an apparent answer must be asked at least once every five minutes, or something like that.

I gave him a look, which he returned with a slight smile.

I took another deep breath before answering, because this definitely sounded like a koan-like question.

Once, some time ago, I asked him a koan because I was curious. It was a famous koan. I figured, Master Yat being Master Yat, he would know the answer. So I asked him: What is the sound of one hand clapping?

He had moved so fast that I didn’t register the stinging slap across my face until I was sailing across the room. He sent me on that short trip with his answer: That is the sound of one hand clapping.

I never asked that question again.

“The right question,” I said warily, “is not how is it possible, but how is it possible for me to do that? How can I learn to do the same?”

He actually almost thought about smiling in my direction. It didn’t happen, but I could tell that I had answered correctly because he paused Monty mid-form and gestured to me with his staff.

“There is hope,” Yat said. “For two weeks, we have worked the basics to give you both some level of competency. Ideally we would need, years decades,”—he glanced at me—“perhaps even centuries to get you properly skilled, but we do not have the luxury of time.”

“What is the issue?” I asked, feeling bold because I had answered a question correctly. “We are off-plane. We can study as long as we need.”

“No, incorrect,” Yat said, correcting me. “You do not have as much time as you think. Focus, Aspis, what is your first priority?”

What was with the questions?

I just couldn’t escape them this morning. Every question was a potential minefield. If I answered them wrong, I would be gifted pain. Sometimes, answering them right, I still received pain—to help me internalize the answer, or so I was informed.

Apparently there was no greater memory enhancer than a sharp dose of mind-numbing pain to remember something.

I was getting a little tired of walking the question minefield.

“To protect those I’m tasked to protect.”

“Simplistic, but true at its core,” Master Yat said. “Where are those you are tasked with protecting?”

“What do you mean?” I asked, glancing at Monty and Peaches. “They’re right here.”

“Are they?”

This one I knew was one of those koan questions.

“You’re going to tell me they are all around me?” I asked, frustrated. “Because they’re not. The only people here on these mountains are the Order of the Sky, you, Monty, my hellhound and me. No one else. Are you trying to tell me I’m responsible for all the monks on the mountain now, too?”

He gave me one of his disappointed looks and deflated me instantly. He had a way of grounding me immediately. Even when I thought I had gotten him with my answer, there was always another level, another layer that I was missing.

“Cece, Peanut, Olga, James the Butcher, Angel Ramirez⁠—”

“What are you saying?”

“What are you not understanding?” he asked. “You are the Aspis.”

“I’m his Aspis,” I said, pointing at Monty. “Nana said so. She didn’t say anything about advanced Aspis duties. When did I become everyone’s Aspis?”

“Your memory is, or should, not be affected by the passage of time,” he said, giving me a look. “Why don’t you tell me?”

This answering a question with a question was really getting on my nerves. It would be nice if for once I could just get a straight answer to a question.

“How can I tell you something I don’t know?”

“You don’t know, or you choose not to know in this moment because it serves your position?”

“Are you accusing me of lying?”

“Only to yourself,” he said. “Choosing to misremember is self-deception. You asked the appropriate question. When did you become everyone’s Aspis?”

“I didn’t,” I said, getting upset. “I never agreed to become everyone’s Aspis.”

“You didn’t?”

He was really beginning to piss me off. Which meant he was hitting some button I wasn’t aware of. He never raised his voice or yelled. I was the one getting heated and losing my composure.

That usually meant a thwack was imminent.

I took a breath and re-centered, focusing on where the anger was coming from as I thought about his words. Then I thought about what Kali had said and realized I had agreed to be her Aspis.

Was that like being her Marked One?

She had specifically told me: There is only one living Aspis at any time.

Did her bestowing the title on me make me the shieldbearer for everyone in my life? Is that what Yat meant? It was worth a shot.

“When Kali said I was her Aspis, did she mean I was more than just Monty’s Aspis?” I asked. “I was somehow upgraded to Aspis Deluxe?”

He gave me a look and shook his head.

“You have the general concept,” Master Yat answered. “There is no such thing as an Aspis Deluxe. When Nana named you Tristan’s Aspis, that was an individual designation. When Kali did it, she elevated your status to encompass everyone your life touches.”

“Exactly, Aspis Deluxe.”

“Think about my last statement again,” he said. “Who does your Aspis designation cover now?”

“Everyone my life touches,” I repeated, then it sunk in. “Everyone my life touches? Are you kidding? Do you know how many people my life touches?”

“I do not kid, Strong,” Yat said calmly. “Perhaps now you understand the urgency in increasing your strength.”

“I can’t protect everyone my life touches,” I complained. “Do you know how many people my life touches? If I wanted to be broad with the definition, that could include my entire city!”

“As you stated, your entire city, under the auspices of the Aspis,” Master Yat agreed with a short nod. “A fearsome burden for any one person to bear.”

“It’s impossible,” I said as the weight of the responsibility settled on me. “What was Kali thinking?”

“That you would comprehend the depth of the burden placed on you, one day,” he said. “It would seem that day is fast approaching.”

“I can’t do this,” I said, shaking my head. “I can barely protect Monty, much less everyone my life touches. I won’t even begin to pretend I can protect a city—an entire city? Kali must be insane.”

“An assessment of her mental state I suggest you keep to yourself,” Yat said, “unless you wish to experience additional pain when you see her next.”

“I’m not about to call her insane, at least not to her face,” I said. “But I can’t protect everyone my life touches.”

“Yet you must,” Yat said. “Perhaps you should seek clarity?”

“Clarity?” I asked. “Like what, go sit under a waterfall and meditate, something like that?”

“We have no waterfalls on Iron Fan, Strong,” Yat said and glanced at Monty. “He really does watch too many movies.”

Monty nodded.

“I don’t understand what you mean by clarity,” I said. “It’s pretty clear this whole Aspis thing is impossible.”

“Perhaps I misspoke,” Yat admitted. “When I said clarity, I meant counsel. You need to seek counsel to achieve clarity.”

“Counsel?” I asked, confused. “Counsel from whom? There is only one living Aspis at any one time. I know this because Kali told me, and yet, somehow, she failed to provide me with the new Aspis instruction manual. Imagine that.”

Yat raised an eyebrow in my direction.

I was surprised he didn’t use his staff to thwack me into awareness. I did have someone I could ask for counsel—she just happened to be the goddess of destruction.

“Who, exactly told you?”

“You want me to ask her?” I asked. “She’s not exactly on my speed dial.”

“And yet you probably have more access to her than anyone else on this mountain,” Yat said. “I can assure you, no monk on Iron Fan can counsel you on this.”

He was right. I was going to need to speak to Kali.
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“She doesn’t always appear, you know,” I said. “It’s not like I can just call out and, poof, she appears.”

“You are her Marked One and her Aspis,” he said. “That makes you her chosen one, does it not?”

“Well, yes,” I admitted. “That doesn’t mean she arrives whenever I call her. That’s not how this works.”

“How does it work?”

“She arrives when she wants to arrive,” I said. “She’s a goddess, she doesn’t answer to me, or anyone for that matter.”

“Yet she chose you,” he said. “That must mean something, don’t you think?”

“It means she wants me to suffer for ruining her five-thousand year old plan,” I said. “That’s what it means. That’s why she chose me—to suffer.”

“You did ruin her plan, from what I understand,” he answered. “Did you think there would be no consequences? There is always a cost that must be paid. Now or later, it must be paid.”

“I get it, I do,” I said. “I just didn’t expect the price to be so high.”

“The cost is proportional,” he said. “In this case, you interrupted a plan that had been five millennia in the making. What did you think would be her response? A slap on the wrist and a stern warning? Are you saying she overreacted?”

“I’m saying she⁠—”

“If anything, she under-reacted,” he said. “Any other divine entity would have reduced you to dust in that instant and then obliterated the dust to nothingness. Yet she spared you.”

“I’m aware.”

“This life you now have is hers,” he said. “You forfeited yours when you decided to interrupt her plan. That was part of the cost.”

“I know, but I’ve been wondering,” I said, glancing at Monty. “Does that apply to Monty too? He was there with me, and I didn’t thwart her plan alone, yet I’m feeling like I’m the one getting all the attention.”

“You’re wondering why Kali hasn’t chosen Tristan as well?” Yat asked, glancing at Monty. “That is not my answer to provide.”

“I can’t say—not yet,” Monty said. “All I can say is that my life is not my own, just like you, Simon.”

“That answers exactly nothing,” I said, although it shed some light on why Kali seemed to ignore Monty on that day. “It’s not that I want you cursed, I just want to know why she focused on me.”

“And still does,” Yat said. “You should ask her.”

“You act like she’s this great conversationalist,” I said. “Her conversations, all of them, involve pain. Speaking with Kali is an advanced experience in pain management.”

“Then don’t speak with Kali.”

“What?” I asked, confused. “First you tell me to seek her counsel, now you’re telling me not to speak with her?”

“Strong, I cannot give you every answer,” Yat said. “Especially not the ones that lie right before you. It’s simple. If speaking with Kali will only provide you with pain, don’t speak with her.”

“I have no idea what you mean.”

“I know, but you need the counsel, figure it out.”

“Figure what out?” I asked. “You want me to speak to Kali without speaking to Kali? How is that even possible? I can’t do that.”

“You haven’t tried calling her yet,” he said. “How will you know unless you try?”

“It’s just the whole goddess of destruction thing,” I said. “She doesn’t have the best of temperaments.”

Yat nodded as Monty stepped over.

“You need to reconcile this aspect of who you are,” Monty said, resting a hand on my shoulder. “Master Yat is right—we don’t have much time, but you know this. Getting clear about who and what you are will only expedite your learning and growth.”

“Or Kali could be royally pissed I somehow managed to ‘summon’ her and crush me repeatedly,” I said. “She’s not the most pleasant even when she arrives of her own free will.”

“What’s the worse she can do? Kill you?”

I stared at him.

“Actually, yes,” I said. “She promised.”

“I think if she had wanted that outcome, she would have done so by now,” he said. “You’ve certainly given her plenty of motivation to do so in the past, don’t you think?”

“No, I don’t think.”

“That would be one cause of the many situations you have found yourself in, true,” he said. “You need to get clear on this whole Aspis thing. It seems important, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” I answered begrudgingly. “If she blasts me to atoms, I’m blaming you.”

“Of course,” Monty said with a curt nod. “You may want to use the reflecting garden. It will grant you a modicum of privacy.”

Yat nodded and pointed in the direction of the large zen garden to the rear of the Iron Fan Mountain. Kali’s words were clear in my mind from our last conversation.

The next time we meet, I will kill you. Unless you can stop me.

I headed off with my hellhound in tow.

It was one of the conditions of having Peaches with me on the mountains. Wherever I went, he went. Usually, that wasn’t an issue, until I had to use the very cramped single person restrooms.

Even there, he attempted to join me.

I had to draw the line at going to the bathroom alone. Even so, he would stand guard outside, scaring away the monks who would needed to use the restroom at the same time.

By the time I stepped out, there would be a small mob of anxious monks desperately needing to use the facilities, and holding it in because of my scary, smiling hellhound.

On some level, I think he enjoyed scaring the monks into doing a modified version of a pee dance while they waited for me to finish.

I patted his enormous head and headed off to the zen garden as he padded silently next to me. He brushed his head next to my leg as we walked, not quite tripping me, but letting me know where he was at all times.

<C’mon, boy. We need to go have a talk with Kali.>

<The nice blue lady. I like her.>

<I’m glad someone does. She isn’t that nice to me.>

<Did you do something to make her angry?>

<She’s always angry when we meet.>

<You should give her some meat. I bet she would like it if you brought her meat. I know I would.>

<Not everyone operates under ‘sausage is the currency of the land’ protocol. Some people are just not nice.>

<Tell her to be nice.>

<Just tell her?>

<Yes. When I speak, people listen. Tell her she should be nice to you.>

I gave him a look as we progressed to the zen garden.

<Sure, I’ll just inform her that my ferocious hellhound thinks she should be nice. I’m sure that will work.>

<Try smiling. It always works for me. Every time I smile, people are nice…or they run away from happiness.>

<From happiness? What makes you say that?>

<They are usually screaming with happiness as they try to get away. My smile makes them so happy, they need to scream.>

<I don’t think that’s happiness…probably closer to terror.>

<It’s happiness because they scream extra loud.>

I shook my head.

<Right. It’s not going to work in this case, but thanks for the suggestion.>

<Make sure you ask her to make me some meat. The blue lady makes good meat, not like yours.>

<My meat is excellent. It’s healthy and good for you.>

<It breaks my stomach. That is not good for me.>

We reached the zen garden.
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The zen garden was as tranquil as I expected.

I had walked by the entrance several times in the past two weeks, but this was the first time I had a moment to actually step inside the garden. I was usually in the middle of going from one mountain to the other, or dealing with a request from one of the Elder monks.

It felt like I barely had time to breathe, much less time to sit and reflect for longer periods than my morning meditations with my hellhound.

When I wasn’t running errands or delivering messages, I was in the middle of training. In fact, my days consisted mostly of traveling between the mountains, delivering messages, doing temple chores, and training.

Most of my training time was occupied with drills led by Master Yat who focused on basic techniques, my dawnward or some variation of moving through battle formations with my hellhound.

The two weeks that had passed felt like a weekend, and we still hadn’t touched anything related to the Hidden Hand.

I wondered if we ever would.

I actually thought getting stronger was the entire point of us being here, but I was beginning to feel like this was one big waste of time—time we didn’t have and couldn’t afford to lose.

I let out a long breath and stepped on the first stone which led into the garden. I entered the zen garden with my hellhound padding silently next to me. For such a large creature, he could be scarily silent when he wanted to be.

We stood at the entrance proper as I scanned the garden. It was empty, or at least appeared to be so. I did a quick visual check around the immediate area to make sure Sneak Attack Han wasn’t hiding behind one of the trees.

I don’t know why I bothered.

It’s not like I could sense the monks, especially Sneak Attack Han, unless they wanted me to. I took a few steps into the garden and let the sense of peace wash over me. Even the sound felt muted in here, quieter, softer.

Monty had called it a reflecting garden, and on some level it made sense. This garden was different from the others I had experienced. A natural pool sat at its center, surrounded by trees, stones, and sand. Inside the pool, I could see fish of all kinds, but I didn’t recognize any of them.

They darted to and fro as I walked by the pool, coming to the surface and quickly swimming away when I would stop to get a closer look. I heard birds too, but didn’t see any of them. They sang to each other in complex songs, which on some level I felt formed a part of the garden.

Everything was connected.

In the center of the pool was a small, circular platform with a bench. The center platform was connected to the rest of the garden by three identical stone arch bridges.

Each bridge was equidistant from the others, and formed of thick, rune-inscribed stone. Each bridge was one solid piece and must have weighed tons. The weathered stone was old and thick. Intricate designs covered the surfaces, hiding the runes in a bigger pattern unless you knew what to look for.

A pathway of rune-inscribed stones snaked through the garden, having no beginning and no end. It formed an eternal walkway of one hundred and eight large stones that had been worn smooth by years of use, according to Master Yat.

The runes on the pathway were beyond my understanding.

No matter how hard I focused, I couldn’t decipher their meaning. I could, however, get a general feeling from the runes. It was a series of nine runes—what a surprise—that repeated itself twelve times as I walked throughout the path.

Though I couldn’t read the runes, they had a distinct ‘feel’ to them. The feelings I sensed were all along the lines of peace, tranquility, harmony, understanding, and stillness.

Walking along the path was an exercise in moving meditation. Even after a few minutes, I felt more grounded, peaceful and centered.

A blanket of stillness descended over me and I began to feel my senses expand as I walked from stone to stone. Even my hellhound felt calmer, which was odd because I had rarely felt his state of being through our bond.

<You like the garden, boy?>

<I do. It makes me feel safe, like when we are home, not fighting bad men or monsters.>

<It’s a good feeling.>

He chuffed in response as we kept walking.

<Only meat would make this feel better.>

<Of course. That’s the default answer to everything in life, isn’t it?>

<Meat is life.>

His zen answer felt weirdly appropriate, considering where we were walking. He rumbled at me as we kept walking, following the path.

It’s possible he had reached Zen Meat Master enlightenment from our short stay on the mountain.

Even up here in the height of the morning light, the garden contained large pockets of shade, allowing for the balance of light and dark to exist equally within the space.

Nothing in the garden was placed there by accident; I knew that every plant, rock, and even each grain of sand was given special thought and introduced to create a sense of balance, tranquility, and harmony.

We crossed one of the closest bridges and headed to the center platform. It was wide enough for both me and my hellhound to sit comfortably on the bench.

I had been giving Yat’s words some thought as we walked. The answer had come to me almost immediately after entering the garden.

I don’t know if it was the environment of the garden, or the fact that I had a moment away from the pain of training. It was so simple I couldn’t believe I missed it when Yat first mentioned it. The only way to speak to Kali without speaking to Kali…was to speak to Durga. Figuring that out was the easy part.

But there was another answer.

My mark.

Which—for me—would be the best answer. The fewer times I stood in front of an angry goddess of destruction, the better. It’s not like she was ever in a good mood. In fact, I don’t think that was even possible for her, unless she was destroying enemies, or something along those lines.

I had the impression that Kali would only be happy on a battlefield, killing and maiming. I may have been reading too much into it, but those were the vibes she gave off.

There was a reason a subtle aura of terror surrounded her all the time. She actively triggered those feelings when she was nearby.

It made sense, but if I could avoid diving into a cloud of mind-numbing terror while I spoke to her, that would be the best choice.

Even though Kali had marked me, which meant a part of her was always with me, I didn’t feel an underlying current of her terror with me at all times.

My irrational terror of her presence was a constant, but I figured that was just my brain activating some sort of self-defense mechanism, a fight-or-flight response when in her presence, that seemed to be broken and permanently stuck on flight.

If I was right, this could in a way be a method of speaking to her without needing her to be physically present. I was having a hard time wrapping my head around the complexity of it, but that wasn’t new as I walked in the world of magic, gods, and monsters.

My life had gone from relatively simple to quantum level complicated, ever since Monty and I took that case together.

The case I chose to accept.

I let out another sigh and focused.

No more stalling.

The hard part about all of this was actually doing it.

I had only recently managed to speak to Kali through her mark. The circumstance wasn’t a pleasant memory. Our conversation had happened during H’s torturefest which he had called the final act of transference of the Hidden Hand.

During that agonizing moment when everything had gone silent—I actually thought I had died somehow. At least that’s what it had felt like—I was able to connect through the mark and speak to Kali.

It was brief, but it was unmistakable.

I had spoken with Kali.

Just to be clear, all of the times I had spoken to Kali in the past, I had never summoned her. I meant what I had said to Master Yat.

Kali answered to no one, especially not to me.

She appeared when, where, and how she wanted.

Now I was supposed to figure out how to speak to a less petrifying aspect of her, when I barely knew how to communicate with the destroyer part of her without getting tossed into a temple wall—repeatedly.

And yet, I had recently learned that her mark meant that a part of her was always with me. Could I use that to reach out to her?

This was all uncharted territory for me.

You can imagine how enthusiastic I was about trying all of this, especially when she had promised to kill me the next time we met.

I somehow had to manage this mental conversation without reaching out to my hellhound in some miscommunication of crossed channels, or worse, inadvertently causing Kali to appear here, next to me—which, knowing her, was a distinct possibility if only because she could.

At this point, my head was becoming a crowded place; all I needed was for Ebonsoul to start getting chatty too, to round out the voices in my head.

We had reached the center platform and I sat on the bench. It was wide enough for both me and my hellhound to sit comfortably. Peaches sat on his haunches by my feet for a few seconds, before plopping down to the ground. I closed my eyes, allowing my senses to expand to everything around me. The garden felt immense and so small at the same time.

I took a deep breath and allowed it to escape me slowly.

Hello? Are you there?

Where else would I be?

I don’t understand.

That much is apparent. What do you wish to understand?

Am I talking to the real you, or am I losing my mind and this is some figment of my imagination?

You must first possess something to lose it.

Fine, I deserved that. So this is really you?

It is a part of me that connects us.

We’re connected? Like I’m connected with Peaches?

Are you calling me a hellhound?

Not in a million years.

Good. Had I been physically present at this moment, I may have taken this opportunity to share some instructive pain with you for that comment.

Mark or not, I was speaking to the real Kali.

Does the real you know we are speaking?

Strong, consider this a method of communicating with the real me. I can assume you’re not under attack or under imminent threat if you have time to reach out to me through my mark.

Is it supposed to be hard?

Not once you reach a certain level of understanding, which you have attained. Are you just testing the mark to see if you can reach me?

The question held a tangible feel of menace and impending pain.

No. I don’t understand the purpose of this training. We’re supposed to be getting stronger, but all I’ve done for two weeks feels pointless.

I see. You feel the training is inadequate. Have you conveyed this feeling to Master Yat?

No, because I’m not suicidal. If I tell him that, he would literally double or triple my current training.

The training that you feel is ineffective. That training?

Yes, well, no. I’m getting something from it, but it doesn’t feel like it’s going in the right direction.

How many people have you trained in the esoteric arts Yat is sharing with you?

None.

Yet you feel qualified to make a determination as to the efficacy of the training methodology being used to increase your level of power and understanding?

Of course not, but just…for example, this Hidden Hand I was given by H, We haven’t even discussed it. I don’t even know what it is. How am I supposed to get better at something we don’t even discuss?

Have you asked Yat about the Hidden Hand?

No, he told me to seek counsel and pointed me to the zen garden to speak to you without speaking to you. That much I seem to have figured out.

Indeed. You want me to reveal the meaning of the Hidden Hand? Did it not come with a journal?

It did. Before you ask, yes I’ve tried reading it and it makes about as much sense as Master Yat, which means none at all.

So you’ve come to me.

Well, this aspect of you, since you promised to kill me the next time we met.

Unless you can stop me. Don’t forget the condition—I don’t just go around wantonly killing my Marked Ones There is a condition.

Right, you promised to kill me unless I can stop you. That pretty much sounds like you’re going to kill me the next time we meet. How am I supposed to stop you?

I can’t answer that for you.

Then there’s this whole Aspis thing. You made me your Aspis, but neglected to inform me about the fine print.

Are you suggesting I deceived you?

No, but you neglected to inform me about what it meant to be your Aspis, not just Monty’s.

I thought I was clear when I elevated your status. I clearly remember declaring that you are now my Aspis. Was that unclear?

Not at all. I just didn’t understand what that meant.

Yet you didn’t ask.

I’m asking now.

Then you will have to choose. Which question do you want answered? What is the Hidden Hand, or what does it mean to be my Aspis? I will answer one.

I gave it some thought. Master Yat would eventually reveal the Hidden Hand, but he couldn’t possibly answer what it meant to be Kali’s Aspis. Only she could do that.

Plus, I had H’s journal, if I really focused on deciphering it, I was sure I could learn more about the Hidden Hand. There was no manual or journal on how to be an Aspis.

I knew which question I needed answered.


SIX




What does it mean to be your Aspis?

Are you certain you wish this question answered?

If I don’t like the answer, can I ask about the Hidden Hand?

Of course, however, you will have to make your request in person.

Where she would proceed to kill me. That sounded like a strong warning not to pursue the second question.

Which shall it be, Aspis?

I’m going to pass on the request for the second question. The option sounds hazardous to my health.

It seems like your training is having some positive effects. Very well, I will answer your question in the best way possible.

Can’t you just send me a letter with the information? One of the best ways of retaining information is reading it.

Agreed, but it’s not as effective as seeing it. Brace yourself.

The zen garden disappeared before my eyes.

It was unexpected because I was under the impression Kali had to be in proximity to pull this off.

I was mistaken.

Her mark wasn’t just some mark. I was beginning to realize it was an actual part of her—which meant it contained the power of a goddess.

The power of Kali the Destroyer.

I saw myself standing in the middle of a desert. All around me, sand was being blown in every direction by the strong winds. I felt the tremors before I saw them.

I was wearing a deep violet, rune-covered cloak of some kind with intricate designs across its surface. I had to admit, I did look dashing in this cloak. I tried to get closer to decipher what the runes meant, but was suddenly distracted.

The roars came next.

Roars I recognized.

I saw myself glancing over my shoulder as a pair of bright red beams of light blasted into the distance. Peaches stepped forward as I looked up into his face.

His shoulder cleared the top of my head and I realized he was in some new XL form, but something was different.

His skin glistened as if made from metal. I figured he was wearing some kind of armor. My hellhound rumbled and unleashed another baleful glare, obliterating an approaching ogre to dust.

Crouched behind me, I saw movement. I raised a hand to warn myself when I realized it was a group of children, not an enemy.

The wind died down, becoming still, and in the distance I saw an enormous fortress, its walls scarred with blasts, but still intact. All around the exterior of the fortress I could see fighting going on.

In the midst of the fighting, hundreds of people were heading into the fortress. There were some who were making sure the people got in safely, while others were engaged in this massive battle.

In the distance, I saw Monty flinging violet orbs at some unseen enemy. He was leading a group of mages and they all looked dangerous.

Movement brought my attention back.

I saw myself pointing to the fortress and looking up at Peaches. The message was clear: get the kids inside the fortress—get them to safety.

Peaches rumbled and padded over to the children. I saw myself carry some of the kids over to where Peaches stood. None of the children seemed to fear my hellhound which was surprising, because even I was a little scared seeing him this size in a new and improved battleform.

With a low rumble, Peaches nodded to me and let out a soft bark, disappearing a second later with all of the children.

The tremors were closer, and I saw myself turn to face whatever was coming. The combat armor I wore reflected the low light of the sun. As I looked closer, I realized it wasn’t combat armor. Like Peaches, my skin had become metallic.

We really had reached some kind of advanced battleform.

Three ogres appeared suddenly around me, grinning and promising a grisly death. I knew this because every ogre I’ve encountered has promised to rip my arms off, or beat me to death with their fists as an act of mercy.

It was just the way they were wired.

Out of the three ogres I was looking at, one seemed to be industrial-sized gruesome, towering over the other two. For a moment, I thought it was a trollgre, but it turned out I was wrong. It was just enormous, even for an ogre. The other two were regular-sized gruesome.

I looked on, concerned.

I had never faced three ogres on my own. Even now, I would find that close to impossible. My main strategy in that situation would’ve been to run back to the fortress in the distance.

It’s the advanced tactic I call, Staying alive and uncrushed, a very advanced battle maneuver that I’ve perfected. Except I didn’t turn to run. I saw myself turn slowly, looking at each of the ogres and saying something that made them roar with laughter.

Apparently, I was tremendously funny in this reality. I say that, because the next thing the ogres did as they continued laughing was materialize large blades. It could be the ogres didn’t think I was that funny.

Maybe I was too funny to be left alive.

I said something else and the largest ogre laughed again.

Then the violence erupted.

My eyes turned violet as a silver mist formed around my arm, solidifying into Ebonsoul, but this wasn’t the Ebonsoul I was used to. This was Ebonsoul Deluxe. It was a full-length blade shape with golden-violet runes along its length.

Even standing in this vision, I could tell it was Ebonsoul, just transformed. The energy signature from the blade washed over me, making me take a step back.

The largest ogre closed on me. With a word, I formed a deep violet dawnward shield and parried his downward slash, while closing the distance to one of the smaller ogres.

It happened so fast it looked like I had teleported over.

I slashed with Ebonsoul and disintegrated one of the smaller ogres, before the large one recovered and headed my way.

A shroud of dark energy escaped my body, gripping the other small ogre, crushing it where it stood, as I turned to the large ogre, who roared its rage as it closed on me.

What was that?

I said something else and the large ogre roared again.

I heard my voice this time.

“Surrender and die,” I said. “I’ll make it quick.”

“I will become first among my kin,” the ogre rasped. “Today you will die by my blade, Deathless.”

“You first,” I said, jumping to one side as my hellhound materialized next to me, deflecting the downward slash from the ogre with his flank, before turning and unleashing a bark that tore up the ground and obliterated the ogre where it stood. I looked up at my hellhound. “You cut that kind of close.”

Peaches rumbled in response and looked across the sands.

I followed his gaze, facing away from the fortress. Hordes of ogres and other assorted creatures were headed our way. I saw myself pat Peaches on the side and then point.

Not away from the horde, but toward it.

In an instant we were both gone, reappearing in the middle of the horde, unleashing death and destruction.

The winds started picking up again, obscuring the view until all I could see was sand blowing across my vision. When my vision cleared I was sitting in the zen garden again. My hellhound was snoring at my feet and probably scaring all of the small creatures that called the garden home.

Did that answer your question?

Before I answered, I paused to consider what she had just shown me. I had never been to a desert fortress, nor had I faced three ogres so easily. Also, what was that dark energy that crushed the ogre?

I have to say, it presented me with a possible scenario, but it left me with more questions than answers.

I will simplify it for you in order to help you retain the answer. You can then review what you saw with what I’m about to share. Does that sound satisfactory?

I was wary.

Kali was rarely this accommodating without adding some agony into the mix.

It does. What’s the catch?

No catch. I will answer, but you will have to derive the meaning. Once I answer, there will be no more questions…without a cost.

I knew it was too good to be true.

Will there be a cost every time I ask a question?

It’s always good to know the ground rules with gods…or goddesses. That way, later, when they switch things up, you can at least call them on it—not that it would make much difference. Kali was going to answer the way she was going to answer, whether I liked or understood it or not.

She made up her own rules.

No, not every time, but in regards to this topic. You must seek out the answers, not have them spoon-fed to you. It is part of your growth as the Aspis.

Understood.

You will, in time.

I think I’m ready for the simplified answer.

Very well. Tell me what you saw and understood.

I saw myself in a different, more advanced battleform with my hellhound. We were protecting children. My blade, Ebonsoul, was different—transformed somehow. I managed to use my dawnward to stop an ogre attack with ease, as well as unleash some power that could crush an ogre without my focused attention.

Anything else?

Monty was there, fighting with a group of mages, but I couldn’t see who he was fighting. Also, it felt like we were off-plane, in a desert somewhere, protecting a fortress of some kind.

How does the image answer your question?

This is the simplified version?

We’re getting there. You have to learn how to get to your answers, Marked One. Explain the image.

We were protecting people—which I guess is what an Aspis does, so that makes sense. I was facing off against three ogres, mostly on my own—my hellhound helped but I had no problem facing them.

Could you do that now?

Three ogres, alone? I don’t know. Maybe.

Continue.

The advanced battleform was unexpected. Also we headed into the horde that was approaching instead of running from it. That surprised me.

Why?

Because my default strategy in that situation would be to run away not toward.

Not true. You and Tristan have headed into fearsome situations before without so much as a thought about your well-being. I daresay you make a habit of it.

Fair enough, but that’s only because there’s rarely someone else who can do it. We end up having to do it because no one else wants to.

Like facing off against Emissary Salya and the Grand Council? Do you think no one else can face them?

I think no one else wants to face them. I’m pretty sure there are plenty that can, they just choose not to. That means we become the sacrificial lambs.

Not too far from the truth. Your understanding is actually increasing, good.

Thank you.

Here is your simplified version of what it means to be my Aspis: Every life your life touches becomes your responsibility.

What does that mean, every life my life touches?

That is the right question. It means everyone your life impacts directly in some way. It also means the lives that your actions affect, negative or positive. If your life directly impacts that life—they are under your aegis.

So not just Monty and Peaches.

Neither of them need your protection. In fact, as you are right now, they protect you, more than you them. But that will change as you grow in strength—as you saw.

So those whom my life impacts directly? That is still a fairly large list. My circle of people has grown ever since I took on that case where we met.

You are my Aspis. There is a significant amount of responsibility that comes with the title.

Is that why there is only one living Aspis at any given time?

That is an insightful question. Give it some thought. When you feel you have an answer, we will discuss the topic. I will answer your question then.

It feels like I have more questions than answers. Every question I think of leads to more questions without apparent answers.

That is the nature of growth.

That vision you showed me, was that an actual future?

Only if you take the actions to make it so.

That dark energy I used to crush the ogre, was that the Hidden Hand?

Are you asking a second question? About the Hidden Hand?

I quickly remembered the conditions on two questions.

Not a question, per se, more an observation. Can you elaborate on what that energy was, since I was using it in my capacity as your Aspis?

Clever. That dark energy is one aspect of the Hidden Hand. That is all I will say on the subject.

It wasn’t much, but it confirmed how powerful the Hidden Hand could be. I wondered how long it took for me to be able to use it as a weapon that could crush ogres.

I was also aware she had been more than generous in answering my questions. I had asked at least five questions, if not more. She had answered all of them directly except the one about the Hidden Hand.

I could almost get used to speaking to her through my mark.

That’s when the agony blindsided me.

My head was squeezed with pressure as the zen garden tilted to one side. I grabbed onto the bench as the world straightened out somewhat.

I should’ve known this was too easy.

What is this?

There is always a cost. You have remained in the mark for too long. You do not yet possess the strength to remain in my presence for a prolonged period, even one as removed as this one. Your body is letting you know—our time of discussion is over.

Will I be able to contact you like this again?

Aren’t you feeling pain?

Yes, major amounts of it, but being able to speak to you like this is important. Will I be able to do this again?

Grow stronger, and you will. For now, the exertion is too much for your system.

Why didn’t you tell me there was a time limit?

Because I know my Marked One. Had I informed you of the time limit, what would you have done?

I would’ve pushed it to see just how long I could go.

Which is exactly what you did. We will speak again once you recover. Think on what you have been shown.

She went silent.

My grip loosened on the bench. I fell off and rolled onto the ground next to my hellhound, who immediately became alert.

<Bondmate, what’s wrong?>

He sniffed the air and scanned the garden.

<I do not smell bad people.>

<No bad people, but I’m going to need some help.>

<What you need is more meat.>

<I agree, but right now, I think you’d better go get Monty or Master Yat.>

The world tilted again as I saw my hellhound disappear from sight. It was the last thing I saw before I lost consciousness.
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“When I advised you to use the reflecting garden, I meant as a place to consult with Kali,” Monty said as he looked down at me. “Did she pummel you into unconsciousness? What did you say to her?”

“Why does it have to be my fault?” I asked. “Maybe she arrived in a foul mood and just blasted me on sigh. Ever consider that could be what happened?”

“While she is quite volatile, she is not irrational,” he said. “The scenario that makes the most sense is that you answered her in your typical manner and she replied with high levels of pain.”

I looked around and realized I was in some sort of infirmary.

“The temple has an infirmary?”

“Of course it has an infirmary,” Monty said. “The Order of the Sky may be a monastic order, but that doesn’t preclude the use of modern medicine.”

“I just figured, being monks, they would just apply their palms to injuries and manipulate the energy of healing,” I said. “Like Quan.”

“The Phoenix Sect is vastly different from this Order,” he clarified. “And you are avoiding the question. What happened?”

I sat up in my bed and the room didn’t try to swim away— a good sign. My hellhound was next to my bed, keeping guard by my side. He was currently gnawing on a large sausage, courtesy of Monty, I’m sure.

It was probably the only way he could get close enough to ask me questions, without being distracted by a slobbering hellhound.

“I spoke to Kali,” I said. “Not in person, but her essence, I guess. I’m able to speak to her through my mark.”

“Hmm, that has been done before, but the power it would take to segment a portion of her consciousness into the mark, while allowing you access without the effects being detrimental would be considerable. The process is fascinating.”

“I’m glad you can let your inner Spock free,” I said, shaking my head. “As for it not being detrimental, I’m laying in an infirmary. I would say that qualifies as detrimental.”

“What did you do wrong?”

“Why is it me doing something wrong?”

“Let’s recap,” he said. “You’ve borne this mark for some time now. It has never placed you in this state. Then you go to the zen garden to contact your goddess, you opt for the path of least resistance, because she promised to kill you the next time you met⁠—”

“Unless I could stop her, which I don’t see happening.”

“Right, you chose the path of least destruction—ironic, considering who you were speaking to—and that you ended up unconscious and unresponsive.”

“Yes, see?” I said. “Not my fault.”

“How is Kali at fault here?” he asked. “You were the one that triggered something. In fact, it could be argued Kali wasn’t even there. You, on the other hand, were.”

He did have a point, but it wasn’t one I was about to concede anytime soon.

“Apparently, there is a time limit to how long I can speak to her through my mark,” I said. “Before you ask, no, I didn’t know about it beforehand.”

“She didn’t tell you about this time limit?”

“That omission was intentional according to her,” I said. “Something about my testing the time limit to see if it was real or just a suggestion.”

He nodded.

“It seems she knows you well,” he said. “Do you recall what happened?”

I shared the vision Kali had showed me and her explanation about being her Aspis. He remained silent for a few minutes as he gave it thought.

“When Nana made you my Aspis, it was to create a bond of safety between us while we both increased our respective strengths,” he said. “That was further enhanced with the stormblood we share.”

“I agree, but this Aspis upgrade is on a different level,” I said. “Everyone my life touches and impacts directly? That is a big group.”

“Not really,” he said. “Not when you give it some thought. In addition, most of the people your life touches directly are stronger than you. They may be under your aegis of protection, but there is no way you can realistically protect them from harm at your current power level.”

“She did mention the fact that even though I’m your Aspis, and both you and Peaches are directly touched by my life, you two protect me more than I protect you.”

“At least for now,” he said. “I daresay the time will come when you will be stronger in your own way. Your power will not be measured the way a mage’s power is gauged, but I’m fairly certain you will surpass quite a few mages in raw power over time.”

“I wish I could have read the runes on the Ebonsoul Deluxe,” I said. “The other me moved too fast for me to get a close look at it.”

“That is unfortunate,” he said. “Those runes could have proven valuable to revealing its transformation. Did she reveal anything else about the dark energy you wielded?”

“Only to say that it was one aspect of the Hidden Hand,” I said. “More than that, and I was going to have to pay a cost.”

He raised an eyebrow at me.

“More than the one I paid for overstaying my welcome while communicating with her through the mark,” I said. “A cost that would involve pain with an extra dose of agony—no, thanks.”

“I understand your reluctance,” he said. “Speaking of pain, Master Yat has decided to proceed to the next phase of our training.”

“Finally,” I said. “Am I going to be learning about the Hidden Hand?”

“I wouldn’t be too eager to move to this next phase,” Monty said. “I don’t know what it entails exactly, but I’ve heard from the other monks and most of them have offered their condolences.”

“Their what?”

“Condolences,” he repeated. “Apparently, out of the few monks who undertook this phase of training, several of them were never heard from again.”

“What does that mean, exactly?” I asked. “Master Yat terminated them?”

“He would do no such thing,” Monty said, chastising me. “The training is said to be beyond extreme. Those who pass encounter Kensei, a Monk Saint. It’s the passing part that is tricky. Apparently, it’s tailored to each individual, so there’s no way to anticipate what we’re going to face.”

“Wonderful,” I said. “Why do these monks disappear, then?”

“It appears some leave the Order forever, never returning to serve,” he said, “while others journey off-plane—again never to return. Some realize this path is not for them and leave the monastic life behind. The answers, such as I could uncover them, are varied and vague.”

“Individualized training that’s hard beyond imagination,” I said. “If we pass this phase of training, we get the privilege of meeting Kensei the Monk Saint who appears to disappear trainees? Is that about right?”

“I’d say loosely, yes,” Monty said. “It’s the details that are difficult to ascertain. As in, what sort of training, and where does this aforementioned training take place? Also, how can the training be tailored to each individual? That would take a high level of specialization.”

“Nothing surprises me at this point,” I said. “When does this next phase start?”

“Tomorrow morning,” he said. “You’ve been gone most of the day. Tomorrow at dawn, Master Yat will begin the new phase.”

“Am I recovered enough to deal with this new phase?”

“I asked Master Yat the same question.”

“Let me guess, his response was something along the lines of: our enemies won’t wait for us to recover, danger comes when we least expect it, or something like that. Am I close?”

Monty stared at me before shaking his head.

“Closer than I anticipated,” he said. “Actually his full response was: ‘Your enemies will use your weakness to strike; when weak, you must appear strong and when strong, weak.’ This will be the perfect opportunity as we move into the next phase.”

“Pretty much the same thing, then,” I said. “Do I still have to climb the murder stairs?”

“What do you think?” Monty asked as he headed to the door. “Master Yat expects us at Iron Fan Mountain. His exact words were: ‘Do not let the sun arrive on the mountain before we do. You’d better get some rest.”

He left me alone with my hellhound and my thoughts.


EIGHT




I was up in the middle of the night.

I had no watch, but my circadian rhythm had adapted to the days on the mountains. I knew it was around three in the morning.

I got dressed and nudged my hellhound awake before heading to the murder stairs.

<We need to go, boy>

<The stairs?>

<The murder stairs, yes. We need to get to Iron Fan Mountain before the sunrise.>

<I can do it. Can you?>

<I thought you were learning to be humble? That doesn’t sound very humble.>

<I am a mighty hellhound who can climb the stairs and mountain easily. You are my bondmate who is not mighty because you do not eat enough meat. I am humbly sharing the facts.>

<Still not humble, but you’re right. It’s true—at least the part of my struggling with the stairs and mountain. On the other hand, I’m not allowed to blink in and out of this plane to climb the murder stairs, like a hellhound I know.>

<When you become strong and mighty, maybe you will learn to travel like I do. You are my bondmate.>

<That would be excellent. Until that happens, I’ll have to settle for the old-fashioned method of using my legs. Let’s go.>

<I will wait for you at the top.>

He chuffed at me and blinked out, leaving me alone.

“Traitor,” I grumbled as I kept climbing. “Of course he blinks out.”

His words struck a chord, bringing to mind Kali’s vision of my blinking into the horde of monsters with him.

Did I blink across that distance on my own, or was it because my hellhound blinked me across?

Another question I would have to ask Kali.

In the meantime, I needed to climb these stairs before dawn. If Master Yat said to get to Iron Fan Mountain before the sun, I was going to get there before the sun.

I had just reached the first landing, when I reflexively ducked. A pebble sailed overhead, missing me by less than an inch.

My first thought was, that was close. That was quickly followed by the fact that I had dodged a pebble, which was followed by a thought that filled me with mild dread.

Sneak Attack Han was in the area.

I thought I was alone on the stairs since Peaches had gone on ahead. I now realized I wasn’t really alone. Elder Han was lurking somewhere out there in the darkness. He was going to make this climb of the murder stairs extra special.

“Wonderful,” I grumbled under my breath. “Because this climb isn’t treacherous enough.”

I darted forward in an attempt to continue my climb, when my instinct caused me to stop suddenly, dodging another pebble. I quickly stepped forward, picked up speed, and headed up the stairs.

Dodged two pebbles! Me 2, Monks 0. It’s a good morning!

The stone steps were slick with moisture, but I had traveled these stairs for weeks under these conditions. I knew where to be extra careful and where I could be slightly reckless.

Also, I used some of the overgrowth on the edges of the stairs to give me traction as I raced up. It made for an awkward climb, since I didn’t have the entire stair to step on, but it allowed me to move faster than traveling on the exposed stone.

Part of me was excited—I had just dodged two stones.

The more cynical part of my brain relayed the message about humility I had just impressed upon my hellhound.

There was another part of my brain that figured this was just a trap. Elder Han was letting me sense these pebbles before unleashing a barrage of boulders at me, which would send me sailing back to the bottom of the stairs and make me late to Iron Fan.

Was he devious enough to pull that off?

He was.

I had lived through it several times, but today of all days, when Master Yat had given explicit instructions to be on Iron Fan early, actually giving me a time, I knew it was possible Elder Han would go above and beyond to bounce me down the stone stairs of death.

I wasn’t going to let that happen.

Another pebble tried to remove my ear as I scaled the second set of murder stairs. The pebbles were coming at me faster now.

How could one old monk be firing pebbles at me at this velocity? It defies understanding. The pebble brigade is out in force this morning.

I slipped in the middle of the second flight of stairs and managed to grab hold of some of the overgrowth to keep myself from sailing off the stairs and into the space beyond the mountain.

The fact that everything was hidden by the darkness of the hour only added to the danger. I knew I shouldn’t be going this fast, but I had no choice—no, I had a choice. I chose to go this fast because I had to scale not just one mountain, but two.

Before the sun rose.

I had no time to waste.

With my heart doing a triple-time fandango in my chest after nearly launching myself into the void, I took a moment to focus my breath and released my innersight.

I did it slowly at first—I had been surprised a few times by the power of the runes around the murder stairs. So much so, that it had nearly blinded me. The shock of the energy coursing through the stairs had nearly caused me to slip and fall down a flight more than once.

That would be bad if it happened now.

This was one of those times I wished I could blink in and out of this plane like my hellhound. I was really going to have to look into that ability for hellhound bondmates.

Focus. Forget about teleporting right now.

There were monks—I refused to believe it was just Elder Han alone—who were trying to get me to fail. I made it to the second landing. My breath was a little short, but I didn’t feel overly winded.

I scanned around the murder stairs to see if any of the monks were hiding nearby. I sensed nothing, but I knew better than that. They would be there, waiting to pebble me to death.

I noticed the ‘pebbles’ were, like Monty had warned, no longer pebble-sized. The last attack I had dodged was a stone about three inches in circumference.

That wasn’t a pebble by any stretch of the imagination.

If I got hit by something that large at the speed it was moving, it was game over. They may as well be firing bullets; the end result would be about the same.

A stone flying through the night at speed wouldn’t penetrate my skin, I hoped, but it would definitely knock me off the murder stairs with little chance of recovery.

I raced up the third and final flight of stairs. My legs and lungs on fire by this point. I heard the whistling moments before I stopped, dropping down to the stairs.

A stone about twice the size of my fist crashed into the stairs, shattering on impact. It landed just ahead of me, where I would have been, had I continued climbing.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end and my inner voice was casually screaming at me to move before another stone came my way.

I moved.

I didn’t have time to consider why they were actively trying to kill me at this point. I jumped to my feet and kept going up, always up.

If that last stone had hit me, it would have broken whatever it hit. Sneak Attack Han had pulled out the big guns, and I was at a severe disadvantage.

It was dark and eerily quiet.

The only sound I could hear was my footsteps on the stone of the stairs, and my breath in short gasps as I ran up.

The odds were definitely in his favor.

He only had to hit me once.

I had to dodge all of his attacks.

One mistake, one miscalculation, and it was over for me.

Except, I only thought he had pulled out the big guns.

I was wrong.

There was another attack, and this one…this one was pulling out the big guns. For the first time in this climb, I felt that Elder Han had lost what little grip he had on his mind.

This was no pebble; it wasn’t even a stone.

Whatever was headed my way was large and worse than any pebble, much worse.

Whatever Elder Han had unleashed felt lethal.

I let the silver mist of Ebonsoul flow, forming the blade in my hand as I kept climbing the stairs. The energy signature of what was headed my way was getting closer.

He lost his damn mind.

I managed to scale the third flight of stairs, turning just in time to see an enormous orb of golden energy headed my way.

“You have got to be kidding me,” I said under my breath as I observed the orb gliding at me. “This is totally unfair.”

I could just barely make out the entrance to Stone Temple behind me. The temple itself loomed in the distance, sitting there, an ominous presence in the darkness, daring me to continue.

I was only halfway done.

I still had to make my way to the small hills, to climb up to Iron Fan Mountain, but first I had to deal with this attack. Judging from the energy signature, the orb was using a generous amount of power to stop me, which, if it hit, would translate into an insane amount of pain.

It didn’t surprise me. All the monks in the Order of the Sky seemed to believe in that ancient teaching: pain makes an excellent teacher.

The orb closed on my position.

I slid into a defensive stance.
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It was at least three feet in diameter.

It lit up the night like a mini-sun as it made its way to where I stood. This was a little much, even for Elder Han, and could only mean one of two things. Either Elder Han was trying to end my training permanently, or he felt I could face this threat and survive.

There was no gray area here. Either I dealt with this orb, or it dealt with me. It wasn’t exactly racing at me, but there was no doubt as to its velocity and trajectory.

I tried shifting my position, stepping to the side several feet. My plan was that I could make it miss, by moving at the last moment, and it would sail by me and into the wall of the temple.

It was a solid strategy, at least I thought so…until I noticed it tracked me, adjusting its trajectory to align with my position and deliver the maximum pain possible, because why wouldn’t it? There was no way to escape the orb.

I would have to face it.

“This is totally not fair,” I called out into the night. “No one said anything about golden orbs of destruction.”

I knew what Elder Han would say: Who promised you fairness? Nothing in life is fair. This orb is like your most deadly enemy. You cannot run, you must turn and face it.

I recalled the orbs Monty threw at me in the lab, and how I had dealt with them. This was just a larger version of that…a much larger version.

I took a deep breath and released it. Then, I focused my energy and formed a dawnward around me. The violet dome covered me and pulsed with energy.

I saw soft golden runes race across its surface as it formed around me. I hadn’t noticed the runes in the past.

That’s new.

I didn’t know if it would be enough, so I kept Ebonsoul in my hand as the orb descended on my dawnward.

I scanned the area one last time before the orb dropped on me. The last thought I had was a simple one: I am alone.

Finally, you understand, Aspis. You are alone.

The orb crashed into my dawnward.

For a good three seconds, the orb stopped in its tracks. I was about to congratulate myself on handling the threat, when my dawnward started to collapse.

It wasn’t all at once. As a whole, the integrity of my dawnward tried to remain intact, but I started seeing cracks form.

“That can’t be good,” I said, moving to the farthest edge of the dome to give me the most time to react. “Won’t last long like that.”

As if responding to my words, the dawnward collapsed and exploded outward. The explosion held the golden orb in place for a few more seconds, before the orb continued on its trajectory of smashing into me.

I held Ebonsoul in front of me and focused.

“Mors ignis,” I whispered as I slashed downward in front of me. “Dividere.”

I expected a singular semicircular slash of black energy, similar to what happened at the School of Battle Magic.

What happened next nearly made me drop Ebonsoul in shock. It wasn’t one semicircular blast that hit the orb. The initial blast hit the orb, yes, but it had divided into multiple blasts coming from various directions, as if I was standing at different points on the mountain top, releasing the same darkflame attack.

The blasts of energy cut through the orb multiple times, reducing it to nothing but softly glowing motes of energy.

“I have not seen that used in many years,” Elder Han said as he walked toward me from the entrance of Stone Temple. “Well done.”

“Well done?” I asked, still staring at Ebonsoul. “What did I just do?”

“You have utilized an aspect of the Hidden Hand,” he said, gesturing to the motes of light. “It was a bit dramatic, but effective.”

“That orb,” I said, “it felt lethal.”

“Because it was,” he said, looking at me. “We tend to reveal our true natures when our lives are at risk.”

“It was lethal,” I said, mostly to myself. “I didn’t…I mean, it felt dangerous, but I didn’t think it would actually be deadly.”

“Why are you surprised?” he asked. “You are here to learn how to face an enemy that would end your life if given the opportunity. We are just giving you practice.”

“Practice?” I asked, surprised. “This is practice?”

“Yes,” he said. “This next phase of training will be even more practice, but I will give you a word of advice, if you would listen to an old monk.”

“Please,” I said. “Any help would be appreciated.”

“Appearances are masks; never rely on them,” he said. “Let your innersight reveal the true nature. Your eyes will be unreliable.”

“Thank you, I think.”

“You will understand on Iron Fan, or Yat will help you understand,” he said. “He is very good at expanding understanding. I should know, I taught him.”

I winced at the thought of Master Yat helping me understand. It sounded too much like being thwacked repeatedly.

I still held Ebonsoul in my hands. I realized I was mildly shocked at what just happened.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Do you know how I did that?”

I remained staring at Ebonsoul.

The runes along its blade shifted from red, to gold, to violet, to white, in a slow cycle of colors. I knew the colors had significance, as well as the runes.

Elder Han stepped closer, lowering my arm.

“Would you like me to explain it to you, or would you prefer to make it to Iron Fan Mountain on time?” he asked. “Isn’t Yat waiting for you?”

He pointed to the sky, and I realized it had begun to lighten.

I was running out of time.

I still had one question that I wanted answered, but I would have to frame it in a way that would force the answer to be simple to avoid the typical monkified zen response.

I nodded.

“The attacks on the stairs, was that you?” I asked. “Yes or no?”

“Yes,” he said with a wide smile, “and no. If I were you⁠—”

“I know, I would get moving,” I said with a deep bow. “Thank you, Elder Han.”

“Bah, I did nothing, except help you see what was present,” he said, waving me away before looking skyward again. “You can make it, if you move fast. Don’t delay, Yat is serious today.”

“He’s serious every day.”

“True,” Elder Han said with a small laugh. “Get going.”

I absorbed Ebonsoul as I turned and ran to the series of hills that would be my crossing to Iron Fan Mountain.

As treacherous as they appeared, especially in the dark, they were actually safer than the stairs I had just climbed. I managed to cross them much faster without a barrage of pebbles or golden orbs flying at me.

The image of the darkflame blast dividing and slicing the orb to nothing remained in my mind as I traversed the hills. I made it to the other side of the mini-mountains and found the path that led up to Iron Fan.

I took a moment to assess the area.

I may have been on the path that led to Iron Fan, but I wasn’t safe. I was still on a mountain filled with monks who could, and would knock me off the mountain if I wasn’t careful.

If I knew Master Yat, this would be the moment he would attack, right after a perceived victory, when my guard was down.

I let my senses expand and felt the presence almost immediately.

A monk stepped onto the path in front of me.

He was not exactly blocking me, but due to the narrowness of the path, he also made it difficult to get past him.

I didn’t recognize him, but he was much younger than any of the elder monks I had seen on either of the mountains. Like all the other monks, his head was clean-shaven. Unlike the elder monks, he didn’t have a red sash.

His robe was entirely white and he held a rune-covered staff. He bowed and gave me a small smile as he stepped into a defensive stance.

“My name is Jin,” he said, blocking my path. “It is my honor to face you today.”

“Listen, Jin,” I said. “I have to get to the top of Iron Fan before dawn, or Master Yat isn’t going to be happy. Can we do this another day?”

He smiled and shook his head.

“Master Yat said you would say something like that,” Jin answered. “I am here to make sure you are late getting to the top of Iron Fan.”

“You’re—what?” I asked. “Master Yat sent you?”

“He must consider you skilled,” Jin said. “Normally he would just unleash one of the beasts on the mountain path. He must like you to send me.”

“No offense, but this isn’t coming across as him liking me,” I said. “I need to get to the top of the mountain. I don’t want to fight you.”

“Yet you must, if you wish to reach Master Yat on time.”

I looked at his staff and realized I didn’t have one.

That was my out.

“I don’t have a staff, it wouldn’t be a fair fight.”

He nodded.

“You speak the truth,” he said. I was becoming conscious of the fact that the longer I stayed here having a conversation with Jin, the more time passed. “Please use every weapon at your disposal, I don’t mind.”

“You don’t mind?”

“When you face an enemy, will you be considerate of the weapon they wield?” he asked. “Do you think they will be considerate of the weapon you wield?”

This was taking too long.

I only needed to climb the path and I would be at Iron Fan. In fact, I could see the top of the temple from where I stood.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Jin,” I said. “But I need to get to Iron Fan—step aside.”

“I apologize, Brother Strong, I cannot,” he said. “You must defeat me to pass.”
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I looked up.

It was still mostly dark.

Leave it to Yat to pull something like this; I should’ve known it was going too smoothly. Only Yat would send a junior monk to come face me with the mission of deliberately making me late.

I didn’t want to hurt Jin.

I barely knew him, and he was only doing what he was instructed to do. Overall, the monks of the Order of the Sky had welcomed me into their home as one of their own.

They had been gracious and courteous. Some of the elders had been overly generous with the pain, but I realized this was part of their teachings. Pain made an excellent teacher.

“Last chance, Jin,” I said. “Step aside and let me pass.”

“I will gladly let you pass,” he said with a short nod. “once you defeat me in combat—if you can.”

I took a moment to expand my senses and realized Jin was no ordinary junior monk, despite the fact that he was wearing a plain white robe.

His energy signature was considerable, with masked aspects I couldn’t quite sense. His full energy signature felt like seeing the top of an iceberg with the bulk of it just out of sight, beneath the water.

“Who are you?”

“No one of consequence.”

I let Ebonsoul’s silver mist flow down my arm.

“You’re not a junior monk.”

“I never said I was,” he answered. “I see you are taking this seriously. Good.”

“I don’t have a choice, it seems.”

“There is always a choice,” he said. “You could let me defeat you and make you late in your journey to Iron Fan, which”—he glanced over his shoulder—“lies just over the crest of that hill. I don’t think Master Yat will react favorably if you are late.”

Jin, master monk of the understatement.

I glanced up at the sky again.

Still mostly dark.

That was good and bad.

Good, because it meant I had time—not much, but some. Bad, because tracking his staff in the dark was going to be nearly impossible.

Elder Han’s words echoed in my head:

Appearances are masks; never rely on them. Let your innersight reveal the true nature. Your eyes will be unreliable.

I released my innersight as Ebonsoul solidified in my hand. Jin’s energy signature gave me pause. Instead of my worrying about hurting him, I realized I should’ve been concerned about him hurting me.

He was much stronger than he appeared and much stronger than his energy signature indicated. He was no junior monk. At least not from what I was seeing with my innersight.

It figured—Master Yat wouldn’t send a junior monk to delay me. What he would do is send a highly skilled monk disguised as a junior monk and set a trap for me.

If I reacted just on appearances, I would get thumped hard as Jin beat me easily due to my miscalculation.

The lesson was the same as Elder Han’s advice. Don’t fall for appearances. In non-monk speak, don’t judge a book by its cover.

I glanced at Ebonsoul. I had a feeling, that once we began, all bets were off. If Elder Han was being honest about the golden orb being lethal, I had no reason to doubt that Master Yat had instructed Jin to strike to kill, or at the very least maim.

This wasn’t going to be a friendly sparring session.

“Thank you for this opportunity,” I said and bowed. “I will do my best to honor your gift.”

“Thank you for facing me with your full intention,” Jin replied. “I too, will honor your gift.”

This exchange was the accepted method of signaling that you were going to fight with, as Jin said, full intention. It was a polite way of saying that we were going to fight until only one of us remained standing.

I moved forward and he shifted to meet me.

Only training and instinct saved me from being impaled by his staff. I barely deflected his weapon as he lunged forward in a move I didn’t see.

He retracted his staff and skip-stepped forward while swinging the staff in a semicircle over his head. The staff slammed into my leg as I lost sight of it in the exaggerated maneuver.

Pain blossomed in my thigh as I jumped back.

He had the advantage of reach.

If I thought I was going to slice through his staff with Ebonsoul, I was mistaken. My leg felt like it got hit by an iron bar. I focused on his staff and saw the softly glowing blue runes along its length.

“Nice shot,” I said, rubbing my leg as I kept my distance. “That staff is made of iron?”

“Thank you,” he said, with a slight bow as he glanced at his staff. “Ironwood, I believe you know it as Buloke? Are you familiar with it?”

I merely stared at him.

He was wielding a staff of Australian Buloke wood. The hardest wood in the world. There was no way I was going to cut through his staff.

My body flushed with heat as it dealt with the damage.

“I’m familiar,” I said. “And the runes?”

“Ah, you can see the runes?” he said. “I should have expected as much. They are designed to increase the resiliency of the staff, and make it nearly impervious to all energetic attacks. I am told Emissary Salya wields a fearsome staff as well. I’m here to emulate that as best as I can. To help you prepare.”

So Master Yat sent Emissary Salya lite to come stop me. I wasn’t surprised or shocked—this actually made sense. I had to approach Jin as I would the Emissary.

This was a fight to the death and I would treat it that way.

“Thank you,” I said. “I’m in your debt.”

“And I, in yours.”

From this point forward, we would let our weapons speak for us.

The path we stood on was narrow, with drop-offs on either side. The drop-offs led to the bottom of the mountain. This was the alternative to using the natural bridges; it was better, but not by much.

I would’ve preferred to fight Jin in an open area with plenty of room to dodge that staff, but I had to control what I could control. Part of me felt that Master Yat sent him to meet me here on the narrow, mountainous path to make it even harder for me.

I had little room to dodge. I could evade, deflect, and attack, but dodging meant dodging myself off the path and into open space on either side of the path.

That would mean death, since during my short time on the mountains, learning to fly had not been part of my training. I glanced to either side, gauging how much space I had to maneuver, making a mental note of the boundaries before I fully focused on Jin.

We bowed again.

Then he attacked.

He was fast, faster than I anticipated. He thrust once, twice, three times at my head, each time taking a step forward. Each time, I slipped the attack, careful to keep my feet solidly on the path as he advanced.

On the last step, he pulled his staff back and quickly reversed direction. I caught the motion at the last moment and deflected the fourth thrust with Ebonsoul.

His attack held so much power that he nearly knocked Ebonsoul out of my hand.

He recovered instantly and closed the distance, a move I didn’t expect from a staff wielder. His speed took me off guard, and he managed to bury a kick in my midsection, sending me tumbling back.

The pain was momentary; it was more shock than anything else. I was still hesitating, holding back. No matter how hard he hit me with his staff, he wasn’t going to cut me.

On the other hand, one strike from Ebonsoul would cut, wound, and injure him—possibly permanently.

He paused and looked at me.

“You’re holding back,” he said, holding his staff vertically next to him. “Why?”

“I told you, I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Will you show the Emissary this same courtesy?”

“Her weapon is…that’s an entirely different weapon,” I said. “I know your weapon is dangerous, but no offense, it doesn’t come close to hers. They’re not even in the same neighborhood.”

“I see,” he said, glancing at his staff. “You don’t perceive my weapon to be dangerous enough? Is that correct?”

I nodded.

“Her weapon, the Immortal Spear, has a physical deadly area of effect,” I explained. “I saw it in action. It kills without her having to do anything. It creates a moving killing field around her. Anyone caught in that field doesn’t live to tell the tale.”

“I see,” Jin said with a short nod. “In order to emulate her, I need something even more deadly than my staff.”

“Well, there’s no need to go out of your way,” I said quickly. “You could just accept we’re mismatched, and let me pass.”

“Or…I could increase the lethality of my weapon,” he said, touching some of the runes on his staff. “This should be appropriate.”

The blue runes shifted to a deeper blue, with hints of white around some of them. His staff felt different now, stronger, with a dangerous energy signature.

“What did you do?”

“It’s not an Immortal Spear, but I think you will find its lethality adequate,” he said, raising his staff and letting it fall to the ground. “This should do.”

The staff barely hit the ground. When it made contact, it blew a chunk of the path away with a soft fwomp, leaving behind a small crater.

If it could do that to earth and stone, it had seriously become more lethal. Somehow, with the manipulation of some runes, he had added a deadly kinetic aspect to his weapon.

Now, all he had to do was touch me.
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I had no intention of giving him that chance.

The air around the staff vibrated with energy as he closed the distance.

Shit, I had to open my mouth.

It wasn’t the Immortal Spear—I didn’t feel a killing field around Jin—but getting parts of my body blown to bits wasn’t exactly my idea of a good time.

I needed to end this before he found an opening and hit me, and I needed to do it fast. The sky was getting brighter by the second.

I didn’t have time to waste.

“Mors Ignis,” I said under my breath, as darkflame formed around both my hands.

He glanced at my hands and launched an attack.

It was an excellent attack.

If I hadn’t been training with Master Yat and Elder Han, the staff probably would have hit me. The years of avoiding getting hit by Master Yat, along with two weeks of dodging pebbles from Sneak Attack Han, had prepared me for this attack.

I let him get close, in fact, I stepped toward him, throwing him off-balance as I closed the distance. He lunged with a forward thrust aimed at my chest. I rotated around the thrust, getting close enough to grab the staff.

It was time to take a calculated risk.

It seemed the area of attack were the ends of his staff. As long as I avoided each end I would be safe—I hoped. If not, he would blast me to pieces.

With one hand, I held the staff, remaining surprisingly intact as I drove a fist into his stomach. He took the shot to the stomach easily, but the intent wasn’t to incapacitate him. I just needed to get close enough to touch him.

“Impello,” I said, as my voice vibrated with power.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then I saw his staff take off into the distance, as if it had been launched. At first, I didn’t realize what had happened, and then I saw the tendrils of dark energy wrap themselves around Jin.

He looked at me with a hint of surprise in his expression.

“Well done, Brother Strong,” he said. “Removing my staff was a wise choice.”

He put his hands together and blue energy crackled from his body. This was getting worse by the second.

“But it will not be enough,” he continued. “Our fight is not⁠—”

The dark energy yanked him off the path before he could finish his sentence, and I stood there confused, looking into the night.

Did I just kill him?

“He’s fine,” Elder Han said from behind me. “You, on the other hand, will experience new heights of pain if you don’t get up that mountain, immediately.”

I ran up the path.

I reached the entrance to the Iron Fan Temple while it was still dark but not by much. I had made it to a small reception area, which was really just a large empty room.

Guests would be initially welcomed here when they made pilgrimages to Iron Fan, though I hadn’t seen any guests during our stay on the mountain.

Right now, there was only one person in the room.

Master Yat.

I stumbled in as he turned in my direction.

He looked up to the sky and nodded approvingly.

“You finally made it on time,” he said. “Good. We can begin.”

“Begin?” I asked and nearly collapsed, deflated. “I’ve been fighting for my life, dodging pebbles and stones, cutting golden orbs, and fighting a monk with an iron staff, just to make it here on time. Now you want to begin?”

“Yes,” he said calmly. “Fighting for your life is what you will be doing once the Emissary arrives. Not just your life, but the lives of those closest to you. Do you think she will allow you to rest, or maybe ‘catch your breath’?”

I instinctively stepped back.

The last time I hinted I needed to catch my breath resulted in a blow to my solar plexus. I didn’t want to revisit that fun.

“I know she won’t,” I said, “but I just got here and you want to begin?”

“We do not have the luxury of time, Strong,” he said. “Everything you have experienced this morning will pale in comparison to facing Emissary Salya. You are not ready—not yet.”

“But I used the Hidden Hand…?” I said. “At least, I think I did.”

“That was more like the Hidden Hand used you,” he snapped. “Do you even know what you did? Which cast you used?”

“No, not really.”

“Where did the command come from?” he asked. “How did you know to use that word in that moment?”

“How did you even know⁠—?”

Jin walked through the entrance a moment later.

“Impello was the proper command,” Jin said with a nod. “Well done.”

“Do not encourage him,” Master Yat said, tapping his staff on the stone floor to emphasize his point. “He is a child wielding power without understanding. He is more likely to do himself harm than defeat the Emissary.”

He was right.

I knew I was in way over my head. If I kept going this way, someone was going to get hurt, or worse. I needed to learn how to properly channel the power I was using. More than that, I needed to understand the power I was wielding.

That understanding was the only thing that would allow me to execute my duty as the Aspis to the best of my ability. If I didn’t understand what I was doing, I couldn’t protect myself or anyone I cared for.

I posed a threat to those closest to me because they would count on my being able to protect them—and I would fail them.

I would fail.

I bowed to Master Yat.

“You’re right, Master Yat,” I said. “Can you increase my understanding?”

“Humility is the beginning of all understanding,” Master Yat said, his voice softer. “Please join Tristan and your hellhound in the training area. We will begin shortly. We are running out of time. Jin, please see to the anchor, then join us. We need to disengage soon.”

Jin bowed to Master Yat and left the reception area.

“The anchor?” I asked. “Why would you need to disengage?”

“As you are aware, the Order of the Sky has anchored Stone Temple and Iron Fan Mountain to your plane for your visit.”

“Yes,” I said with a short nod. “It’s the only way we could visit.”

“That anchor, while it provided you access to the Order of the Sky, it also makes us vulnerable,” he said, looking off into the distance. “It acts as a bridge for the Emissary.”

“She’s out of Naxos?”

“Did you think she would remain there indefinitely?”

“Well, no. I mean, I hoped she might,” I said. “How did she get out? H trapped her there.”

“She had help, of course,” Yat said. “The Grand Council will not abandon one of their own.”

“And she’s coming here?”

“Stop stating the obvious, Strong,” Yat answered. “Of course she’s coming here. You, Tristan, and your hellhound are here. Where else would she go? Did you think she would forget? Do you think the Grand Council is going to allow you to just walk away?”

“No, I assumed she, they, would come after us.”

“Tristan’s uncle was the catalyst for these events, but it was you, Tristan and your hound who killed a Magistrate and an Emissary.”

“That was in⁠—”

“I am aware it was self-defense,” he added. “That means nothing to them. You defied the Grand Council. No mage does that and lives. They become examples, cautionary tales to prevent dissent.”

“We’re threatening their power,” I said as it fell into place. “That’s why they’re reacting this way.”

“You’re not just threatening their power, but their entire way of life,” he explained. “If the Dark and Light Councils joined forces, and the other mage groups aligned, the Grand Council would be destroyed. They are powerful, but not that powerful.”

“Which means an extra-pissed Salya is coming for us.”

“In fact, she is even more determined now,” he said. “You managed to trap and delay her on Naxos.”

“That wasn’t us, that was H,” I said. “We were losing that fight on Naxos. She was too strong for us. H managed to trap her and get us off Naxos, barely. He paid for that with his life.”

“What do you think that has done to her resolve?” he asked. “She has lost face in front of the Grand Council. H was powerful, but she lost. An Emissary of the Grand Council.”

“She will want to prove herself to the Grand Council,” I said. “Show them she deserves the position. She will want to show them she deserves to be feared.”

“Correct, and the only way to do that would be?”

“Terminate Monty, Peaches and me with extreme prejudice,” I said, looking around. “She needs to make an example of us to any who would defy the Grand Council.” Then a thought hit me. “Is she going to attack the Order of the Sky?”

“I would expect so,” he said, with a nod. “Which is why Jin is going to begin the process of untethering from your plane. I’m sure you’ve noticed there haven’t been many monks on the mountains these past few days.”

“It has felt a little empty, yes.”

“We have evacuated both Stone Temple and Iron Fan Mountain,” he said, walking to the entrance. “By the time her minions arrive they will find both locations devoid of targets.”

“Except Monty, Peaches, and me?”

“There will be others,” he said. “I will remain, as will some of the Elders. Jin has chosen to stay as well.”

“That’s reassuring, but it’s a handful against what I’m guessing will be an army,” I said. “Plus, she still has her Immortal Spear.”

“We will leave the Emissary to you, Tristan, and your hellhound,” he said. “We will deal with the rest of her minions, but this battle must be yours.”

“You can’t add a small assist?”

“The fact that we are preparing you to meet her will gain us the ire of the Grand Council,” he said. “Consider that your small assist.”

His words concerned me.

“Will they really move against you?”

“The Order of the Sky is comprised of nine temples across several planes,” he said. “These two were selected to be anchored for your training, at my suggestion.”

“What about the other seven?”

“The Grand Council could never reach them,” he said, shaking his head. “Even if they could, it would trigger a war that would result in the obliteration of the Grand Council. The losses would be great on both sides, but they would be destroyed.”

“Not an outcome they want,” I said. “Is that why the Grand Council—the five Archmages themselves—haven’t gotten involved?”

“They may. If you manage to defeat this Emissary, they will certainly perceive you as a viable threat,” he answered. “Whether that prompts them to take direct action and get personally involved, is another matter. They still have to contend with Tristan’s uncle. I’m certain the prospect of facing Dexter in battle has given them ample reason to reconsider.”

“I wouldn’t want to face Dexter in battle,” I said. “Especially not with the weapon he wields.”

“Even without his weapon, there are few who would accept that challenge,” he said. “I doubt there are any on the Grand Council reckless enough to begin another war. No, the Grand Council mages enjoy power; they will wait. If you defeat their Emissary, they will bide their time and plan from the shadows, as they always do.”

“This doesn’t feel much like planning from the shadows,” I said. “This feels very much out in the open.”

“Do not be fooled,” he said. “Sending their Emissary is a way of not getting involved, while still sending a message.”

“And if we defeat Salya?”

“There will be another response, one less overt, but no less lethal,” he answered as we left the reception area. “Head to the training area; I will join you shortly.”


TWELVE




The training hall was only a few minutes away from the reception room. Monty was in there working on his forms.

It was designed in the manner of a traditional training space, with the center designated as the main training floor. Around that area were several spaces dedicated to stretching and doing solo work.

Monty was in the center area, being the only one in the training hall. I stood at the entrance as he worked through his forms. As I watched, I saw how he used these forms in his fighting. The forms contained aspects of combat and magic. At several points in the form he would gesture, then move into another stance, either sliding forward or back.

I recognized some of the gestures as his finger-wiggles right before unleashing an orb—except in the form, they were slower and more detailed. When he did them in a fight, they were abbreviated and fast, sometimes so fast I missed them.

I could tell he had been training too.

His moves were crisper, and I could sense the intention behind his strikes. I don’t know if that was because his training was getting harder or because I had advanced some, but he moved differently than when we first got here.

I couldn’t explain it exactly, but he looked more confident, more certain of his movements. The closest I could come to describing the change was to say he moved with a deeper lethality.

As far as his mage level, I had no idea.

I could tell his energy signature had increased, but I had no way to gauge what that translated into as a mage. He was stronger, that was certain. His orbs, when he created them, held more power, but I had no point of reference to tell if that meant he was closer to his next shift. If I had to guess, I would say he wasn’t too far away from leveling up.

What that meant in regard to him becoming an Archmage, I had no clue. Sometimes—most of the time—Monty and his magic skills defied an easy explanation. There were times I overheard Master Yat discussing shifting being imminent, then other times he would mention that certain techniques would take decades, if not longer, for Monty to master.

It probably would’ve helped if I had been born into this life like Monty was. My own path was completely different. Anytime Master Yat discussed my advancement, it was always framed in the context of unlocking my potential, which would take centuries, if I paid attention and stopped being a smartass—my words not his.

He was more economical with his words and preferred to use his staff to explain his concepts. The scary part was that I had trained with him for so long that I was becoming fluent in staff.

I scanned the mostly empty training area and noticed my hellhound off to the side. His snores resembled a pair of unleashed chainsaws.

I could never understand how he slept with all that noise. Even now, he was sprawled on one side of the training hall, passed out from what, exactly?

I walked over to where he lay and rubbed his side. He remained in position but opened his eyes to focus on me. I caught the dim glow in his eyes, which seemed to be a permanent feature these days.

I had noticed that my eyes held a dim violet glow that didn’t entirely go away. I wondered if that was a product of our battleform.

I rubbed his side again and moved up to his ears; which he accommodated by rolling over and giving me more access. The ham.

<Hey, boy. Where were you?>

<You were very slow today. Did you stop to eat some meat?>

<If you knew I was slower than usual, why didn’t you check up on me?>

<The angry man said you needed to do this alone.>

I glanced over at Monty.

I knew there was more to that sentence.

<How much meat did he make you?>

<He made me three bowls of meat. I had to stay and eat them, or he would take them away. It would be rude to leave them.>

I nodded as I rubbed his massive head and behind his ears.

<I wouldn’t want you to be rude.>

<I knew you would approve.>

<You know, I could’ve used your help. I had to fight my way up the stairs, and then again on the path from Stone Temple to Iron Fan.>

<The old staff man said this was to make you stronger. I had to wait here. Also, I had three bowls of meat. They said this was good for you. You were getting stronger, and I was eating delicious meat, also getting stronger. Together we will both become even more mighty.>

<Three bowls of meat? That was enough to get you to abandon me? Really?>

<Abandon you?>

<You left me on the mountain alone.>

<I leave you on the stairs alone everyday.>

<It felt like you abandoned me, especially when I had to dodge stones and fight on the path.>

<I will never abandon you. You are my bondmate. I go where you go.>

<Except today, when I was getting attacked.>

<You were not in danger.>

<How could you possibly know that from here? I could have been getting launched from the murder stairs or the path between the temples.>

<I am never far away from you, bondmate.>

<I didn’t see my bondmate on the murder stairs this morning.>

<You were not in danger. If you were in danger, I would be at your side.>

<They were trying to knock me off both mountains. Did you know that?>

<But you are here. It means you are stronger. If you continue and eat more meat, one day you will be mighty, like me.>

There was no arguing with hellhound logic.

I turned to Monty.

“Three bowls of meat, really?”

Monty paused in the middle of his form and looked at me before glancing at Peaches.

He gave me a short nod before returning to his forms.

“Your creature drives a hard bargain,” he said. “I had to get those bowls of meat from the kitchen.”

“From the kitchen?” I asked. “You couldn’t just”—I wiggled my fingers at him—“create them?”

He executed a few more moves in the form before coming to a stop. He walked over to the far wall, grabbed a towel, and wrapped it around his neck as he headed over to where I crouched next to my hellhound.

“No, I couldn’t just materialize the meat,” he answered, toweling his face. “Certain casts are prohibited to me while I undergo shift training.”

I hadn’t considered that they wouldn’t let Monty execute certain casts. If he had to travel to the kitchen and back, he had gone out of his way to provide those bowls of meat for Peaches.

Still, my hellhound sold me out for three bowls.

“I see it only took three bowls,” I said, looking down at my hellhound. “I feel betrayed.”

“Don’t,” Monty said. “He negotiated for three bowls of premium meat—daily. In addition to his regular meals.”

I was a little more impressed. This had to be something Peaches had learned at Frank the Dragon’s School of Negotiating.

“Daily?” I said. “Now a I feel a little better, not much but better. How exactly are you communicating with Peaches?”

“I use this very sophisticated form of communication developed over centuries; it’s called speech. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?”

“Oh, mage humor, I have not missed that at all,” I said, giving him a look. “I mean, how does he communicate with you? How did you know he wanted three bowls of meat?”

“You do realize that the only person not able to communicate effectively without being bonded to your hellhound is you?”

“Excuse me? What do you mean?”

“Your creature is capable of communicating—let me clarify,” he said. “Have you ever communicated with Cerberus?”

I shuddered at the memory of speaking with Cerberus. The memories weren’t pleasant ones because some part of my brain never failed to remind me that one day—hopefully in the very distant future—Peaches would be like Cerberus.

It was inevitable.

“Yes,” I said. “We’ve had some conversations. Why?”

“Are you bonded to Cerberus?”

“You know I’m not.”

“And yet you were able to communicate with him?” he asked. “How did that happen?”

“He just…spoke,” I said. “I don’t know the inner workings of hellhound communication. Cerberus just spoke and I understood him. You know this, you were there.”

“I was there,” he said. “Why does it surprise you that your hellhound can communicate with people other than you?”

“I’m his bondmate.”

“That has never been in dispute.”

“I thought he could only communicate with me.”

“Through your bond, I would assume you are correct,” he said. “I never said I spoke to him the way you do. With me, he uses impressions. Most of it is communication by a process of elimination. Your creature is fairly predictable with his requests.”

“Let me guess. Some variation of ‘can you make me meat?’”

“More or less,” Monty said, glancing at Peaches again. “All his requests usually center around meat. It’s not a stretch to assume he would want meat in exchange for staying here.”

“But three bowls?”

“I brought one bowl and he stood his ground. Two bowls had the same effect. Three bowls, on the other hand, seemed to capture his attention.”

“Sold out for three bowls of meat,” I said. “I can’t believe it.”

“I wouldn’t read too much into it,” Monty said. “He knew you weren’t in danger; he also knew you weren’t being attacked by enemies. Had those variables been different, I doubt any number of bowls would have kept him from your side.”

“The pebbles quickly became larger stones and then a golden orb designed to⁠—”

“Shunt you off the mountain,” Monty finished. “I know.”

“You know?”

“I do,” he said with a nod. “Then I can only assume you faced Jin.”

“I’m pretty sure he threw the fight,” I said. “He was wielding a Buloke staff, and his energy signature felt masked somehow.”

“He wasn’t there to beat you.”

“It really felt like he was there to beat me,” I said. “Have you seen that staff in action? Anything it touches, it blows chunks of it away.”

“Displaces,” Monty corrected. “His staff can displace matter.”

“I happen to be made of matter,” I said. “He tried to hit me with that thing.”

“His purpose for being there was to slow you down enough to make you late,” Monty said. “You do realize this?”

“I realize he smacked me with that staff and it looked like he was ready to unleash a serious beatdown on my matter.”

“Yet here you stand,” Monty said. “How did you manage that? Did Jin give up and walk away?”

“Will I ever get tired of this mage humor?” I deadpanned. “No, he didn’t give up and walk away. I used the Hidden Hand.”

“Really?” Monty asked, genuinely curious. “How did that happen?”

“Didn’t I just explain that?” I said, exasperated. “Jin tried to hit me with that staff of his.”

“So what you’re trying to tell me is, that under the stress of imminent pain and or death, you tapped into the potential you possessed all along, using it to stop Jin in a combat setting?”

“Well…yes.”

“Wasn’t that the purpose of our coming here?” he asked. “For you to learn the Hidden Hand, and for me to approach my next shift?”

“Well…yes.”

“I’m failing to see the problem,” he said. “If I were you, I would expect to see much more of Jin in the next few weeks.”

“Do we have that long?” I asked. “Master Yat sent Jin to begin the undoing of the anchor tethering Stone Temple and Iron Fan to this plane.”

“It means he’s making preparations for the Emissary’s arrival,” Monty said. “Even with the Grand Council’s help, it will take her weeks to align the proper bridge to get here.”

“Why?”

“The only way it can even succeed is because the portion of the Order of the Sky is anchored,” he said. “Think about firing an arrow at a target, while standing on a boat, in a stormy ocean, buffeted by winds and waves.”

“Sounds impossible.”

“Blindfolded and one-handed,” he finished. “That is the equivalent of what the Grand Council is attempting to do by sending Emissary Salya here.”

“Can they pull it off?”

“Yes,” Monty said. “It should be impossible, but they have been known to execute the impossible in the past. However, it will be incredibly difficult, even for them. Which means⁠—”

“We have some time.”

“Indeed,” he said. “Not an overabundance of it, but some. Enough to get you ready to face Salya.”

I looked at him in mild shock.

“I’m sorry,” I said, rubbing an ear. “I thought for a moment I heard you say I was facing Emissary Salya. Must be the acoustics in here or something.”

“You heard correctly,” Master Yat said as he entered the training area. “You are facing the Emissary.”

“Again, my ears are playing tricks on me because you said ‘you,’ as in the singular you, not the general you, meaning I’m facing her alone?”

“No, you will have your bondmate with you.”

“Me and Peaches are supposed to defeat an Emissary?” I asked, incredulous. “Alone?”

“Tell me what you recall of the Emissary’s weapons,” Yat said. “What you faced on Naxos when you last faced her.”

I recalled the fight on Naxos.

“We can start with her Immortal Spear,” I said. “That thing is beyond lethal.”

“We will address that in a moment,” Master Yat said. “What else?”

“She believes in being prepared,” I said. “I counted at least five daggers on each arm and leg—twenty rune-inscribed daggers. I don’t know what they do, but in her hands it can’t be good.”

“Daggers of Devastation,” Master Yat said. “Nasty pieces of work. Unfortunately, I’m fairly certain you will find out what they are capable of. What else?”

“She’s a mage in her own right,” I said. “A powerful one. Her energy signature felt like an immense weight trying to crush us.”

“Her energy signature is significant,” Master Yat said with a nod. “You will have to face it—alone.”

“You know, so far, I’m not getting an overwhelming sense of encouragement here,” I said, looking from Master Yat to Monty. “I already faced that energy signature. It wasn’t fun the first time, I doubt it will be a blast the second time. You still haven’t explained why I’ve been volunteered to face the psychoemissary.”

“What happened when she materialized the Immortal Spear?” Master Yat asked. “What happened on the battlefield?”

“The moment she pulled out her spear, the dying started.”

“How?” Yat asked. “How did the dying start?”

“What do you mean?” I asked, confused. “People, her people, started dropping. Everyone next to her died almost instantly. The lucky ones, the Magistrates, knew better than to stay close to her. They ran the moment they felt her power surge.”

“And the others?”

“They weren’t so lucky,” I said, remembering the carnage. “They were killed on the spot. They dropped—dead before they hit the ground.”

“What else did you witness?”

“That we were getting our asses handed to us.”

“Elaborate.”

“She is…she doesn’t need help to crush her enemies,” I said, shaking my head slowly. “She was facing H, golems, phoenixes, every defense H had, including what little Monty, me, and Peaches could do, and she wasn’t even breaking a sweat. We were outclassed in every sense of the word.”

“What did you learn?”

“That Emissary Salya deserves to face an army of mages and monks,” I said. “Archmages and higher if possible, and when I say army, I mean more than one.”

“That will not be possible,” Master Yat said. “I will inform you of what exactly will happen when she arrives.”

“You will?”

“Once her energy signature is detected off-plane, the anchor will be untethered from Iron Fan Mountain,” Master Yat said. “This action will disengage the mountain from the Order of the Sky.”

“You’re sacrificing Iron Fan Mountain?” Monty asked. “Is there no other way?”

“A small sacrifice to face this danger,” Master Yat said. “If we remain anchored, she can choose to wreak havoc on any number of planes, including yours. This way, we confine her destruction to one location⁠—”

“This one,” I finished. “But she won’t be the only one confined.”

“No,” Yat said. “Some of the Elders will remain behind, as will Jin and myself.”

“How many Elders?”

“A hand, led by Elder Han,” Master Yat said. “That is all we would allow.”

“Five Elder monks, Jin, you, Monty, Peaches and me?” I said. “Did I not describe the numbers? You think the ten of us are going to be enough against this Emissary? It’s not enough. Even if we had ten times the amount of monks, I don’t think it would be enough.”

“Not ten,” Master Yat said. “One…you, and your hellhound.”

“Master Yat⁠—”

“You are the only one who can, Deathless,” Master Yat said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “No one on this mountain can get close to her once she draws her spear. Only you can.”

“My hellhound isn’t immortal.”

“No, but he is bonded to you,” Master Yat answered. “The bond will protect him.”

“You don’t know what you’re asking,” I said. “You haven’t seen this Emissary in action.”

“I haven’t, but I have seen you in action,” he said. “I’m asking you to be what you have been called to be, Aspis.”

“I…I’m not that powerful,” I said. “Her power level dwarfs mine.”

“You are stronger than you can imagine,” Master Yat said as Jin entered the training hall. “You just need the right motivation.” He glanced at Jin. “Ah, perfect timing.”

“The anchor is ready to be untethered,” Jin said with a bow. “How may I help?”

“The other monks?” Yat asked. “Have they made their preparations?”

“Yes, the mountain will be evacuated by nightfall,”Jin said. “Stone Temple will be returned to the Order of the Sky, and Iron Fan will remain anchored.”

“Good,” Master Yat said. “You will begin the next phase of Strong’s training.”

Master Yat turned to me.

“I have good news,” he continued. “No more climbing the stairs every morning.”

“That sounds like a good news, bad news situation,” I said. “What’s the bad news?”

“There is no bad news. You have good news and better news.”

“What, exactly, is the better news?” I asked, warily. “Not that I’m not grateful for not having to climb the murder stairs.”

“The better news is that you get to face Jin, everyday,” Master Yat said with a small smile. “Each day he will reveal more of who you are. Each day your true opponent will be yourself.”

I narrowed my eyes at Master Yat.

That sounded suspiciously like zenspeak for unending pain and agony disguised as training.

“How long is this supposed to last?” I asked. “Emissary Salya is on her way.”

“I’m aware,” Yat said. “Time moves differently where we are. Iron Fan has been positioned near a nexus. In addition, for the Emissary to arrive here through the anchor, one of the Grand Council mages will have to assist her.”

“Monty explained how difficult it will be for her to get here,” I said, glancing at Monty. “It sounds nearly impossible.”

“Nearly impossible provides for a small chance of success,” Master Yat said. “Until that day, Jin will train with you and your hellhound.”

“Until?”

“Until he is forced to introduce you to Kensei,” Master Yat said, looking at Jin. “You see his potential; help him attain it with haste. The Endless Hall is at your disposal.”

“Yes, Master Yat,” Jin said. “It will be my honor to do so.”

“Who is Kensei?” I asked, looking at Monty. “Have you met him?”

“Kensei is not a who, but a what,” Monty said. “I wish you luck. Do your best to meet every challenge.”

Jin escorted me out of the training hall.
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“The Endless Hall?” I asked as we stepped outside of the training area. “What is the Endless Hall?”

“The Endless Hall is a special training area reserved for the Elders,” Jin said, glancing at me. “It is a great privilege to step into the Hall, let alone be allowed to train there. You are truly favored.”

“I’m not feeling very favored at the moment,” I said. “You’ve never seen this Emissary fight—she is a force of nature. She’s an army by herself.”

“Formidable,” he said with a nod.

“Beyond formidable,” I admitted. “She outclasses me.”

We kept walking down the path in silence for a few moments. Peaches padded silently next to me. I would be lying if I said I had high hopes for this accelerated training. Even this walk felt like I was walking to my death, training or no training.

“You are known as the Deathless, yes?” Jin asked a few moments later as we continued. “Is this your title?”

“Just Deathless,” I said. “It’s a recent addition to make me sound dangerous, I think.”

“Do you feel more dangerous with this title?”

“I don’t know if this is a title,” I said. “I was given that name—not my idea—and if I’m being honest, a name like that only attracts trouble. It’s like painting a target on my back, or daring people to challenge me.”

“It is provocative,” he said. “I could see a name like that inciting violence in the wrong circles.”

“The only circles I seem to be traveling in these days.”

“From my understanding, your life is quite violent. Do you actively seek it out?” he asked. “Or are you thrust into it by circumstance?”

“It seems like both these days,” I said. “Which is why I don’t need a name like Deathless. What’s wrong with Simon?”

“You fear retaliation because of your name?”

“I don’t need additional reasons for violence in my life. Between being Kali’s Aspis and her Marked One, carrying a necrotic siphon that’s also a seraphic weapon, and being bonded to a hellhound, I think I’ve met the quota for violence inducing.”

“It does seem like you’ve been selected for excessive violence,” he observed. “Why do you think that is?”

“I can actually answer that question.”

“Please do.”

“I took a case some time back,” I said. “It was a case involving children being abducted.”

“A worthwhile case to pursue.”

“I thought so.”

“Do you regret taking this case?”

“No,” I said. “If I had to do it again, I would.”

“Yet this was the case that brought all this violence into your life?” he said. “Did you solve it?”

“Yes, but it placed me on the path my life is on right now,” I said. “My choice in that case caused the violence. When I could’ve walked away, I chose to stay.”

“Do you regret that choice?”

“For a while, I did,” I said. “I felt as if I had been targeted for some reason.”

“You no longer feel this way?”

“A small part of me still does,” I said. “Part of me realizes that I was the catalyst for everything that has happened to me since that day.”

“That is quite insightful,” he said. “Most people don’t arrive at that kind of clarity until much later in their lives.”

“Knowing it doesn’t make it any easier to accept,” I said. “Even if I could go back in time, I don’t know if I would do anything differently.”

“What would have happened if you had chosen differently?” he asked. “If you had not taken the case, or had chosen to walk away?”

“There’s a good chance Monty would’ve been killed, all those children would’ve been sacrificed, and I don’t even know what Shiva’s plan was. I doubt it was anything good, if Kali had been planning for five millennia to stop him.”

“Five millennia?”

“Yes, I managed to interrupt Kali’s five thousand year old plan,” I said. “She was not pleased.”

“How are you still alive?”

“Ah, that’s the twist,” I answered. “She was so angry, she cursed me alive. Figure that one out if you can.”

“I am sorry,” he said. “That can be a fate worse than death. You will outlive everyone, eventually losing your friends, family, everything. In the end, you will be utterly alone.”

I gave him a look and seriously wondered if monks and mages went to the same morale instruction course: How to Destroy Morale in Five Easy Steps by sharing the obvious truth, or something similar.

“I got the gist of the curse, thanks,” I said, raising a hand to stop him from continuing. “It was only exciting until the ramifications of the curse settled into my brain.”

“It is a sad and lonely existence.”

“Yes, I figured it would be,” I said, hitting him with a level two Clint Glint. “No need to keep explaining it. I get that it’s a devastating curse.”

“If you let it become so.”

“Excuse me?” I asked. “What do you mean?”

“Elder Han is our oldest elder on any of the mountains in the Order of the Sky,” he said. “He is so old, no one really knows his age.”

“No one knows his real age? No one?”

“I don’t think even he remembers his age,” Jin said with a small smile. “Yet, even at his advanced age, with all his friends and family gone, he is not bitter or angry.”

“What he is, is an accomplished pebble sharpshooter,” I said. “He is deadly accurate with those things.”

Jin let out a small laugh.

“Yes, I believe every monk on all nine mountains has felt one of his pebble attacks,” Jin said. “Perhaps you can follow his example?”

“Become a master pebble shooter?”

“Despite his age, Elder Han has had a hand in teaching every master in the Order of the Sky,” Jin answered. “In a very real sense, he is the spiritual father of the entire Order. Every monk on the mountain holds him in the highest regard.”

“Every monk?” I asked, surprised. “He must be older than ancient.”

“Once, long ago, the junior monks tried to calculate his age,” Jin said. “Every method we used fell short, until we started calculating by temples.”

“By temples?” I asked. “What kind of method is that?”

“The Order of the Sky only adds a mountain and temple when it outgrows the current temple. Then an Elder is chosen and assigned to the new temple with the overflow of monks.”

“Makes sense, and you don’t crowd the current temple,” I said. “How many temples has Han been around for?”

“Elder Han has been the Elder for all nine temples.”

“How long does it take for a temple to get crowded to the point you need to expand?”

“About a century.”

“You’re saying Elder Han is close to a thousand years old?”

“Give or take,” Jin said. “We don’t know if he arrived at the beginning of the first temple or joined some time later.”

“How?” I asked. “I mean, I know a few mages who are in that age group, but they manipulate energy.”

“So do monks,” Jin said. “They may not express it the same way as mages, but energy is energy. You yourself manage to wield energy, but you are not a mage.”

I nodded.

“That is amazing,” I admitted. “I never thought he was that old.”

“Despite your curse, you get to choose how your life, your very long life, plays out,” he said. “You can choose anger and bitterness, or you can choose to enjoy those who have entered your life, however brief their time may be compared to yours.”

“I’m trying not to let anger and bitterness enter my heart or mind,” I said. “I don’t know how well I’ll do when I lose those closest to me.”

“You haven’t lost them yet.”

“And I’m working on not losing them in the near future,” I said. “That’s why I’m walking this path with you, now.”

“Can this Emissary kill you?”

“I think so, yes,” I said. “Her spear alone creates a killing field around her. She radiates a circle of death. That’s not figurative; anyone who enters that circle dies—literally.”

Jin walked a few more steps in silence, his face pensive.

“Yet Master Yat believes you can face this Emissary?” Jin asked, “and survive this ‘killing field’?”

I nodded as we continued along the path.

“Apparently he sees something I don’t,” I said. “All I’m seeing is death the moment she and I meet again.”

“Do you trust Master Yat?” Jin asked.

“Of course I trust him.”

“With your life?”

“More than once, yes.”

“From your words, this battle is lost before it has begun,” Jin said. “It would be better for you to throw yourself off the mountain than suffer the shame of this defeat.”

“Seems like monks have a similar morale building program to mages,” I said. “Is that your way of encouraging me?”

“Why do you need encouraging?” Jin asked as he glanced at me. “Are you a child who has forgotten his purpose?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Why are you fighting this Emissary?”

“She’s been sent to kill me, Monty, and my hellhound,” I said. “There’s a good chance they will go after Monty’s family, his uncle, and anyone who is close to me, too.”

“Will you let her?”

“Let her?” I asked. “I don’t see a way I can stop her.”

“When we fought, you managed to stop me.”

“I managed to yank you off the mountain,” I said. “I’m going to need a solution that’s a little more permanent than a sudden shove.”

“How did you do it?” he asked. “The sudden shove?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “That was the Hidden Hand—right now the emphasis is on hidden, as in hidden from me.”

“I see,” Jin said with a nod. “And the black flame you called upon, is that part of this hidden hand?”

“No,” I said. “The darkflame is part of…part of my other abilities, I guess.”

“I think I see your problem,” he said. “As long as you think this way, you cannot defeat her.”

“Wow, thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“Not as you are now, you cannot,” he said. “You cannot defeat her because you don’t know yourself. How can you defeat an enemy you barely know, when you don’t know who you are?”

“That’s very SunTzu of you,” I said. “I know who I am.”

“You only think you do,” Jin said, as we came to a temple entrance made of black stone. “In here, in the Endless Hall, I will help you find yourself. I must warn you…it will be⁠—”

“Painful?” I asked. “Filled with agony?”

“There will be pain, yes, but you will overcome it,” Jin said. “I must warn you that facing who you are can be unpleasant. Many times we are not ready to face these truths. Unfortunately for you, there is no other option.”

“Story of my life,” I said, gesturing to the entrance. “After you?”

He led the way into the Endless Hall.

The first sensation was one of floating through space. I looked down and saw we were still walking into the Hall, but it felt like gliding across the black marble floor.

“This feels odd,” I said, extending my arms. “Feels like we are floating or flying.”

“The sensation you are feeling is time being constrained,” Jin said, as his voice reverberating. “In the Endless Hall, time passes differently than on Iron Fan. It is why Master Yat sent us here.”

“Time compression?”

“Time dilation,” Jin corrected. “Time is expanded in the Endless Hall, while simultaneously being compressed.”

“Doesn’t that negate the passing of time?”

“Not negate, fragment—the Hall is fixed upon a conflux of planes,” he said. “The flow of time is in a state of constant probability in the Hall.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will,” he said as we kept walking into the Hall. “In the Hall, every instance of every possibility can happen, infinitely. Try not to give it too much thought right now, it can be a little much.”

“You’re saying every possibility of every possibility is possible in this place?” I asked, truly not understanding, but realizing my question made sense. “Does that mean there is a version of me in here that understands what you’re talking about?”

“Yes.”

“Excellent,” I said. “I’d love to meet him so he can explain it all to me then. Where exactly are we going?”

“The singular point in the center of the Endless Hall,” Jin said. “There, I will help you.”

Peaches rumbled next to me as we kept walking.

“Will this ‘fragmenting’ affect my hellhound too?”

“You two are one,” Jin said. “Yes, in the Endless Hall, what affects you will affect him. The reverse is also true.”

“Because we are one.”

“Yes, and have been since you bonded.”
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Jin led us through dimly lit corridors of black marble.

After a while, every corridor began to look like every other corridor. I don’t know how he managed to navigate this place.

“How are you not lost?”

“Focus on the flow of time,” he said. “That will answer your question.”

“Focus on the flow of time?” I asked. “How am I supposed to do that? You want me to look at my watch?”

“Not literally,” he said, shaking his head. “If I said we were going to do mabu for three minutes or drink coffee for three minutes, which would feel longer?”

“Do you even have to ask? Mabu for three minutes would be torture.”

“Probably not for you any longer, but you are right that your perception of time would make those three minutes in horse stance feel much longer. Now do the same here.”

“I would love to, if I understood what you meant.”

“Take a deep breath and focus.”

I did as he asked.

“Now in that focus, feel for the flow of time around you,” he said. “Not time itself, the flow of time. Imagine those moments, when you are fighting for your life, how things slow down, how you can see techniques or weapons coming at you. In those moments you are sensing the flow of time.”

I closed my eyes and focused on those moments when it felt as if time had slowed down. I focused on the sensation of Karma stopping everything around me as she appeared.

That’s when I felt it.

It felt as if I was in the middle of a fast-flowing river, with water moving all around me, except it wasn’t water that I was sensing, it was time.

“You feel it, the flow.”

I nodded, but kept my eyes closed.

“You feel this?” I asked. “All the time?”

“Not yet,” Jin said. “The Elders do. They have been training longer than I have been alive. This is why they can do what they can do.”

With my eyes still closed, I turned to his voice.

“This is how Elder Han can fire all those pebbles, and it make it seem like there are many monks, when it’s just him.”

I extended my arms and sensed the energy flow over and around them. I moved my fingers and created ripples which quickly disappeared.

“Yes, he places the pebbles in different locations in the flow and releases them,” Jin said. “They are carried by the flow to hit you at different times, giving the impression of many attackers, when it’s just him.”

“And you can do this?”

“Not as efficiently or as prolonged as the Elders, but yes, I can, and it seems so can you,” Jin said. “Now try opening your eyes.”

I opened my eyes and the sensation of the flow evaporated.

“I lost it,” I said. “It disappeared like smoke.”

“The fact that you were able to perceive it at all is quite an accomplishment,” Jin said as we kept walking. “It takes junior monks years of meditation and training to attain what you just did.”

“How long can you stay in the flow?”

“Ten minutes at a time,” he said. “Then I have to re-center my focus and find it again. Just like you, it disappears from my perception.”

“Can this flow be interrupted?”

“Now you are thinking like a monk,” he said. “To interrupt or disrupt the flow is to impact time. To move with the flow is to accelerate it, to move against it⁠—”

“Is to slow it down,” I finished. “Does that mean that to interrupt it would be to stop the flow?”

“Humans cannot stop the flow of time,” Jin said. “We are not powerful enough, but…we can interrupt it for short moments. It can make it seem to slow or even stop, but It is an illusion. All we are doing is interrupting the flow, not stopping it.”

“A stutter,” I said. “We are creating a stutter in the perception of the flow. That is how Elder Han does it; he uses some kind of stutter-strike.”

“I’ve never heard it called that, but it is an accurate description,” Jin said. “It can give the impression of time slowing or stopping. We are here.”

I looked around and realized we had entered a large empty space made of the same black marble everything else was made of.

“I didn’t notice any of this black marble on either of the mountains,” I said. “How was this temple built? Where was the marble quarried?”

“On the first mountain of the Order of the Sky,” Jin answered. “In fact, this temple exists on every mountain in the Order, but it was first built as a place for the Elders to practice advanced techniques.”

“You’re saying this temple exists simultaneously on all nine mountains?” I asked, concerned. “Wouldn’t that make the other mountains in the Order vulnerable to attack if someone managed to get in here?”

“No,” Jin said, shaking his head. “Each Endless Hall sits in a different flow. Remember the property of the Hall.”

“The flow of time is in a state of constant probability; every instance of every possibility can happen, infinitely,” I said, still unsure exactly what that meant. “It would be impossible to align two of the Endless Halls to occupy the same place in space and time.”

“You seem to have an understanding of quantum mechanics,” Jin said. “Have you studied this?”

“No, I just happen to spend plenty of time around Monty and mages,” I said. “He sounds like this on a regular basis. I guess some of that must have stuck in my head.”

“In any case, you are correct,” Jin said. “It is impossible for two Endless Halls to exist in the same place at the same time.”

The room shifted and changed shape.

Where it had been a large square a moment ago, it was now long and rectangular, with alcoves spaced out along the walls at even intervals.

“What happened?” I asked, looking around the room. “Why did the room change?”

“This location is the singular point,” Jin said. “Think of it as the hub of a wheel. The Endless Hall revolves around this point. This is the center of the confluxes, and all around us the flow changes and adapts.”

I tried to fix his imagery in my mind.

“Is it a pattern?” I asked. “Do the configurations repeat?”

“Can you place your hand in the same river twice?”

“Got it,” I said. “No repeating.”

“No repeating,” Jin said, tapping his staff on the floor and causing the blue runes along its length to flare to life. “Are you ready?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Always,” he said. “Use every weapon at your disposal, release yourself from linear thinking, and remember why you are doing this.”

Peaches rumbled next to me and looked up into my eyes.

<Get ready, he’s going to attack us.>

<I am always ready. Can I bite him?>

<Bite, but no chewing. He is good and helping me get stronger.>

<If he is helping you get stronger, he is helping us get stronger.>

<Stop him, but don’t break him. Watch his staff, it hits hard.>

<I am harder than his stick. Can I speak?>

<You can do anything you need to, but we can’t kill him. I think we need to use our battleform.>

<We will fight him together in our battleform. Then you too will be mighty.>

<Not as mighty as you, but maybe one day.>

<When you eat more meat, you will become mighty, like me.>

<Get ready.>

<I am waiting for you.>

I felt my skin harden as Peaches let out a low growl. His fur took on a metallic sheen and his eyes grew a brighter red as his baleful glare intensified. He grew in size, his head coming up to my shoulder.

I didn’t know if this was his full battleform height, or if he limited himself to this height because we were indoors and he would unleash XL only outside.

It didn’t really matter.

We had been training in our battleform every day since we arrived at Iron Fan Mountain. I knew Jin was skilled and that he would unleash stronger attacks, but he wasn’t just facing me now.

He was facing me and my hellhound.

We were bonded.

I’d managed to launch him off the mountain last time we fought, but I wouldn’t have the advantage of surprise this time. I didn’t even know if I could use the Hidden Hand again.

I wouldn’t depend on it. I would use what I knew I could depend on reliably. Somehow our bond had strengthened over the weeks of training. It wasn’t a matter of just speaking to him in my mind, it was like he could read my intentions before I acted.

We fought as one.

I was an extension of him, and he was an extension of me.

I nodded when we were fully in our battleform.

Jin gave us an approving look and nodded back before entering a defensive stance with his staff in front of him and across his body.

“Thank you for this honor, Deathless,” Jin continued with a short bow. “I will do my best to be worthy of this gift.”

“Thank you, Jin,” I said, returning his bow. “I accept your gift and will strive to honor this privilege the Order of the Sky has given me.”

He nodded.

I placed a hand on Peaches’ flank and he rumbled.

<Let’s go, boy.>
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Peaches blinked out and took me along for the ride.

We reappeared to either side of Jin.

I was disoriented for a moment.

I didn’t expect to go on a trip with Peaches. Those seconds of distraction nearly cost me a leg as Jin swung low with his staff and stepped closer to me.

I managed to lift my leg, causing him to miss, and threw myself to the side as Peaches unleashed an ear-shattering bark. It caught Jin full-on, knocking him back as the kinetic energy of the bark smacked right into him.

Jin rolled to his feet as he recovered.

I was actually surprised he managed to survive my hellhound’s bark. The bark had no effect on the marble in the Endless Hall, which meant that this place didn’t operate by the normal rules.

Peaches’ bark should have torn up the marble and shredded Jin, before launching him across the floor. It seemed like some of the properties of abilities were enhanced, while others were dampened.

I made a mental note to keep track of that.

Jin shook his head and advanced on me.

I unleashed the silver mist which became Ebonsoul a moment later. My blade pulsed with power as Jin came at me.

That’s new. It’s never pulsed like that before.

The energy signature coming off Jin gave me pause.

This was a different Jin from the one I faced on the path to Iron Fan. He feinted low, then swung his staff head height, nearly removing my head from my shoulders as he swung his staff around.

I didn’t bother trying to parry the attack—I remembered how hard his staff was. Trying to stop that attack would only throw me off-balance.

I did the next best thing.

I ducked.

Peaches blinked out and blinked back in at the end of Jin’s swing. For a moment, I thought he was going to clamp his massive jaws on the staff, but he knew that could be dangerous, so he did the next best thing and clamped down on Jin’s arm instead, taking him by surprise.

Jin didn’t expect that attack, thinking we would go for his staff. I slid in while he was locked into place and unleashed a magic missile.

“Ignis vitae,” I whispered as a beam of violet energy punched into Jin, knocking him across the floor.

He bounced a few times and then rolled to one knee, using his staff for support. As far as opponents went, Jin was resilient. The first attack should have taken him out of play.

I don’t think anyone who faced my hellhound’s bark managed to get back on their feet a few seconds later. Now he had just taken a point blank magic missile to the chest and shrugged it off like it barely mattered.

The only indication that we were presenting some kind of difficulty was that Jin was slightly winded, but I could see a slight smile across his lips.

That was not a good sign.

Whenever your opponent begins smiling, it means things are usually going to get either much harder…or deadlier.

Usually both.

“I am glad you have increased your intention,” Jin said from across the room. “I, too, will have to become more serious. Thank you, Deathless. I rarely get to use this form, unless I am facing an Elder.”

He stood slowly and slammed his staff into the marble floor.

All of the runes along its length lit up with a blue flash of power. In that instant, the staff transformed from a regular staff, to a bladed staff.

A swordstaff.

The rune-inscribed blade on one end held a faint blue tint to it. The metal of the blade glistened in the light of the Hall as the room we stood in shifted again, becoming a wide open space.

Perfect for wielding a swordstaff.

“Wonderful,” I said under my breath. “Don’t go through all that trouble on my account.”

Jin nodded in my direction and smiled again.

“It’s no trouble at all.”

He whirled in a tight circle, raised his weapon and slammed the blade on the ground. A wave of blue energy raced along the ground, heading straight for me.

I dove to the side and rolled. I managed to avoid getting hit by the energy wave, but only barely. The power it contained crackled through the air as it sped by me.

Note to self: do not get hit by that energy.

<Don’t get hit by the blue energy, boy.>

<In order to neutralize him, we must disarm him.>

<No, even without his weapon, he’s still dangerous. We need to stop him.>

<I have an idea.>

<You do?>

<It will be dangerous, but I am your bondmate. We will share the danger together and stop him.>

<Hold on a second, what is this idea?>

<No time. He advances on us.>

Peaches was right.

Jin was running at us, holding his naginata—his bladed staff, to the side. Even as he ran, the blade, which hovered just above the marble floor, released blue energy as he closed on us.

I stepped into a defensive stance with Ebonsoul in front of me. I had fought tough enemies before, but Jin was fast becoming the top of that list.

I sensed Peaches blink out and saw Jin slow his advance slightly. Smart—he had no way of knowing where Peaches could reappear.

Peaches reappeared behind me.

It threw me off since I didn’t expect him so close.

<Brace yourself.>

<Brace myself? Brace myself for what?>

He clamped his jaw around my arm and began running. His first steps jarred me, since he had increased his weight. His paws shattered the marble as he ran, and Jin stopped advancing, entering a defensive stance.

On the whole, it was his second best option, with running for his life being the best. If I were facing an enormous hellhound, I would be attempting to find the nearest exit.

That’s when a part of my brain registered that there was no exit. When the room shifted size, it had completely eliminated the doorway we had used to enter the room.

I didn’t have much attention to spare on the lack of an exit as my hellhound was racing toward the glowing blue blade at the end of Jin’s staff.

<His staff has a blade at the end, just in case, you know, you missed that.>

<I am aware, bondmate. In a few moments I will throw you at the monk, while unleashing several other attacks simultaneously. My attacks will distract, but your attack must be decisive.>

<Are you saying throwing your bondmate is considered an attack?>

<Focus. Our enemy has cycled more energy into his weapon. He is about to unleash his attack. You must use your darkflame.>

I looked at Jin, and saw him drawing his swordstaff back as the energy around coalesced him into a glowing blue field of energy, which increased with every second. Peaches was right: he was about to unleash some kind of devastating strike.

<Darkflame can kill him.>

<He is not trying to disable us. His intent is to end your life.>

<I don’t want to kill him.>

<He shares no such reservation. You must choose—stop him or die here in this place. If his attack lands, we will both die.>

Will we both die? Not while I was breathing. Threatening me was one thing—threatening my hellhound? I don’t think so.

<Do it.>

The next moment, Peaches blinked out and I felt the sensation of increased speed. Our velocity increased as if Peaches had some kind of nitrous oxide setup.

I had no landmarks to gauge how fast we were going, but I knew he had hit the afterburners. We raced forward like this for a few seconds, then I was alone.

I looked around for my hellhound, but I couldn’t see him anywhere. The next second, I was flying into Jin and more importantly, Jin’s weapon, which was mid-swing. The blade sliced through the air with a wave of blue energy in its wake.

Peaches blinked in and got to Jin before I did.

Peaches unleashed his baleful glare, followed by a headbutt. Jin succeeded in dodging the baleful glare, which surprised me, and failed spectacularly in the stopping a fast-moving hellhound headbutt.

Peaches slammed into Jin as I was still closing in on him.

Jin shifted his attack and attempted to unleash the energy wave at my hellhound. Peaches took a deep breath and released blue white flame from his mouth, which I had never seen.

Jin was forced to alter his attack and defend himself. He whirled the staff in front of him, blocking the blast as the flames threatened to engulf him. The fact that he wasn’t instantly crispy ash made me realize that he was much stronger than he seemed.

We needed to end this now.

<Now bondmate, you must stop him. Do not hesitate.>

“Mors ignis,” I said. “Deleo.”

Darkflame covered my hands, extending down to Ebonsoul.

I slammed into Jin’s side, aiming Ebonsoul for his chest. At the last moment, he turned his head and glanced at me. For a moment, he looked surprised, then he moved. He stopped blocking of the flames to deflect Ebonsoul, but he was too late.

I buried Ebonsoul in his side as the flames engulfed us both.
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We burned.

Whatever burning my body experienced had been mitigated by my curse and the fact that I was in battleform. The flames that engulfed my body felt hot, but my skin was still intact.

I looked down at my arms in awe.

I should have been in excruciating agony as everything about me burned. The blue-white flames felt warm as I gazed through them to my hellhound.

Was this a result of our bond? Was I immune from the effects of my hellhound’s attacks?

I looked around and saw that Jin wasn’t as fortunate.

He was burning, at least his clothes were. I removed Ebonsoul from his side and kicked his weapon away.

I didn’t want him to get any last minute ideas, like impaling me with his sword, or slicing me to bits. The flames had affected him, but he was still functional.

Charbroiled, but functional.

Peaches blinked in, caught Jin’s staff in his jaws, blinked out, and returned a second later, minus the swordstaff.

Then Jin and I collapsed.

A moment later, power flooded my body as Ebonsoul siphoned and transferred Jin’s power to me. Even as power flowed through me, the room became dark and my vision tunneled in.

I must’ve briefly lost consciousness, because the next thing I saw was my hellhound hovering over me and doing his best to drown me in his drool, as he slapped my face with his tongue.

Whatever transformation had occurred with the battleform had ended. My body was still warm from my curse working overtime. My skin had reverted back to normal, and my clothes were singed, but still serviceable.

Jin wasn’t so lucky.

His monk robes had been partially burned away. Parts of his skin were an angry red from burns. Right now, judging from his injuries, I was certain he was getting acquainted with levels of pain he had rarely experienced.

From the expression he wore and the way he moved, I knew his body had to be in pain overload. He would go into shock soon if he didn’t get those injuries looked at and treated.

I wasn’t a doctor, and what little healing I did know wouldn’t even begin to address the burns across his body, but I did have something that would help.

“Pain?” I asked. “Are you in much pain?”

Sometimes it was best to ask the obvious, if only to keep him conscious. I needed him to stay present while we dealt with the burns. I was still wondering how he was alive.

He glanced at me, trying not to move, but still nodded.

“Well done,” he rasped. “That was an excellent attack.”

“Stop talking,” I said, moving over to him. “Peaches.”

“No, thank you,” Jin said, giving me a confused look. “I have no desire to eat fruit at this moment. In case you haven’t noticed, I have been fairly incinerated by your bondmate.”

“Monk humor is almost as bad as mage humor,” I said, mostly to myself. “I’m not offering you fruit.” I gestured to my approaching, now regular-sized, hellhound. “His name is Peaches.”

“You named this ferocious warrior of a beast…Peaches?”

“The name came with the package,” I said, making room for my hellhound. “Now, shut it.” I glanced at my hellhound and rubbed his head briefly. “Peaches, hit him with the healing.” I looked at Jin. “This is going to be slightly unpleasant. Bear through it though, it will help you.”

“Bear through what— agh!” Jin said, trying and failing to push my hellhound away. “Is…he…trying to drown me? How is this supposed to help me?”

“Be still,” I said as the room shifted around us again. This time I saw a doorway. “His saliva has healing properties.”

Peaches really unleashed a tongue lashing on poor Jin. If his burns weren’t so bad I would’ve laughed. I still couldn’t help smiling at his reaction.

“Are you sure this is not some ritual torture you make your defeated opponents experience?” Jin asked. “This is not pleasant at all.”

“You get used to it, trust me,” I said, looking at him. “You’re looking better already.”

Which was true.

The areas of his skin which had been red and angry were now back to normal. There were some burns that looked severe, which were less so now. Peaches’ saliva could heal, but it couldn’t reverse all of the more serious damage, just lessen it. Hellhound saliva could only do so much.

Jin was going to need real medical attention of some kind, but at least he would be mobile and not in agony. There was nothing I could do for his monk robes, though. They were beyond rescue.

Peaches stepped away when he was done.

“My weapon?” Jin asked, his voice still raspy as he moved his arms slowly. “What did you do with it?”

“Are we done having a bladed conversation?” I asked, giving him a look. “If not, it stays wherever my hellhound took it.”

“I believe our bladed conversation has been concluded,” Jin said, sitting up and gingerly touching some of the more burned parts of his body. “I do feel much better. Considerably wetter, but surprisingly better.”

“I was surprised the first time he did that too,” I said. “I’m sorry about your clothes.”

<I took his knife stick to the angry man.>

<Good boy. We have some things to discuss later, like throwing your bondmate as a strategy or that blue flame? Since when do you shoot out blue flame?>

<Since today. It is part of my being mighty.>

I shook my head slowly.

“My hellhound took your weapon to Monty,” I said. “I’m sure Master Yat is keeping it safe for you.”

Jin gazed at Peaches admiringly.

“This is what it means to face a hellhound,” Jin said. “I must say I was not prepared. I have faced elders with various skills. I have never faced a teleporting, flame-breathing, eye-blast shooting, sonic weapon barking hellhound before.”

“It’s an experience.”

“You face creatures like this regularly?” he asked, still looking at Peaches. “This is normal for you?”

“I wouldn’t exactly say normal,” I said. “Peaches is pretty special. But, some of the things I have faced make him look pretty tame.”

“You have faced worse than your hellhound?”

I nodded.

“Much worse, yes.”

“This has been quite educational,” Jin said. “I assumed he was some kind of trained attack dog. Master Yat neglected to inform me about his special abilities. I have never encountered a hellhound before.”

“Honestly I’d be surprised if you had,” I said, glancing at my hellhound. “He is pretty unique, but you don’t want to meet his father, trust me.”

“You have, and survived?”

“We only met,” I said. “We weren’t fighting him. I don’t think that’s a fight we could win.”

Jin shook his head and smiled again.

“I have a feeling that this opportunity was not just for you,” he said. “I have grown confident, maybe overly so, since I unlocked my Kensei ability.”

“Your Kensei ability?” I said. “Was that the whole sword transformation of your staff?”

He nodded.

“Kensei is a title; it means sword saint,” he explained. “I am much older than I seem. Had we been only using blades, I would have been better prepared. Though I doubt there was any way I could prepare for your…Peaches.”

“You’re a sword saint?”

“Only just,” he said. “I obtained my title recently, and it appears I still have much to learn. Is his name really Peaches? This is not an attempt at humor?”

“Yes, I didn’t name him,” I said, rubbing my hellhound’s ginormous head. “He was named that by the time he stepped into my life.”

“This joining of selves you two have⁠—”

“It’s called a battleform,” I said. “Like you, we only recently unlocked it too. Well, actually, I’m the one playing catchup. He is much stronger than I am, but he holds back so I can learn.”

“He holds back…?”

“He has another form—a larger one than the one you saw.”

“He did become much larger,” Jin said, staring at Peaches. “How did you do that?”

I shook my head.

“Me?” I said. “I don’t control his size, at least I don’t think so.”

“You changed as well,” he observed, looking at me. “ Your skin changed. The flames didn’t burn you as they did me.”

“I’m still learning about it too,” I said. “I don’t know if that was the battleform, or if our bond means his attacks have a lesser effect on me.”

“Right before I unleashed my attack, I sensed your intention shift,” he said. “You were ready to take my life. Why?”

“You first,” I said, absorbing Ebonsoul. “That energy wave you were about to unleash on us felt deadly.”

“It was,” he said. “I was instructed to kill you—if I could.”

“Master Yat?”

“No, Elder Han,” he said. “He said you could survive it.”

“He said I could survive you killing me…and you believed him?” I asked. “Isn’t that taking trust a little far?”

“I have trusted Elder Han with my life many times over,” Jin answered. “Each time, he has proven himself worthy of my trust. Why should this time be different?”

“Because he told you to kill me?”

“You are known as Deathless,” Jin said matter-of-factly. “The monks of the Order of the Sky do not partake in hyperbole. Despite the many and varied skills found on the mountains, as a whole, we happen to be very grounded as an Order.”

“Except when wielding sword staffs that happen to shoot out blue energy waves of death,” I said. “That seems a bit fantastical.”

“If Master Yat and Elder Han both called you by this name—Deathless—then I had to believe some aspect of it was true. Either you could evade death, or you could be brought back from it.”

“The latter, but I haven’t really gone out of my way to test all the parameters of how deathless I really am.”

“You are really immortal?”

“Not by choice,” I said, and paused. “Well, actually if I really think about it, my choices led me to my being cursed alive. So I could say that in a very indirect way, it was my choice.”

“That is definitely a better way of viewing your curse,” Jin said. “What did you learn here, in our bladed conversation?”

“I should never make assumptions based on appearances.”

“Can you explain?”

“At first, on the path to Iron Fan, I thought, because of the way you were dressed meant that you were a junior monk, and didn’t pose much of a threat.”

“I never said I was a junior monk.”

“I know, I made that assumption,” I said. “And I held it right up to the moment you lost your staff and still managed to wield an impressive amount of power.”

“Which you negated by throwing me off the path with your Hidden Hand,” he said. “A very effective technique.”

“I’m sorry about that. I thought I had killed you.”

“You didn’t stop to mourn my loss.”

“Master Yat said to be on Iron Fan before the sun came up,” I answered. “I would have time to mourn your loss after I reached the top of the mountain.”

“Wise choice.”

“Turns out, I didn’t need to.”

“No, I managed to step into the flow and return to the path,” he said. “By that time you were gone.”

“I was racing against time and didn’t sense your energy signature,” I explained. “Were you masking?”

“Yes. The second time we fought, you were prepared to take my life, why?” he asked. “I sensed no wavering in your intent near the end, when you closed the distance. That singularity of purpose is what allowed you to get so close to me, without my sensing you, until it was too late.”

“You still managed to deflect my strike.”

“Reflex,” he said. “I had to stop dealing with the flames to react to your attack. It was a calculated risk, one I lost. The flames affected me, much more than you.”

“Your attack threatened my hellhound,” I said. “I wasn’t going to let you hurt him.”

He nodded and placed a finger across his lips in thought.

“You must use that,” he said after a pause. “The Emissary will have difficulty responding to a mind of singular purpose—once you entered that state, it was as if you had vanished from my senses, even though I could physically see you.”

“Was that because of the Endless Hall?” I asked, looking around. “Maybe this place heightened⁠—?”

“No, the Endless Hall cannot mask you so completely like that,” he said, shaking his head as he slowly stood. “Trust me, I have tried to hide in the essence of this Hall when facing the Elders in combat. It never worked.”

“I didn’t use the Hidden Hand.”

“You need more than one weapon in your arsenal,” he said. “I am certain you will find a way to use it when the time comes. What else did you learn?”

I paused for a few moments and gave it thought.

“The flow of time is all around us,” I said. “If I train, I can learn how to control my steps and enter the flow at will, affecting how it reacts to me.”

“That is a worthy goal,” he said. “Only a few monks have managed to attain any level of mastery over the flow. Most of them are Elders.”

“You have some mastery over the flow.”

“No, you are comparing the steps of a toddler with the strides of an accomplished runner,” he said. “They are not the same. The little skill I have is not mastery.”

“What did you learn?” I asked, not really expecting much of an answer. After all, he was here to help me unlock my abilities. “If anything, I don’t think I gave you much of a challenge. My apologies.”

“You taught me that complacency can kill,” he said and bowed. “Thank you for this lesson in humility, Deathless. I will strive to remember and apply it every moment of my life.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, returning the bow. “No need to do the whole Deathless thing—really. Simon or Strong is just fine.”

“Of course, Deathless,” he said. “Are you ready to return to Iron Fan?”

“Aren’t we still on Iron Fan?”

“Yes and no,” he said. “Ready?”

“No. How long have we been here in relation to time on Iron Fan?”

“That is an excellent question,” he said as we headed to the doorway. “One I cannot answer. It is possible we were in the Endless Hall for minutes or days. Time is non-linear in this Hall.”

“You mean we could go back and end up at war with The Emissary and her minions?” I asked. “Because that would be a bad situation.”

“Just like we could go back and end up still leaving the training hall to come here,” he said. “The flow behaves strangely after spending any amount of time in this place.”

“I guess there’s only one way to find out.”

He nodded.

Jin led us out of the room through the doorway that had formed on the last shift. As we stepped through the doorway, blue energy raced along the entire threshold.

The next moment we were back in the training hall.


SEVENTEEN




The area outside the training hall was quiet.

The Iron Fan was still standing and Emissary Salya was nowhere to be seen—for now.

I saw Monty facing off against Master Yat with Elder Han looking on as we stepped inside the training hall.

Elder Han looked in our direction briefly, motioning for us to come closer before returning his attention to Monty and Yat.

Elder Han gave Jin a once-over and smiled.

He rubbed his hands together and placed both his hands on Jin’s chest. Then he rubbed his hands together again and placed each hand on either side of Jin’s head.

I didn’t see any overt energy flow from Elder Han to Jin, but I could sense a major shift in Elder Han’s energy signature as he placed his hands on Jin.

He was channeling healing energy into Jin.

The severe burn marks on Jin’s body, the ones Peaches’ saliva couldn’t reverse, went from angry red to dull pink. Some of them disappeared entirely.

Once that was done, Elder Han shooed us off to the side as he refocused on the center of the training hall floor.

This was the first time I actually had a moment to observe Master Yat fight against Monty. Despite all the training we were doing, Master Yat had kept our training separate—which made sense. He was training Monty for a shift, though I wondered why a mage wasn’t taking on that aspect of his training.

Whereas I was training to—actually what was I training for? Advanced Aspis skills? I don’t think my training had an actual designation, except to get me closer to being a stronger Aspis and unlocking the Hidden Hand.

“Begin,” Elder Han said, his voice carrying clearly across the hall. “Yat, staff. Tristan, empty hands.”

“That seems unfair,” I said, keeping my voice low as I glanced at Jin. “Master Yat is insanely good with that staff. I should know; he’s whacked me enough times.”

Jin nodded while keeping his eyes on Monty and Yat.

“It may seem unfair, but this is preparation for a real battle,” Jin said, keeping his voice low. “Brother Tristan must be able to face off against a staff, or any weapon, using only his hands.”

Yat thrust forward with his staff while Monty stepped in a semi-circle and deflected the attack, answering with a fist to Yat’s head.

Yat slipped the fist, rotating his body slightly to the left, allowing Monty’s fist to sail past his head. Yat retracted the staff, and in a semicircular move I could barely follow, locked Monty’s arm on his own right shoulder.

Monty, unfazed, drove a palm into Yat’s chest with his other hand. Yat twisted his body, causing the palm attack to become a glancing blow instead of a direct hit.

Monty, using the momentum of the glancing blow, wrapped his arm around Yat’s waist, stepping forward and to the side.

It looked like he spun Yat out of his arms, breaking the hold Yat had on his arm with the staff.

Elder Han tapped the floor with his staff.

“Yat, staff. Tristan, blade,” Elder Han said. “Weapons only.”

“Now Monty has a chance,” I said. “He is amazing with his crybabies.”

“Crybabies?” Jin asked. “What are crybabies?”

“You’ll see. Watch and listen.”

Monty reached back and drew one of his Sorrows. The runes along its length were dormant, making it look strangely ordinary. That’s when I understood the instruction of ‘weapons only’.

Monty couldn’t use any energy.

“Why is Monty handicapped?” I asked. “Also part of the training?”

Jin nodded.

“He is not the only one handicapped,” Jin answered. “Master Yat is not allowed to enter the flow during this fight.”

“Oh,” I said. “That makes sense.”

“I would say Master Yat still holds the advantage, only because it’s weapons only,” Jin said, keeping his voice low. “If that restriction is lifted, it becomes a closer match of skill.”

I doubted Master Yat could keep up with Monty using all of his abilities, and both of the Sorrows, but I didn’t say anything, because I wasn’t sure.

Facing Monty without his energy and just one Sorrow was difficult. Facing Monty while he was flinging orbs, making lattices, channeling energy into both his blades and deflecting attacks with an instant shields, seemed impossible.

That didn’t mean Master Yat couldn’t do it, just that it seemed impossible to me.

This time Monty slid forward with a horizontal slash, which was stopped mid-slash by Yat’s staff. Monty released his blade, which I thought was a horrible idea in the middle of an attack.

The Sorrow rotated around Yat’s staff with the momentum of the attack, as Monty drove a spear-hand to Yat’s throat. Yat tucked his chin and Monty grabbed his Sorrow again, slicing downward at Yat’s leg.

Yat’s chin tuck deflected the spear hand to the throat and he raised his leg, causing Monty to miss with his downward strike.

Monty was committed to the strike, but stepped forward and reversed direction with his blade, which seemed impossible considering all his momentum had him swing down.

To switch at the last moment and raise his blade demonstrated incredible control.

“A rising phoenix strike,” Jin said, impressed. “Brother Tristan is very skilled to execute such a technique in this situation. He is taking a large risk.”

Yat skipped back, letting Monty’s blade sail upward without deflecting it. When it passed his shoulder on its upward trajectory, he released his staff into Monty’s ribs, peppering him with several blows.

They weren’t powerful, but they were effective.

Monty reflexively brought his blade down and Yat brought down his staff to land gently against Monty’s temple. If it had been a real strike, Monty would’ve been done.

Monty nodded as they both bowed and stepped back.

“Well done,” Elder Han said. “Now we will see how close Brother Tristan is to his next shift.” He looked in my direction. “You two, please step outside the circle.”

I looked down and saw that we were actually standing inside the large training circle which dominated the training hall floor. Jin and I stepped back as Peaches padded to a spot near the wall and plopped down to watch Monty and Master Yat.

Elder Han tapped the edge of the circle with his staff, and golden light raced along the circle’s edge, as well as strange runes I couldn’t read, but I figured they were designed to keep whatever happened to be inside the circle, inside the circle.

Once the golden light completed the trip around the circumference of the circle, a pale wall of golden energy shot up, cutting off the interior of the circle and basically trapping Monty and Yat inside.

“No restrictions,” Elder Han said. “All weapons and abilities allowed.”

“This will be interesting,” Jin said next to me. “I have never seen Master Yat fight an accomplished mage.”

“I know Master Yat is skilled, but Monty’s a battlemage,” I said. “He can unleash all sorts of attacks. Nasty, dangerous attacks.”

Jin nodded.

“If there were an equivalent to Kensei for a staff fighter, Master Yat would hold that title,” Jin said. “If he is allowed to enter the flow in this fight, Brother Tristan will have a difficult time. I only know one person who is more dangerous with a staff.”

“Who?”

Jin glanced over to Elder Han.

“The one who taught him,” Jin said. “Elder Han.”

I glanced over at Elder Han with a profound sense of awe.

Monty and Yat bowed to each other.

“Begin,” Elder Han said.


EIGHTEEN




If Elder Han hadn’t closed off the circle, Jin and I would’ve been in serious danger.

With one hand, Monty unleashed a barrage of silver orbs that raced at Master Yat as he drew one of his Sorrows.

His crybaby didn’t do its usual wailing.

The runes along the length of his blade exploded with white and gold energy as his blade screamed. The scream was so loud and pain-filled that for a moment, I thought Monty had stabbed a deranged woman inside the circle.

“What is that?” Jin asked, covering his ears. “Where is that screaming coming from?”

“Monty,” I said, raising my voice and covering one ear. “It’s him.”

“He’s screaming?”

“His blade,” I said, pointing, “They’re called the Sorrows.”

The sound his blade was making was exactly what I would imagine a banshee would sound like.

An angry banshee.

He had never unleashed this much power into his blades. I didn’t even know it was possible for him to unleash this much power. Monty seemed unaffected by the sound. Maybe it was just because he was the one controlling it, or maybe his power level allowed him to mute it for himself.

Either way it was impressive.

Master Yat deflected or dodged the silver orbs, which punched into the golden boundary of the circle, causing golden flashes to appear with each strike.

Yat moved forward suddenly as if he had teleported.

He had entered the flow, which was making it hard to track their fight. I kept losing sight of them as they clashed or evaded.

Yat had to end this fight quickly.

The screams of one blade were impossible to ignore. My head was beginning to hurt as a migraine crept up the back of my neck. The pressure built up around my temples, feeling like a large vise relentlessly squeezing my head.

This was the effect I was experiencing—and I was outside the circle. Inside, it had to easily be ten times worse. If Monty managed to pull out his second sword, Yat would have screams in stereo in a confined space.

Monty’s attack would be devastating.

“That is a very effective attack,” Jin said, raising his voice over the screaming sword. “How does it not affect Brother Tristan?”

“I don’t know how his crybabies work,” I said. “I’ve never heard them this loud either.”

Jin and I both stepped back from the edge of the circle as Monty and Yat exchanged strikes. Every time Monty made to draw his second blade, Yat would press his attack, forcing Monty to stop and deal with a staff to his face or midsection.

Yat knew he had to stop Monty, and Monty knew he needed his second sword. How he dealt with Yat moving in and out of the flow astounded me. Every attack Yat would launch, he disappeared for a split second, but Monty knew exactly where to parry or dodge.

“They are both in the flow now,” Jin said. “I am not surprised. Brother Tristan is one of Master Yat’s best students.”

Master Yat made a mistake then, giving Monty an opening.

He lunged forward with a staff strike. I think he expected Monty to deflect the strike aimed for his abdomen.

If anyone else had unleashed that strike, I would’ve been somewhat concerned, but with Master Yat executing it, the strike was potentially deadly.

Monty stood absolutely still until the last possible moment, when he bladed his body, causing Master Yat to miss, and reached back and drew his second Sorrow.

If the screaming was bad before, it hit metal concert levels a moment later. Peaches, who had managed to withstand the screaming up till now, blinked out. Jin had covered both his ears and stepped further back.

The pain in my head exploded as the frequency of Monty’s blades hit the stratosphere. Master Yat appeared unbothered, but I noticed that some of his strikes were slightly off. The sound of the Sorrows was affecting his accuracy.

There was no way Monty could keep this up for much longer. He was fighting well, but his breath was ragged and his face was covered in sweat. Whatever he was doing was taking a toll. The golden wall around the circle began to vibrate and parts of it started to crack.

Only Elder Han sat still and undisturbed, his keen eyes following the fight which was now moving too fast for me to track every move. Monty and Yat were using techniques I couldn’t even see. Every so often, a blast of violet energy would explode against the circle wall.

They were both using stutter-strikes now, but Yat was having difficulty blocking some of Monty’s attacks. I saw Monty slide forward with a double slash, a Sorrow in each hand. One blade was aimed at Master Yat’s head and the other at his midsection.

It would be almost impossible to block and parry a double strike. Master Yat was trapped. If he focused on one blade, the other would cut him down. He somehow had to avoid both blades at the same time.

It was a risky attack for Monty, because it left him completely open to a counter—if Yat moved fast enough.

I held my breath as the blades closed on Master Yat.

Yat moved fast enough.

He leaned back on his staff for a moment, as if coiling up, then jumped forward, using his staff almost like a vaulting pole.

Yat twisted his body mid-air, flying through the space between the Sorrows, one above and one below him as he led with an open palm, smashing Monty in the chest with his strike, before landing gracefully in a rear leaning stance.

Monty, taken by surprise, flew back, crashing into the golden wall at the edge of the circle with so much force that it shattered as he hit it. That didn’t even slow him down. He kept going, and I noticed from the way he sailed through the training hall that he was flying through the air, unconscious.

The only thing that was going to stop him was the very solid stone wall of the training hall behind him.

He was heading for it head first.

Jin called out and I started running, but we were both going to be too late.

<Boy, stop Monty from hitting the wall!>

The next moment, several things happened at once. Peaches materialized next to the rapidly moving Monty and clamped down on his leg. I thought the added weight of my hellhound would change Monty’s trajectory. The only thing that happened was that now Peaches was going along for the ride.

Monty was moving too fast.

It was as if Peaches had latched onto a bullet train, attempting to stop it, and ended up being dragged along with it. Monty being the bullet train in this case.

<Blink out and take him with you!>

Peaches blinked out and disappeared, but Monty kept sailing toward the wall. I stood there dumbfounded. That had never happened before—Peaches had never blinked out and not been able to take someone with him.

In that same moment, Elder Han vanished from his seat and appeared at the far wall. He took several steps forward and used his staff to interrupt Monty’s flight.

He narrowed his gaze at the approaching Monty, extending his staff to the side, with a step forward, he intercepted Monty and pushed his pushed body up, as he stepped in a circular motion. Gently, he redirected Monty momentum to the side, as he placed him on the floor.

It was one of the most impressive demonstrations of grace and power I had ever seen.

Peaches blinked back in and raced over to Monty.

It was evident that Monty needed immediate first aid, so I let Peaches administer his amazing saliva therapy. I knew Monty would thank me when he regained consciousness.

Peaches went to work with extra dedication, unleashing his tongue of greater healing on the unconscious—and defenseless—Monty.

I suppressed a smile as I saw the extra drool being unleashed.

“Well done,” Elder Han said with a small nod. “Yat, see that your student recovers. Jin, the time has come to release the tether. Our enemies grow closer.”

“How much closer, Elder?” Yat asked as he stepped over to where Monty lay. “How long do we have?”

“A lifetime and no time,” Elder Han said as he headed for the doorway of the training hall. He must have seen my confused face because he paused and reframed his response. “In linear time, we have three days before the Emissary arrives on Iron Fan with her minions. Prepare yourselves.”

Master Yat nodded as Elder Han left the training hall.


NINETEEN




“Is he okay?” I asked. “What happened?”

“Were you not paying attention?” Master Yat asked. “I would say Tristan has definitely shifted.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“What do you mean?” Yat asked, looking at me. “Did you suffer a head injury while Jin helped you?”

“No, that’s not it,” I said, getting my thoughts in order. “First, his crybabies were screaming loud enough to burst my eardrums, then he entered the flow and managed to match you in the fight.”

“I did mention that he shifted.”

“Yes, but this was more than what a shift can do,” I said. “I may not be a mage, but this seems like a huge jump in power.”

“His blades increasing in volume were a result of his shift,” Master Yat explained. “It was clear he did not exhibit much control over the power now contained in his blades.”

“Didn’t the screaming bother you?”

“Yes,” Yat said. “However there were more pressing matters to be concerned with.”

“More pressing matters…like?”

“Preventing him from trying to use both blades at once.”

“Oh,” I said. “How about the fact that when Peaches latched onto him and blinked, he didn’t leave with Peaches? Was that part of his shift?”

“No, I’m afraid that was all me,” Master Yat said. “His attack necessitated I reply in kind. You did observe his last attack, the double slash?”

“I did,” I said. “I still don’t know how you escaped that and hit him with that palm.”

“A neutralizing palm,” Master Yat said. “It creates a field of neutrality around the target for a duration of time. It is why your hellhound could not teleport him away.”

I filed that away for future reference.

It was an attack that neutralized my hellhound’s ability to teleport someone else. That meant that it posed a real threat and could possibly be used against Peaches in the future.

I glanced at Monty, who was still unconscious but was laying on a comfortable mat. He looked okay, but I still remembered him flying through the boundary wall of the circle.

“Is he okay?” I asked, still looking at Monty. “The way he crashed through that golden wall… How did he shift? When did it happen?”

“I would say several days ago,” Yat answered, glancing at Monty. “He just needed a little push.”

“A little push?” I asked, incredulous. “It looked like he broke several things going through that energy wall. He was unconscious right after you hit him with that palm.”

“It has that effect, since it disrupts all neural activity,” he said. “Similar to hitting a reset switch.”

“And he’ll be okay?”

“He will be fine. Better than fine. He managed to shift, which is no small feat at his level,” Master Yat said with a nod. “Granted, it took an impressive amount of stress to get him there, but Tristan has never done things the easy way.”

“I’ve never heard his blades scream like that,” I said. “Are you sure that was because of the shift—he hasn’t lost his mind or something like that?”

“He hasn’t managed to refine the amount of power he funnels into his Sorrows now,” Master Yat said. “When he does, I am certain the volume will decrease somewhat, but the intensity of the wails will increase.”

“What does that mean?”

“What did you feel while you heard the screams?”

“Pressure, pain… It felt like a massive migraine crushing my head,” I said. “That was with one blade. When he pulled out the second, I could barely stand it.”

Master Yat nodded.

“The Sorrows are a perfect counter to any magic using enemy Tristan may encounter,” Yat said. “They disrupt thinking and make it nearly impossible to focus long enough to cast.”

“You don’t use magic or cast.”

“They are still blades, very sharp blades.”

“The sound didn’t seem to affect you.”

“It only seemed that way,” Master Yat said. “My ears function just like yours.”

“You seemed unbothered.”

“I have been trained to deal with distraction,” Yat said. “It was a matter of creating a singular focus and eliminating everything else.”

“To the point that you couldn’t hear his blades?”

“Yes,” he said. “I was trying to prevent him from drawing his second blade. I’m sure you noticed.”

“I thought it was to prevent the screaming double feature, but now I’m not so sure,” I said. “It seemed like you were trying to stop him because he wasn’t ready to deal with using both blades at once.”

He gave me a look and nodded.

“You are learning to see,” he said. “If I had not stopped him as I did, he could have done himself irreparable harm. For now, he must only use one blade, until he adjusts to his shift.”

“How long will that take?” I asked. “I only ask because, you know, psychoemissary coming to pay us a lethal visit?”

Master Yat gave me a small nod.

“He will recover from my attack in a day,” Yat said, and looked at Jin. “Can you move Tristan to the closest guest quarters?”

“Of course, Master Yat,” Jin said with a deep bow. “Do you require anything else?”

“Yes,” Master Yat said and extended an arm to the side. “Do try to hold onto this.”

I looked and for a few seconds nothing happened. Then I saw Jin’s staff sail through the air and into Master Yat’s waiting hand.

Jin turned a dark red, bowing again, deeper this time.

“I am sorry for losing my weapon, Master Yat,” Jin said, still bowing. “It will not happen again.”

“Of course, it will happen again,” Yat said, a slight smile crossing his lips. He tapped Jin lightly on the shoulder, prompting him to stand. “You have only stepped onto the path of Kensei. I hope the next time you are disarmed, your life is not also hanging in the balance.”

“Thank you, Master Yat,” Jin said again and absorbed the staff, disappearing it from sight. “I will strive to improve.”

“See that you do,” Yat said, glancing at Monty. “Make sure he is comfortable. Difficult times await us. There will be little time for rest once the Emissary arrives. Make sure he gets all he can now.”

Jin bowed and scooped up Monty as if he were weightless. He bowed again with Monty in his arms, before leaving the training hall.

Peaches padded over to where I stood and nudged me in the leg, nearly slamming me into Master Yat.

“We need to talk,” Master Yat said, glancing at my hellhound, then glancing at me. “You seem to have a question?”

I remained mildly shocked, looking after Jin as he left the training hall.

“More than one,” I said, keeping my eyes on Jin. “Can all monks do that?”

“Do what,” Yat asked. “Be more specific.”

“He absorbed his weapon,” I said. “Like a mage.”

“You do it, don’t you?” he said, pointing at my chest. “Even now, your blade rests within you.”

“Well, yes.”

“Yet, you are not a mage,” Yat said, returning his gaze to me. “Though the skill came easily to you, there were extenuating circumstances in your case.”

“So all monks can absorb their weapons?”

“No, only the Elders and Jin, who is a Kensei,” Yat said, glancing out of the door. “Walk with me; we have much to discuss, and little time to do it in.”

We headed out of the training hall and I breathed a sigh of relief. Not that I was safe—Master Yat could choose to attack me anywhere on Iron Fan in an effort to help me understand my deeper self, or something ultra-zen like that—but the odds of being volunteered for a spontaneous ‘meaning of life’ training session was less if we weren’t in the training hall.

Or so I hoped.

All I knew was that his training lessons easily translated into extended sessions of pain.

“What did you learn from facing Jin?”

I gave the answer thought.

I had to make the most of this moment, because I rarely got one-on-one time with Master Yat that didn’t involve some kind of fighting. If I could get information from him that wasn’t accentuated with head thwacks, I would take it.

That meant my answers had to be non-thwack-inducing.

“I learned not to judge my opponent by his appearance,” I said after a few moments. “I thought Jin was a junior monk.”

“An easy error to make if you go only by his robes and age,” Yat said as we stepped onto another path. “What did you learn about yourself, Deathless?”

“About that,” I said. “Did Elder Han instruct Jin to kill me?”

Yat gave me a short glance.

“I can see he was unsuccessful.”

“Really, kill me?”

“Why does this surprise you?”

“I thought we were here to train.”

“You are.”

“This training involves death?”

“What do you think the Emissary is planning to do?”

“Doesn’t it defeat the purpose of training if you kill me before she gets here?” I asked. “It seems counterproductive.”

“If Jin can kill you, then your death at the Emissary’s hands would be certain,” Yat said. “At least this way, we know you have a chance.”

“My not being dead means I now have a chance to die by her hand?”

“It’s good to see you understand,” he said. “Jin was a satisfactory Emissary stand-in. The real one will be much worse to face.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “What happened to discussing the theory, the application, and the execution of these techniques?”

“Theory, application and execution are all important, yes,” Yat said after a pause. “But alone, those three will not help you against the Emissary.”

“So you tell Jin to kill me?”

“That was not my idea, that was Elder Han’s,” he said. “I merely agreed with the suggestion as the best way to stimulate your learning.”

“The best way?” I asked. “Threaten me and my hellhound with death?”

“Yes, you seem to respond to serious threats,” Yat said. “What could be more serious than the death of your hellhound?”

“He was instructed to threaten Peaches too?”

“Think back to your fight,” Yat said. “When did your intention shift? Was it when you felt you were in danger, or your hellhound?”

“It was the moment I realized his attack would hurt Peaches.”

“Spoken like an Aspis,” he said, glancing at Peaches who padded next to me. “On some level, your curse insulates you from the fear of death, but knowing that those closest to you can die…well, that seems to motivate you.”

“I don’t know if I‘m ready to face the Emissary.”

“Not much choice there,” he said. “You will face her whether you are ready or not.”

“Do you think I’m ready?”

“Does my answer really matter?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, let us suppose I say, Simon, you are ready,” he started. “You faced a Kensei and fought him to a draw. In the process, you have managed to gain some semblance of control of the Hidden Hand and increase your proficiency in your battleform.”

“That would be good news.”

“Only if you believed it. Conversely if I said, the Emissary is going to destroy you when you face her?” he continued. “That there is no way you can stand before her and survive?”

“Well, my initial reaction would be that you went to the same morale building school Monty went to, but that would be horrible news.”

“Only if you believed it.”

“So whether I can face her or not doesn’t depend on your assessment?” I asked. “Is that what you’re trying to say?”

“I’m not trying to say anything,” he said, and stopped walking as he faced me. “You have all the tools you need to face the Emissary. In addition to your newly acquired skills, you are not facing her alone, but with your bondmate. There is a reason bonded hellhounds are so rare and so feared.”

“So it all depends on me,” I said. “It all comes down to my belief.”

“Hasn’t it always?” he said and started walking again. “Come, I have coffee brewing in the kitchen. You look like you could use a large mug of Death Wish right about now.”

“You have Death Wish?” I asked, surprised. “Real Death Wish?”

“Of course we do,” he said. “It’s the only coffee the Deathless drinks. I think it’s quite an appropriate choice, given the name.”

He kept walking and I was almost positive he was smiling at my reaction to the name. I followed after him with my hellhound beside me.
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Master Yat stood across from me.

We had left the kitchen and the relatively short moment of peace and coffee goodness. He wasn’t lying about the Death Wish—it was excellent and I enjoyed every drop.

Once we were done, he led me to the reflecting garden. We didn’t go to the platform in the center of the pool; he kept walking past the pool and led me deeper into the garden.

When we had reached a large open area surrounded by trees and hidden from view, he stopped. The space reminded me of a zen garden made up of raked gravel and large stones placed irregularly.

We were actually standing inside a garden that sat inside a larger garden.

In the center of the smaller garden of raked gravel, I noticed a larger circular area of plain stone with no decorative elements.

When I focused and looked closer I noticed, etched into the stone circle, the nine runes that were on the eternal stone path.

Master Yat crossed the gravel and stood in the clearing in the center of the zen garden. I followed him in and realized that although the gravel garden looked small in comparison to the much larger garden we were currently in, it was quite sizable.

The stone circle I stood in was easily thirty feet across. Peaches stood next to me, relaxed but ready. Master Yat crossed to the opposite side of the circle and held his staff loosely at his side.

“This is the last lesson I can share with you before the Emissary arrives,” Yat said, glancing off to the side, deeper into the garden. Are you ready?”

“If I say no, will you thwack me?”

“Thwack you?” Yat asked. “What is thwack you?”

“When you hit me with your staff, it makes a sound—thwack.”

“Understood,” he said. “Whether or not I thwack you depends on you, not me.”

“I’m not the one holding the staff, you are,” I replied. “I could argue that all thwacking depends on whoever is holding the staff, yes?”

“Form your blade,” he said, ignoring my question. “Now, please.”

I don’t think I had ever heard Master Yat request I form my blade with ‘please’. That’s how I knew this lesson was different from any of the others he had shown me.

I still had the feeling plenty of thwacking would be involved.

I focused and silver mist formed along my arm, solidifying into Ebonsoul as it traveled down my arm and into my hand. Peaches rumbled next to me as he stood.

“Good,” Yat said, without moving. “Tell me how the Emissary will defeat you.”

“What?” I asked, slightly confused. “What do you mean?”

“How will she defeat you?” he asked. “How will she beat and kill you? You have seen her fight—what will she do when she faces you? As you ponder this, do your best to remain inside the stone circle.”

I looked down at the stone circle I stood in, all of the symbols pulsed with a faint golden energy which fluctuated from gold to white to deep violet.

“She will unleash her Sanitizers at me first,” I said, remembering our fight at Naxos. “She’ll use them to act as a distraction.”

“Were you even paying attention when you fought her last?” he asked, tapping his staff on the stone beneath us. “Wrong, try again.”

I focused and brought the memory of my last encounter with Emissary Salya to the forefront of my mind. I put aside all thoughts of being irritated at Master Yat. The little voice in my head was complaining about how could he know better than me? He wasn’t even there, I was.”

“You’re wondering how I could refute your firsthand memory of your previous encounter with the Emissary, yes?” he asked, apparently reading my mind. “My response bothers you?”

“Yes, it does,” I said honestly. “How could you say I’m wrong when you weren’t even there?”

“Because I have been there countless times, facing beings and individuals like your Emissary,” he said. “They behave similar to each other. Would you like me to describe the strategy?”

I nodded, confident he would be wrong.

“Yes, I would,” I said. “Why don’t you tell me how she will defeat me?”

He nodded and tapped the stone circle again.

The symbols grew in intensity fluctuating between gold and violet now. I didn’t know what that meant, but I didn’t believe in coincidences. If the symbols were no longer turning white, there was a reason for it.

“She is familiar with you and your energy signature,” he said, stepping around the edge of the circle. I kept pace, matching his steps and keeping equidistant from where he stood. Peaches sat near the center of the circle, but kept his eyes on Yat. “She will begin with intimidation. She will unleash her signature once she arrives, in an attempt to strike fear in your heart.”

I remembered how oppressive her energy signature was.

She would probably do the same this time, even more so, because there was a good chance she was feeling murderously extra-ragey at being trapped on Naxos.

She would be looking for someone to blame and maim.

I would be her prime target.

“That makes sense,” I said. “Only because she just spent an extended forced vacation on Naxos. She’s going to be looking for someone to shred.”

Yat nodded.

“This time there will be no offers of surrender or leniency,” he said. “Her sole purpose, her only focus, will be the destruction of Tristan, your hellhound, and you.”

“Agreed,” I said. “That doesn’t tell me how she defeats me, though.”

“She will make her first error then,” he said. “Tell me what it is.”

I gave it thought.

I had never really had much time to strategize before my major battles. It was usually run for my life, make a last stand, then unleash chaos in the midst of terror.

This was one of the few times I could rationally consider what my enemy was going to do, plan out her steps as she tried to kill me.

I could learn what she would do and use it against her.

“She will want to exact revenge,” I said, seeing it. “She claims not to allow ego to cloud her reason, but I was able to push her buttons.”

“To exact revenge, what will she do?”

“She will want to make me suffer,” I said. “Instead of ending me quickly, she will play with her food.”

“Not the way I would have worded her actions, but yes, she will delay when she should be decisive and strike you down without hesitation,” he said. “How will you turn that to your advantage? How will she kill you?”

I started seeing the pieces fall into place.

“She’ll unleash the Sanitizers then, allowing some of them to die in her wake,” I said, thinking out loud as I saw it my mind’s eye. “If she has any magistrates left, she will send those after Monty and the other monks, but she will focus on killing me first.”

“Why?” Yat said as he paced the circle. “Why you first?”

“I can stand in her killing field without dying,” I answered. “I present the greatest threat, in her mind. She wants to eliminate me first.”

“How will she do that?”

“Fear,” I said. “She will use fear.”

“Why would she use fear?” Yat asked, standing still and staring at me. “You are Deathless. Why should you fear?”

I glanced down at my hellhound.

“Not my death,” I said. “She will go after those close to me. She will try to use my fear of losing them against me.”

“What happens if you allow your fear of loss to overwhelm you?” he asked, still standing still. “What will you do?”

“I’ll make a mistake, one she will exploit.”

“And then?”

“She will incapacitate me,” I said. “After that, it’s only a matter of time. She will eliminate us all.”

“Why does that happen?”

“Because I’m the Aspis,” I said. “If I fall, we all fall.”

“How do you defeat her?”

I knew the answer couldn’t be ‘remove the fear’, because there was no way I could remove all of the fear I was feeling. No one ever told me that bravery felt very much like fear in action. There had to be another answer.

“Channel my fear,” I said. “Feel the fear and face her anyway. I can’t let her know that I fear for the lives of those close to me.”

“Yet you must.”

“Huh? What?” I asked, confused. “If she learns that⁠—”

“If she learns that, what then?”

“She switches targets and goes for everyone, but me,” I said. “That would be bad. She would only need to get close and then the field⁠—”

“The field which doesn’t affect you, would provide you with⁠—”

“An opening. One I could exploit,” I said. “In trying to cause me maximum pain, she will make a mistake.”

“Why?”

“She is only focused on rage and revenge.”

“How do you stoke that?” he asked. “How do you prevent her thinking clearly?”

“I push her buttons, call her very existence into question, point out how she was trapped and needed help to get out of Naxos,” I said. “I let her know she was too weak to escape the trap H set on his own.”

“What reaction should you expect?”

“She claims to be above ego, that she doesn’t let it cloud her reason, but that’s a lie,” I said. “I got to her on Naxos. She wasn’t going to make it personal, but for me she’s going to make an exception.”

“How does she kill you?”

“She doesn’t,” I said. “Not while I’m breathing.”

“Very well,” he said. “Let’s see if we can get you closer to the Hidden Hand. Prepare.”
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“Closer to the Hidden Hand?” I asked. “What does that mean? Closer to the Hidden Hand?”

“Remain inside the circle and deflect my staff,” Master Yat said. “Whenever you feel ready to counter, unleash the Hidden Hand.”

“Whenever I feel ready?”

He stared at me and narrowed his gaze.

“Are you having trouble understanding my words?”

“No, no,” I said, raising a hand in surrender. “It’s just that if I knew how to unleash the Hidden Hand in the first place, I wouldn’t need help to unleash it. Know what I mean?”

“You know how to unleash it,” he said. “You used it against Jin…twice.”

“Both times I had no idea what I was doing,” I said. “The first time, he was going to launch me off the path. It was an act of self-preservation. The second time, he was about to unleash some wave of destruction at my hellhound—I was keeping Peaches safe.”

“It sounds like you know exactly how to use it, then.”

“Huh?” I asked, confused. “That doesn’t sound like I know how to use it—not even remotely.”

“Wrong,” Master Yat answered. “You just described two catalysts that allowed for you to use the Hidden Hand—your life was in danger in the first instance, and your hellhound’s life was in danger in the second.”

“Are you saying that the only way I can use this cast is if someone is in danger?” I asked. “That doesn’t seem like the proper way to use a cast.”

“It’s not ideal,” he answered, “but it seems to be the only way you are able to unleash this particular cast.”

“That can’t be right,” I said. “Why would H transfer this cast to me when I can only use it in emergencies?”

“I am certain that its use doesn’t preclude a non-life-or-death situation to facilitate the cast,” he said. “You must work past this block you have created.”

“I created?” I said incredulously. “How is this my fault?”

“Let’s evaluate. In the first instance, you prevented yourself from being launched off the path, as you say,” he answered. “How?”

“I used the Hidden Hand to yank Jin off the path.”

“Elaborate,” Yat said. “How did you yank Jin off the path?”

I thought back to my first fight with Jin.

“I stepped close to him,” I said, remembering the fight. “That threw him off-balance. When he thrust forward with an attack, I rotated around the attack and managed to get close enough to grab the staff.”

“And then?”

“I held the staff with one hand and drove a fist into his stomach.”

“How did he react?”

“He let me hit him, which for me was the point,” I said. “I wanted to get close enough to touch him.”

“He allowed his ego into the equation,” Master Yat said. “By dismissing your level of power, his complacency allowed you to get close enough to strike. Which command did you use?”

“Impello,” I said, my voice vibrating with power. “Basically a darkflame command that means⁠—”

“Push,” he finished. “I am familiar with darkflame commands. My question is, how do you know them? I don’t recall ever teaching them to you. Did Tristan teach you these commands?”

“No, no one taught them to me, they just come into my mind and I say them,” I said. “Almost feels like I have no choice.”

“That can be good and bad,” he said. “It means the knowledge is accessible to you.”

“That’s bad?”

“Imagine if the word you felt compelled to say was the darkflame command for total obliteration?” he asked. “What then?”

“Does such a command exist?”

“The fact that you wield darkflame is troubling enough,” he said. “That the commands come to you unbidden is dangerous.”

“How dangerous, exactly?”

“An Emissary is on her way here to remove you from existence,” he said. “I think your access to the darkflame and the commands used to control it play a large part in these events taking place.”

“Was it really the Hidden Hand or was it just me using the darkflame?” I asked. “Maybe I didn’t really access the Hidden Hand.”

“What exactly happened when you used this command?” he asked. “Describe it in detail.”

I nodded.

“For a few moments, nothing happened, then his staff took off into the distance, as if it had been launched.”

“That would be the result of the darkflame command, but there was more, was there not?”

“Yes,” I said. “It was still dark. I didn’t realize what had happened. Then I saw these tendrils of dark energy wrap themselves around Jin.”

“That was not the darkflame,” he answered. “Had he been affected by the darkflame command, he himself would have immediately been thrust off the path with force.”

“It didn’t happen right away,” I said. “I knew he was surprised. He said I made the right choice targeting the staff. Then he put his hands together, and blue energy crackled from all over his body.”

“He was about to unleash a lightning strike on you,” Master Yat said. “I doubt you would have survived that attack.”

“I had the same feeling,” I said. “The next moment, the dark energy yanked him off the path before he could finish his sentence—I thought I killed him.”

“Those tendrils, from my understanding, were a manifestation of the Hidden Hand,” he said, staring at me. “I don’t know enough of the Hidden Hand to explain its inner workings. It was a teaching that was kept from the Order of the Sky.”

“Why?” I asked. “Because it was too dangerous?”

“Because to use the Hidden Hand requires an extensive knowledge of life force manipulation. Used incorrectly—and there is always one who attempts it, it diminishes the caster’s life force to the point of death.”

“Oh,” I said, understanding the danger. “Wouldn’t a stern warning prevent that from happening?”

“There is always one,” Yat said. “The monks of the Order do their best to live according to our tenets, but they are also human. The temptation would be too strong for some.”

“But they aren’t mages; how would they even cast it?”

He gave me a look as a small smile crossed his lips.

“How did you cast it?” he asked. “You are not a mage. The world is not divided into mages and non-mages. There are many classes of energy manipulators. For example, you are familiar with the young student currently residing at Dex’s school of Battle Magic—I believe her name is Peanut?”

“I’m familiar, yes,” I said. “She is going to be dangerous when she finally matures into her power.”

“Is she a mage?”

“Scary is what she is,” I said, shaking my head. “But no, I don’t think she is a mage. I don’t think even Dex knows what she is.”

“Yet she wields power, an impressive amount.”

“Enough to make anyone crossing her path think twice.”

“What do you think your enemies are saying about you?”

“I would hope they weren’t discussing me at all.”

“Don’t be naïve,” he said. “I am certain Deathless has become a topic of conversation in all the wrong circles.”

I gave his question some thought.

My enemies, present and future, are probably saying the same things I just said about Peanut.

“They’re probably discussing how much of a threat I present, and will present, once I get my abilities under control.”

“Exactly how you assessed young Peanut, except that the end determination in your case is⁠—”

“Termination,” I finished. “They don’t plan to let me mature in my use of the power I hold.”

“Precisely,” he said. “Now, in the second instance with Jin, when he unleashed his Kensei state, what did you do?”

“This time I had Peaches,” I said and explained how my hellhound and I fought as one unit. “I used another darkflame command, and Peaches charbroiled Jin. It overwhelmed him.”

“Which command?”

“Deleo,” I said. “It just came to me in the moment.”

His expression darkened for a moment.

“This command came to you like the other—unbidden?”

I nodded.

“I don’t exactly have darkflame commands rolling around in my brain,” I said, quickly realizing I was in dangerous territory from the glare I was getting. “Yes, unbidden. I think it means dest⁠—”

“It means erase,” Yat said, his words hard. “Not destroy. Erase, as in from existence.”

“Oh,” I said. “That’s worse than destroy.”

“Much,” he said. “You must be careful how you use these commands when they come to you. It seems they remain in your memory once you learn them. You cannot be careless in using them. Now, tell me of this flame unleashed by your hellhound.”

“Jin wasn’t ready for it,” I said, recalling the sight of the flames washing over the both of us. “He was burned pretty badly.”

“Why didn’t he deflect the flames?”

“He did for a short while,” I said. “Then I attacked with Ebonsoul, which he managed to deflect, but that opened him to the flames.”

“Which didn’t affect you.”

It wasn’t a question, just a statement of fact.

“No, I was a little smoked, but no serious burns,” I said. “Jin ended up barbecued with major burns. Peaches helped him, but he was still in bad shape.”

“How did you use the Hidden Hand?” Yat asked. “Can you recall?”

“Not really, I mean, Peaches threw me,” I said. “Then he attacked, which allowed me to get close enough to attack with Ebonsoul.”

“Did your weapon change in any way?”

I thought back to the fight and glanced down at Ebonsoul in my hand. The runes were dormant at the moment, but I remembered that they were pulsing during my fight with Jin.

I shared this with Master Yat.

He nodded.

“In your second confrontation with Jin, you intercepted the wave of energy he unleashed and removed his weapon. No small feat against a Kensei, even a new one, I might add.”

“Well, yes,” I admitted. “I did those things, but I had help.”

He gave me a short nod.

“Good, then we are clear,” he said, entering a relaxed fighting stance. “When you feel ready, use the Hidden Hand.”

“No, we are not clear,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m trying to explain that I don’t know how I did those things.”

“Are you saying they were accidents?”

“No. Well, yes. I mean, I did them, yes, but I don’t know how I did them,” I said. “They were reactions to being in danger. Do you understand?”

“What I do understand is that you are delaying the inevitable,” he said, slowly raising his staff. “This conscious part of your brain prefers to deny that you can use the Hidden Hand. Do you know why?”

“Because I don’t know how to use it?”

“We have established that you do,” he said, giving me a hard look. “What is the real reason?”

I took a deep breath and let it out slow.

I walked over to where my hellhound was sitting and rubbed his head.

I knew the answer.

I didn’t like the answer, but I knew it, and I had a feeling Master Yat knew it too.

“No more excuses,” I said. “No more ‘I’m not a mage’ or any other excuse not to accept that I have power. That’s the reason. The real reason.”

“Which means?”

“Accountability,” I said, the one word dropping an incredible weight on my shoulders. “It means I’m responsible.”

“For?

“For those in my life, for those my life touches as the Aspis.”

“What does running from this accountability gain you?”

“Comfort and complacency,” I said, hating this self-reflection. I almost preferred getting thwacked to having to go through this. “I can hide behind my declared ignorance.”

“Except?”

“I can’t hide anymore, can I?”

He looked off to the side for a moment before returning his gaze to my face.

He slowly shook his head.

“I’m afraid not, Deathless,” Master Yat answered. He sounded almost sad. “Your enemies will no longer allow you to hide behind the façade of ignorance. In fact, they prefer you unaware of your potential, and have taken great pains to keep you in the dark. Why?”

“I would be easier to kill that way.”

“Only you?”

“No…me, along with everyone my life touches.”

He picked up a small stone and tossed it behind him without looking. The small stone traveled a short distance before falling into the pool behind him.

“Your life is like that pool,” he said, staring at me. “Everyone your life touches is represented by the fish in the pool.”

“And the stone you just threw?”

“Is your purpose as the Aspis,” he said, turning and glancing at the pool. “The ripples created by the stone touch everyone in your life. There is no escaping it, just like there is no escaping being the Aspis and the ripples it creates.”

“The weight of this responsibility seems like more than I can bear,” I said. “I’m not complaining, merely stating an observation. To place all these lives under the aegis of my protection doesn’t exactly feel like a well-thought-out plan.”

“Are you saying Kali was wrong to name you her Aspis?”

I scanned around the garden, just in case she was nearby. Not that it mattered, she could probably hear me from wherever she was, especially if a part of her made up my mark.

“No, I know she had her reasons, aside from my interference in her five-thousand-year-old plan,” I said still scanning. “If she was only reacting to my sidetracking the plan, I think she would have made me dust in that moment.”

“Yet she didn’t, which means?”

“There are movements and machinations I’m not aware of,” I said. “She has a deeper agenda, one I can’t see—at least not yet. One that involves me being her Aspis.”

“What is your only recourse in that case?”

“Embrace being her Aspis.”

“Among other things,” he added. “Being the Aspis is but one facet of who you will grow to be. The other aspects of who you are must mature along with your role as the Aspis.”

“Which means I need to mature, stay alive, and keep the people in my life safe?”

“Yes,” he said. “As you have said, you are responsible.”

“I’m just going to go on the record here,” I said. “I may be responsible, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to be happy about it.”

He nodded.

“Accountability and responsibility rarely produce happiness,” he said. “They are the pillars on which purpose rests. No one ever said you had to be happy, but you must embrace your purpose. Right now, your purpose is to push me out of this circle.”

“Just push you out of the circle?”

He nodded.

“Simple and easy,” he said, extending an arm to the side. “Or at least it should be, for someone of your skill. Plus,”—he glanced at Peaches—“you have help.”

I nodded and rubbed my hellhound’s head one more time.

“One moment,” I said, raising a finger. “I want to make sure we are on the same page.”

“Of course,” Yat said. “By now, after all these weeks of training, you should have several strategies in your battleform you can utilize in the midst of combat. I suggest you employ one or all of them.”
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<Get ready, boy.>

<I am always ready.>

<We only have to push him out of the circle.>

<This will be hard. He moves fast. Can I bite him?>

<No biting to injure. You can bite him if it means you’re going to throw him out of the circle.>

<I can do that.>

<Maybe. I do have a plan.>

<Better than mine?>

<If you mean the plan where you toss me across the circle at him like an oversized chew toy, yes. Better than yours.>

<My plan worked. We beat the blue energy monk.>

<His name is Jin, and that plan only worked because you throwing me took him by surprise.>

<I don’t think you are very good at plans.>

<Why?>

<Plans always have some surprise in them. Are you sure your plan is good? You are supposed to surprise your opponent. Will your plan surprise the old stick man?>

<My plan is better than that. Besides, I don’t think throwing me at Master Yat is going to surprise him. I think that’s just going to get me hit with his staff.>

<What is your plan? Is there any meat in your plan?>

<No, no meat in my plan, at least not initially.>

<Then it is not a good plan. All good plans also have meat in them.>

<Right. I’ll remember that.>

I dropped the subject of meat.

I knew if I went down that path, my Zen Meat Master Hellhound would get distracted about the benefits of adding more meat into my diet.

<How soon can you become XL? What is the fastest you can grow to your largest size?>

He chuffed in response and then rumbled at me.

<Very fast. Faster than I can eat meat.>

That meant it was blazing fast.

This plan could work.

I scanned the circle again. Peaches at his largest would take up most of the space in the circle. I only needed to keep Master Yat engaged and then have my hellhound go XL.

Yat would be forced to engage with my hellhound, or move out of his way. The plan was simple, but not easy.

It was a variant of what we’s done with Jin, but rather than throw me at Master Yat while my hellhound distracted him with various attacks. This plan relied on my keeping Master Yat occupied until the right moment.

Then I would unleash Peaches at him.

<Good. When I tell you to grow, I want you to grow as fast as possible. It doesn’t matter what’s happening in that moment. You go XL wherever we are in the circle.>

<What if I crush you? I don’t want to hurt you.>

<I’ll make sure to get out of the way. Can you do that? Get XL super fast?>

<Yes, will there be meat after I grow?>

<Of course there will be meat; this is a good plan after all.>

<Now it is a good plan. I’m ready.>

I focused on Master Yat.

“Doesn’t matter how we push you out?” I asked. “The point is to get you out, right?”

“The end goal is what matters,” Master Yat answered. “This lesson ends when one of us is out of the circle.”

“Does this count if you force my hellhound out of the circle?”

“No, I will make it even easier for you,” he said. “Your hound being forced out of the circle doesn’t end the lesson. It only ends if you or I step out of the stone circle.”

“Any limits on weapons used?”

“Use every weapon at your disposal,” he said. “Knowing that your greatest weapon⁠—”

“Is my mind,” I finished. “Understood.”

Master Yat nodded in response.

I looked around at the large circle we stood in.

I had just witnessed Master Yat palm-strike Monty into next week, while Monty’s crybabies were unleashing an ear-rupturing scream fest in a contained area.

I knew enough about Master Yat’s fighting style to understand that he would attempt to dominate the center of the circle, rotating around my attacks to hold the center point.

It would be similar to fighting in a hurricane. The eye would be calm, and the edges would be wind, devastation, and fury. Yat would hold the eye, if I let him. In order to pass this lesson, I would need to push him to the edge of the storm.

Forcing him out would be almost impossible.

I would need to find a way to take him to the edge and then force him over it. Jin may have been a Kensei, but Master Yat was in a class all his own.

He was a master at evasion and circular movement. In order to get him out of the circle, I would need to get him to commit to moving linearly.

Something I could never do alone.

I glanced at my hellhound.

But, I wasn’t alone, I had my hellhound.

We had an advantage.

It was a slight, to nearly non-existent advantage in relation to Master Yat, but in these cases, sometimes all you needed was a slight to non-existent edge to win.

I turned the objective of the lesson around in my mind.

If I approached this creatively, there was a way I could make it happen.

I knew if Master Yat set ejection from the circle as the prerequisite of the lesson, it was attainable. Like some complicated real life puzzle, I just had to figure out how to make it happen.

“Now,” Master Yat said, tapping his staff on the stone of the circle again, “force me out of the circle—if you can.”

We bowed to each other and then he disappeared.

At the last possible moment, I caught his movement. He had slid forward, covered the distance of the circle, and thrust his staff at my chest.

Only my reflexes saved me as I parried his staff with Ebonsoul, sidestepping his next attack—another forward thrust. Tracking his attacks was a waste of time. I couldn’t follow his movements; he was too fast.

I opened my senses and felt him move through the area of the circle. I couldn’t enter the flow of time, not yet, not like he could, but I could sense him as long as he didn’t mask his energy signature.

As an early warning system, it sucked.

He barely telegraphed his attacks. I found myself immediately on defense, constantly dodging and parrying his staff.

<Distract him, boy.>

I needed some breathing room and Master Yat was relentless. A few times, I narrowly avoided the end of his staff smashing into my chest as I rotated and moved away from him.

He was so fast.

Peaches blinked out and Yat paused slightly, which allowed me to breathe and think, if only for a split second. He narrowed his eyes and immediately sidestepped as Peaches blinked back in, missing Yat with his ginormous head by less than an inch with his battering ram move.

Peaches recovered quickly, came to a stop, and turned back to leap at Master Yat in one smooth move.

He blinked out mid-jump as I closed the distance.

Yat paused for half a heartbeat, then ducked, dropping to the ground in a pushup position as Peaches sailed over his body.

Yat rolled to the side and jumped up to his feet, standing a few feet away from me. I jumped up as he swung his staff in a circular motion around him, barely avoiding being swept off my feet.

I landed as Peaches raced at Yat from the side.

Yat kept his eyes on me as Peaches closed on him. I was watching a hellhound freight train about to crash into an older teacher.

I almost felt bad for Master Yat.

I should’ve known better.

Just as Peaches should’ve collided with Master Yat, he stepped out of the path of the Hellhound Express, crouched down and drove a palm into my hellhound’s flank.

Peaches was launched to the other side of the circle, bounced a few times and recovered with a growl.

<Battleform. We need to fight together.>

<Yes, he moves very fast, but I can move fast too.>

Peaches entered stalk-and-maim mode as he began to grow. The density of my skin intensified and his fur took on a metallic sheen.

We both closed on Master Yat ,who nodded in my direction.

<First formation.>

First formation was one of four we had learned while training on Iron Fan Mountain. Actually, there was a fifth formation that I had created with Peaches, but that was too risky to try here.

First formation was a blink-heavy formation, relying on Peaches using his ability to appear and disappear at different locations immediately.

While my hellhound blinked in and out of sight, attacking from off-angles, I would approach the target linearly. It was an overwhelming combination of attacks designed to break the rhythm of our opponent.

Yat increased his speed, which I didn’t even know he could do, moving as little as possible and causing Peaches to miss by the smallest of margins.

He parried and deflected my attacks with Ebonsoul as he stepped around the center of the circle, forming a smaller circle with his movements.

Exactly what I didn’t want.

<Second formation.>

Second formation was similar to the first, except we added layers of attacks. Every two or three blinks, Peaches would add a bark to create a sonic attack. He wouldn’t bark if I was in the line of his attack, but every time he was clear, he would unleash a deafening roar of a bark.

Yat neutralized this formation by remaining close. Every time Peaches blinked in, Master Yat closed on me with a close quarter attack, preventing Peaches from unleashing a sonic attack.

We backed up as Peaches rumbled at Yat.

<This isn’t working, boy. He knows how to stop our formations.>

<We must use the formation he does not know.>

<It’s too dangerous, no. Third formation. We can do this.>

Third formation added my hellhound’s baleful glare, which Yat dodged as he closed on me, peppering me with staff strikes. I deflected some of the attacks until he increased his speed…again.

He feinted a strike at my chest, changed his angle, and struck me across the jaw. The staff whipped my head around and the floor tilted for half-a-second. He rotated his body in a burst of speed, unleashing a spinning back kick into my midsection, which lifted me off my feet and sent me flying.

My brain was vaguely aware that I was headed out of the circle, until I slammed into a fast-moving hellhound barricade which dropped me at the edge of the circle.

He stepped between me and Yat as I recovered. My jaw screamed at me as I opened and closed my mouth to make sure it wasn’t broken. If we hadn’t been in battleform, I was certain that last strike would have broken it.

I slowly got to my feet as my body flushed with heat, my curse working overtime to deal with the damage Yat was inflicting.

<Thanks, boy. That was close.>

<We must use the last formation.>

<We haven’t practiced it enough. One mistake and you can get hurt.>

<If we don’t, the old stick man will hurt you over and over.>

He had a point.

We weren’t getting any closer to forcing Yat out of the circle. I needed to think outside of the box, or circle in this case.

<Fine, fifth formation, but we’re going to make a change.>

I explained the change to him and he chuffed in response.

<That will be dangerous.>

<Can you do it?>

<It will use all of my energy, bondmate. I will only be able to do it once.>

That was the other downside of the fifth formation—it was energy intense. The most we were able to execute this formation was twice consecutively, with the second time being at half-strength.

<We only need to get him out of the circle once. Ready?>

<I am ready.>

I ran at Master Yat with my hellhound next to me.
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I ran straight at Master Yat.

He looked almost….disappointed at my new tactic.

Which was exactly what I wanted. I needed him to think that I would try what I always tried, even if it didn’t work in the past.

Fifth formation was similar to the first formation with one major change. Instead of Peaches blinking in and out, it was both of us.

It also added in all of the layers from the other four formations. Basically we would use every weapon in both our arsenals for an all-out attack.

It was no wonder my hellhound could only do it once at full strength. It drained both of us, physically and mentally.

After that image Kali had shown me of Peaches and me blinking to a major battle, I had wanted to know how feasible it was to do it regularly, not under the tremendous stress of near death. Or just another Tuesday, as I knew it.

The first time we pulled it off, I nearly lost Peaches in-between, or rather he nearly lost me, but we recovered, and managed a series of successful blinks.

We hadn’t had much time to practice the fifth formation, because I wanted to keep it secret. If someone knows all your attacks, they know how to neutralize you.

Maintaining an element of surprise was a good way to stay alive. Even though Master Yat wasn’t an enemy in a strict sense. For this lesson, I had to treat him like one.

As I ran straight at Yat, Peaches peeled off to the side to flank him. Yat kept his gaze on me, but I knew he was keeping track of my hellhound.

Yat stepped into a defensive stance I had seen many times before. He tracked my approach, slightly sliding a foot forward as I closed on him.

Peaches blinked out and Yat paused again.

I imagined he was reading or sensing the flow. He varied his stance and then shifted his weight again.

Master Yat raised an eyebrow as I entered striking distance. He parried my series of slashes, giving ground with each slash. For a moment it looked like he was going to strike with his staff, then his eyes opened slightly wider.

He knew where the next attack was coming from.

He jumped back as Peaches dropped from above us, crashing into the stone circle and cratering it where he landed. While he was in the air, I attacked.

“Ignis vitae,” I yelled, sending a violet beam of energy at Yat. “Now, boy.”

Yat deflected my beam, but since he was mid-air, the deflection cost him distance, shoving him closer to the edge.

Peaches barked the moment Yat landed, forcing him to slam his staff into the ground in front of him to deal with the sonic attack.

More distance lost.

Peaches blinked out again as I let energy race into Ebonsoul and attacked. This variation of attack was nothing Yat or anyone had ever seen.

Keeping Ebonsoul in a semi-mist state, I attacked with open-handed techniques, which drew Yat closer, only to form Ebonsoul at the last second.

This served two purpose. It kept Master Yat on constant guard—he didn’t know if I was attacking with a hand or a blade. The second purpose was practical—distance.

The first time I attacked and transformed the mist to a blade, I was within striking distance. He managed to avoid my fist with a rotation.

When I drew my hand back, I sliced through his robes as I held Ebonsoul in the same hand. He looked down in a moment of surprise.

A moment I knew wouldn’t come again.

<Stutter-strike, now.>

I may not have been able to enter the flow easily, but I knew what it felt like. It was easy to describe it to my hellhound who was familiar with the idea of multiple consecutive strikes.

We hadn’t entered the flow, but I had the next best thing.

I pressed my mark and the endless knot on my hand exploded with white light as energy raced up my arm and across my body.

It had been some time since I used it. I really hoped Karma was on vacation because I needed something else from the mark this time.

I didn’t need a stop, just a pause.

I had never used the mark this way in the past, but this time, I set my intention as I let energy flow into the endless knot on the back of my hand.

Time slowed.

In the span of a second, Peaches unleashed a baleful glare, blinked out, blinked back in behind Master Yat, barked, tearing up the stone floor in front of Master Yat, blinked back out, blinked back in above us and unleashed blue-white flame at Yat.

As Peaches unleashed his attacks, I raced up to Master Yat, who was turning to avoid me, but doing it slowly. As I stepped up to him, his eyes widened slightly.

To me, he had slowed down, but to him, it must have appeared that I sped up, moving faster than he could respond. Peaches clamped down on my arm and blinked out, taking me with him.

When he blinked back in, he blasted Yat with flame again, while I placed a palm on his chest using my right hand, and whispered:

“Mors ignis,” I said, my voice low. “Dis.”

Time snapped back to normal.

All of my hellhound’s attacks found their target, and Yat was overwhelmed all at once. The look on his face told me this was unexpected as he attempted to dodge and deflect the barrage of destruction Peaches had unleashed on him.

For a few seconds, he held his ground, even as the attacks pushed him back. He was managing to deal with the brunt of the attacks.

My heart sank, but we weren’t done.

We had one last chance.

<Now, boy. XL!>

Peaches blinked out as I ran to the side opposite Yat, he blinked back in, using his momentum to barrel into Master Yat.

At the same moment Peaches crashed into him, tendrils of black energy wrapped themselves around Yat, pulling him out of the circle. Yat landed several feet outside of the circle, with a very large hellhound standing over him. I saw Peaches take a deep breath as his eyes began to glow a deep red.

<Do NOT blast him!>

“I concede,” Yat said, raising a hand. “You have passed this lesson.”

Relief flooded my body as I heard his words.

“Can you say that again?” I asked. “Do you think it would be possible to get that in writing? You know, something official on Order of the Sky letterhead? Maybe something like, ‘I Master Yat do concede on this⁠—’”

He shot me a look that let me know I was tightroping over an active volcano and my rope was starting to fray.

“Or you know, just saying it works too,” I continued. “We won.”

Master Yat got to his feet and slowly pushed my hellhound to one side as he patted his humongous head. Peaches reverted to normal size a few seconds later, as my skin returned to normal.

“That last formation,” Yat began. “When did you learn that?”

“Peaches and I created it,” I said, glancing proudly at my amazing hellhound as he padded over to my side. “It’s the fifth formation.”

“No, actually, it’s not. There is a series of nine formations, of which you only know four,” Yat said, glancing at my hellhound. “The fifth through ninth haven’t been shared with you—yet.”

“Nine formations?” I asked. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised at the number, considering where I am. Why haven’t the other formations been shared?”

“Elder Han feels the bond between you and your hound needs to mature some more before you are strong enough to learn them,” he said. “However, it does appear you are strong enough to create your own formations. Impressive.”

“Thank you,” I said, rubbing my hellhound’s side. “Can we make that the tenth formation?”

Master Yat narrowed his eyes at me, before shaking his head.

“No,” Yat said. “The Order doesn’t allow for additional final formations to be added, but…you can make it the first formation of the Deathless Battleform.”

“The Deathless Battleform?” I said. “I like that.”

Peaches rumbled his approval.

Yat nodded as he led the way out of the gently demolished zen garden. I scanned what remained after the lesson.

The stone circle had a huge crater near the center, along with smaller craters all throughout its surface.

The area just outside the stone circle was missing large chunks of garden from Peaches’ and my attacks—mostly Peaches’. My robe was partially in tatters. Even Master Yat’s robe was sporting a huge missing section from where I’d sliced through it with Ebonsoul.

The only one that didn’t look any worse after our battle was my hellhound. He looked like he had just gotten up from a long mid-afternoon nap.

As we exited, Master Yat waited for us to catch up before turning to continue walking along the eternal path to exit the zen garden.

“You were outmatched and outclassed, yet you won,” he said as we walked. “What did you learn here today?”

I looked around the zen garden one last time the as the sun began to set, casting a deep orange light against the peak of Iron Fan Mountain, and gave his question thought.

He still held his staff. It made a light tapping sound against the stones as Yat walked, reminding me that he could still reach out and share a congratulatory thwack if I answered wrong.

“I can beat the Emissary.”

“How?”

“I can’t fight her fight,” I said. “I have to fight the fight I can win.”

He looked down and placed his hand on the gash in his robe.

“Few have scored a direct hit on me in a very long time.”

“I got lucky.”

He smiled.

“You will need more of that luck when you face the Emissary,” he said. “I suggest you employ that mistblade attack. It is”—he stuck some fingers through the hole in his robe and raised an eyebrow in my direction—“very effective.”

“I will.”

We stopped walking as we exited the zen garden. Yat looked at me and nodded once. His expression was unreadable, but he looked calm and ready.

Although, this was Master Yat—he always looked calm and ready. There was an air of determination hovering around him as he turned to me.

“It’s getting late,” he said, tapping his staff on the stone floor. “Go get some food. I’m sure your hellhound is hungry.”

“My hellhound is always hungry.”

He nodded and smiled, glancing down at Peaches.

“There will be plenty of food waiting for you both,” he said. “Eat and try to rest. The Emissary will arrive soon.”

I nodded as he headed off to the temple.

I made my way back to the kitchen to feed my ever-voracious hellhound. If I was honest, I was semi-starving too. Using all of that energy had taken it out of me, and I found myself craving some food from Ezra’s.

<You think they have meat from the place in the kitchen?> I asked as we headed to the kitchen. <That would be perfect.>

<They have meat from the place?>

<No, I said it would be great if they did.>

<You shouldn’t tease. I’m starving. The last formation makes me very hungry. You need to practice more.>

<I never said there was meat from the place. What do you mean I need to practice more?>

<Your attacks could be stronger. If you ate more meat, you could hit harder.>

We walked on in silence for a few beats.

<We face the Emissary tomorrow. She’s not going to hold back. She wants us dead.>

<We will not hold back. You are not mighty yet, but you are my bondmate and I am mighty.>

I smiled.

<Mighty by association?>

<Until you eat more meat.>

We arrived at the kitchen, and smells of deliciousness greeted us as we entered the spacious dining hall.

<I’ll get started on that right now.>

<Good. I’m starving and need extra meat.>

He padded into the kitchen with a low rumble as I followed.
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I entered a dreamless sleep and managed a few hours of rest until my eyes shot open. I stared up at the ceiling and realized it was futile.

Sleep was going to be impossible.

I was too wired.

I glanced over at the large land mass occupying the floor next to my sleeping area. I was partially surprised he hadn’t taken to crawling into bed with me to sleep, considering we were supposed to do everything together.

My bottomless pit of a hellhound didn’t suffer from pre-battle jitters. I was surprised his snores didn’t wake up whoever was left on Iron Fan.

How could I sleep when I knew an enemy was on her way to kill me and everyone I cared about? An enemy I had faced and, was defeated by, in a life-or-death battle.

Salya not only beat me, but she defeated, H Monty, Peaches, and me, along with assorted golems and phoenixes—on her own and all at once.

That was who I was going to face tomorrow—alone. Well, not alone I would face her with Peaches by my side, but the odds were not in our favor.

She beat us all.

If it hadn’t been for the failsafes H had in place on Naxos, she would have dragged our lifeless bodies back to the Grand Council.

I still wasn’t absolutely certain that wasn’t the outcome I was looking at tomorrow. There were too many variables to predict we would beat her with certainty.

I was, however, sure of one thing.

She wasn’t going to find me an easy target.

I would make her regret ever coming after me and mine. Even if it cost me everything, she wasn’t walking away from this fight.

There was no point laying in bed if I was going to be awake. I stepped out of our quarters and walked outside in the chilly night air. This high up on the mountain, the nights were always chilly.

I looked up into a sea of stars.

The view never stopped being amazing. It was a sky full of more stars than I could ever count. Peaches padded out next to me a few seconds later. I sat on a stone bench near our current quarters, a small stone dwelling just off the path.

Monty was sleeping in an identical dwelling a little farther down the path. These dwellings were for guests and visitors to Iron Fan. The official monk dwellings were contained within the Iron Fan temple itself, though that was mostly empty.

The horizon grew lighter, reminding me of my morning climbs on the murder stairs. I knew only a few weeks had passed, but those climbs felt like a lifetime ago.

“Can’t sleep?”

Monty.

“Finding it a little tough,” I said. “What with the impending Emissary of Death heading our way.”

He nodded, sitting on the other end of the bench. He gestured and formed a small, orange orb that hovered between us, giving off warmth.

He looked up into the sky, took a deep breath, and let it out slow. The horizon was growing lighter, signifying a new day was approaching.

“During the war, we had plenty of nights like this,” he said, still gazing upward. “The calm before the carnage.”

“That bad?”

“No sleep and no possibility of sleep,” he answered. “We knew the next day would be filled with chaos and death…if we lived through it.”

“What did you do?”

“Two things: live in the moment, and remember.”

“Seems contradictory.”

“It sounds like a paradox, but it helped,” he said. “We remained in the present, but we would also remember.”

“Remember?” I asked. “What did you remember?”

“Why we were there,” he said, his voice hard but tinged with sadness. “We remembered why we fought and died. We remembered that even though it may have felt pointless at times, we mattered, we made a difference, however small. We remembered our purpose.”

“Your purpose?”

He nodded.

“Why are we here?”

“To stop the Emissary,” I said. “That, and I’ve grown attached to breathing. Don’t know about you, but I’d like to see another dawn.”

“Short term,” he answered, still gazing up. “What about long term?”

“To keep those around us safe, to stop those who wield power from thinking they’re untouchable,” I said, heat creeping into my voice. “We’re here so the Grand Council will realize that coming after those we protect will be answered with overwhelming force without mercy. To let them know we are not defenseless.”

“We’re here so that those our lives touch can live without fear,” Monty said with a short nod. “That is why we’re here. That is why we cannot fail or fall when we face the Emissary.”

I nodded and remained silent for a few beats.

“When we are done here,” I said, looking up into the dawn sky, “I think we should have dinner at Masa.”

“Masa?” he said, looking at me. “That seems exorbitant, don’t you think?”

“Piero’s then,” I said. “We haven’t visited him in what feels like ages.”

“Ezra’s,” Monty said after a few moments of silence. “I think that would be the most fitting. I’m sure he would even let us use the back room. I know your creature would be most appreciative.”

“Ezra’s it is,” I said. “Are you ready? That last palm Master Yat hit you with was⁠—”

“Powerful?”

“I was going to say decisive, but powerful works too.”

He nodded and looked down at his hands. I saw small arcs of violet energy race across his palms and up his arms. Those were mixed with silver and blue symbols that seemed to hover over his hands.

Whatever energy he had acquired had made him stronger. I felt his energy from where I sat; it was considerably—more. That was the only way to describe it.

He wasn’t at Archmage yet, but he was getting close.

Scarily close.

“I shifted and I’m on the verge of a second shift.”

“How far away from Archmage, are you?”

“At least two, maybe three shifts.”

“That many?” I said. “I thought you were closer?”

“I was,” he said and paused. “I was also close to losing myself to darkness.”

“That would be bad.”

“I’m not walking a dark path any longer” he said, his voice low. “The path I’m on now takes longer, but I’m not in danger of losing myself.”

“That I can understand.”

“And you?” he asked, glancing in my direction. “Are you ready? You have to face her mostly on your own. We can assist, but it has to be⁠—”

“From range,” I finished. “I know. You get close, you get dead.”

“There is that,” he said. “It doesn’t mean we can’t help, but you will be doing the heavy lifting.”

“I know,” I said with a small smile. “I’m the Aspis. Heavy lifting comes with the title.”

“If anything goes wrong tomorrow⁠—”

“Nothing is going to go wrong.”

The words escaped me like a command, an order against death.

“If…something goes wrong,” he said again, “I want you to know that it’s been an honor to fight by your side, an honor to call you friend and brother.”

My words escaped me, evaporating in the face of his honesty.

“You keep her minions at bay, and I’ll deal with her,” I said, trying to keep the emotion out of my voice, and mostly succeeding. “You are not allowed to die…period.”

A hint of a smile curved his lips.

“Glad that’s sorted then,” he answered, then grew serious. “Don’t drag the fight out. The longer you engage her, the more dangerous she becomes. Remember how she fought on Naxos. She will utilize her Sanitizers as distractions, her energy manipulation as a primary weapon, and that killing field her spear has for everything else. In addition, she’s an accomplished mage. Do not draw this fight out.”

“You think she would surrender once she arrives?” I asked. “You know, to wrap things up quick?”

“Can’t hurt to ask,” he said. “You should open with that.”

“I think I will.”

I heard footsteps approach as I sensed Jin getting closer.

“It’s time,” Jin said, looking at us. “She is crossing the tether.”
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“Where exactly does this tether lead?” I asked as we followed Jin back to the main temple. “Do we have a place to engage her?”

“It leads to the main temple hall,” Jin said, pointing ahead to the largest structure on the mountain. “Once she arrives, we destroy the tether.”

“That sounds a bit permanent.”

“We will not risk the rest of the Order,” he said. “Everyone who does not wish to stay and fight has crossed the tether to the Order.”

When we arrived at the main temple hall, I expected to find the place deserted. I took a step back when we turned the corner and headed into the large hall.

The main temple hall was a large open training space. Along all of the walls sat racks of assorted weapons. The center area of the floor was open, and the floor itself was a polished wood that smelled of the mountain air and a forest after a hard rain.

On every wall, I could see the large symbol of harmony etched into the stone. Along the top of each wall, I could decipher runes inscribed into the wall that glowed a soft orange and red.

The runes ran the same sequence of the nine I had seen on the stones in the garden. Even though I had seen this hall several times during my stay here, this was the first time I had seen it prepared this way.

Even more surprising was the one hundred and eight faces staring back at me. Monks stood in formation, nine groups of twelve, in the center of the floor, all armed with a variety of weapons, all looking in my direction.

They all bowed as we enter.

Elder Han was stood off to one side and nodded as we entered.

I turned to Elder Han with shock and surprise on my face. He bowed to me before I could say a word. I returned his bow and then bowed to the assembled monks.

“What is this?” I asked. “You told me Iron Fan was evacuated.”

“It is,” Jin said. “These are the monks who have volunteered to stand with you against the Emissary.”

“But…but this isn’t their fight.” I said. “They don’t have to⁠—”

“They were given a choice,” Elder Han said from where he stood. “They have made their choice to stand with the Deathless against the oppression of the Grand Council. You are just beginning to face the tyranny of the Grand Council; we are old enemies.”

“So many,” I whispered to myself, then a thought hit me with urgency. “They need to leave the hall. If she comes into this place and unleashes that killing field, they’re all dead.”

“Jin, attend to the tether,” Elder Han said. “Take a hand with you.” Elder Han turned to the assembled monks with a raised voice. “The rest of you, exit the hall, now. Defensive positions. Our enemy approaches.”

Jin ran out of the hall with five monks trailing close to him. The rest of the monks moved with a practiced efficiency and exited the hall through several exits.

“They know not to engage her, right?” I asked. “They can’t get close to Emissary Salya.”

“They know, Deathless,” Elder Han replied with a nod. “Where will you be?”

“Where exactly does the tether lead?” I asked, looking around the hall. “Can you give me the precise exit point?”

Elder Han turned to face the main hall and pointed across the floor with his staff to a large, intricately designed circle. It was about the same size as the stone circle in the zen garden.

Inside the circle, I could see the symbols flowing with a soft blue and violet glow. The symbols were slowly rotating around the edge of the circle as they pulsed with a latent energy.

“That is the receiving circle,” he said. “That is where the tether exits.”

“If the Sanitizers arrive first, they will spread out,” I said, looking at the circle. “I can guarantee once she arrives, they will do everything possible not to be in the same area as her. If they are, it’s a death sentence.”

“Which means that once they cross the tether, they will disperse,” Monty said. “We will handle the Sanitizers.”

“Remember Naxos,” I said, glancing at Monty. “It may not be just Sanitizers. She had Magistrates with her there too.”

“We dispatched most of those, but we don’t know for sure,” Monty said. “If the Grand Council assisted her escape from Naxos, they could have just as easily provided her with more Magistrates.”

The circle pulsed with a surge of energy as it filled with violet light. A few seconds later, I saw groups of Sanitizers race through a portal that had formed on the floor. They filled the hall with surprising speed and order.

“How soon can Jin disable the tether?” I asked under my breath. “How long?”

“We had to wait until the circle was activated to begin the disabling sequence,” Elder Han said. “A few more minutes should do it.”

“A few more minutes?” I said. “That seems like a design flaw. There are more than one hundred of them.”

“It provides a necessary window for the Order to manage the portals,” Master Yat said as he entered the hall. “We will deal with minions. They are not⁠—”

“Not your concern,” Monty finished, looking at me. “You only need to worry about one. Once she arrives, the hall will shut down.”

“Locking me in?”

“Yes,” Monty said. “We will deal with those she brings.”

“I deal with her.”

“That is your only priority and focus,” he said. “That and staying alive.”

I gave him a short nod.

He was right.

Peaches rumbled by my side.

The Sanitizers in the front line closest to my hellhound took a few steps back, and I smiled. They were right to fear him. Some of the others glared at me with open hatred in their eyes.

Not making any friends here today.

The circle pulsed again, and she stepped through.

Emissary Salya.

Several things happened at once.

The Sanitizers rushed at us, only to be shoved to one side by an energy wave unleashed by Jin. The energy wave pushed all of the Sanitizers out of the main temple hall, leaving the Emissary staring at me and Peaches.

She hadn’t materialized her spear yet, but I knew it was only a matter of when, not if. She gazed at the Sanitizers being shoved out of the hall with a small smile on her lips.

Once outside, they immediately began to engage in battle with the monks. She looks at the battle for a few seconds, then turned to focus on me.

Inside the hall, walls of energy covered the two main entrances. Shimmering sheets of violet and blue energy blocked the entrances, preventing anyone from getting in.

Or out.

The sounds of the battle were muted, but I didn’t dare take my attention off of her. She might be across the floor, but she was lethal at any range.

I’d be lying if I said I remained unbothered by her stare. My blood dropped several degrees and chilled me as she stared at me and smiled.

“Simon Strong,” she said. “I’m so glad I get to kill you first.”

Her words cut through the hall.

“Easier said than done,” I said, tapping my chin with a finger and cocking my head to one side. “How did you escape Naxos?”

Her face darkened at my words, and I knew that the fact that she was trapped on Naxos was a sore point. We made her lose face in front of the Grand Council.

Good.

Buttons to push.

“I’m going to make you pay for trapping me on Naxos.”

“Imagine that,” I said. “A powerful Emissary like you, trapped on Naxos? How did the Grand Council take that? How did you make the call? What did you have to promise them to get helped out?”

“Not much,” she said, each word a dagger aimed at me, “just your heads.”

“They must have lost some confidence in your ability,” I said. “What happened to the inevitable Emissary? Was getting trapped on Naxos inevitable? Is that what you told them?”

“I think…the first thing I’m going to remove is your tongue,” she seethed. “I am tired of your prattling.”

“Let me guess, you’re going to remove everything but my ears, so that I can be tormented by the sounds of disgust at my appearance after you exact your revenge?”

She paused a moment and shook her head.

“What? You’re deranged,” she said. “Killing you is a mercy. I will be leaving no body parts behind.”

“And I’m the deranged one?”

She glanced around the main hall and nodded.

“Naxos was a bit remote for my taste,” she said. “It stopped being interesting once I removed the old man’s heart. He did put up a good fight near the end. He just wasn’t strong enough—a shame.”

H.

“You killed H.”

It was not a question.

“What did you think would happen?” she asked. “I did him a favor. Do you know how old he was? He should have been put out to pasture long ago.”

I made sure not to let any emotion show on my face or in my voice as I let Ebonsoul’s silver mist curl around my arm.

“I will make sure you regret killing him.”

“Unlikely,” she said, her attention momentarily captured by the silver mist slowly curling around my forearm. “Is that supposed to be threatening? Is this the part where I cower in fear?”

Her expression transformed into one of pure hatred.

“Do you know why I’m here?” she continued. “Would you like to know my purpose?”

“Illuminate me,” I said. “Why are you here?”

“My purpose is to maintain order in the midst of the chaos,” she said. “I see monsters in the making, monsters like you, and I destroy them before they can become real threats. I provide a necessary service to the world. I keep the magical community safe. What is it that you provide? What is your purpose?”

“There was a time not too long ago when I would’ve dignified that question with an answer,” I said as Peaches rumbled by my leg. “I no longer explain anything to deranged psychoemissaries who believe their own hype and are merely puppets for mages with delusions of grandeur.”

I smiled as she materialized her Immortal Spear.

“I was going to kill you slow,” she said. “Savor your death as you begged for your life. But you know, after being trapped on Naxos, I think it’s best we get to the dying.”

“I agree.”

I started walking toward her.
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She stood her ground as I approached.

All around her, I could feel the energy of the killing field in the hall. She stood still, staring at me as I stepped closer.

“Are you in that big of a hurry to die?” she asked. “By all means, come closer.”

My Marked One fears nothing, not even death.

I smiled in response.

“I think I will,” I said, glancing down at my hellhound. “Let’s go.”

I ran the rest of the distance.

My move took her off-balance as we closed on her.

“What are you doing?” she asked as I thrust forward with my fist. “How did you⁠—?”

Peaches blinked out as I materialized Ebonsoul.

She dodged at the last possible second, but I managed to slice across her cheek. She jumped back, slashing down with her spear and nearly slicing me in half as I dodged to the side.

<Battleform, now!>

“How are you still alive?” she asked. “My death field kills everything—everything.”

“Almost everything,” I said, keeping my voice low. “This would be a good time to surrender. I promise to make it fast. I’ll even tell the Grand Council you did your best, but your death was…inevitable.”

Rage raced across her expression as she lunged at me. I needed her angry, irrational, or she was going to skewer me with that spear of hers.

I dodged, backpedaled and rolled to the side, staying just out of her range as she tried to close the distance. I gave a silent thanks to Elder Han who had chosen the main temple hall, giving me extra maneuvering room.

She feinted to one side and dodged to the other, I miscalculated as she lunged with her spear and managed to slice through my side.

It was not a fatal strike, but it hurt like hell.

My body flushed with heat, creating a mini-sun in my side as it repaired the damage. I blocked away the pain and the heat as she laughed.

“Looks like it hurts,” she mocked. “Don’t worry, I have a lifetime of agony waiting for you. A shame your life won’t be very long.”

“I’ve heard better threats from angry grandmothers,” I said. “Do better.”

She growled at me and lunged forward again, forming an angry black orb which looked vaguely familiar.

One of the energy walls blocking the entrances fell and Monty raced in, intercepting the black orb of death. He sliced through it with one of his crybabies as he cast a lattice, throwing it in my direction.

“What the—?” I started as the black orb exploded, launching Monty out of the main hall. “Monty!”

The lattice blocked several bolts of black energy headed for me, dispersing them to nothing. It vanished a few seconds later.

“I’ll give the mage credit,” she said, glancing at Monty’s still body. “He knew which orb to intercept. Pity, it cost him his life. I’ll gut him right after I end you, Strong.”

I let the anger settle in my chest.

Monty’s words echoed in my head: Do not drag this fight out.

<We have to end this fight, fast. Do what you must.>

Peaches accelerated his battleform. His skin took on a metallic sheen as I engaged Salya. She formed a group of orbs and unleashed them at me as Peaches charged at her.

I parried her spear as she managed to intensify the killing field around her. It might not kill me instantly, but I could feel its effect, tugging at me.

“You’re no match for me,” she said. “You may be able to resist my killing field, but you can’t hold out forever. Eventually, it will kill you.”

Not if I kill you first.

I sliced through two of the orbs she threw at me as power slammed into my body. She took a step back. A moment of surprise flit across her face before she recovered and redoubled her attack.

Ebonsoul was flooding me with power.

Peaches blinked out and returned a moment later at her side, firing a baleful glare. She thrust her spear in his direction as I threw Ebonsoul.

The pain in my side screamed at me as I turned Ebonsoul to mist a moment before it hit her. She deflected empty air as Peaches crashed into her, forcing her to backpedal.

Still I closed on her as the rage burned in me, threatening to take over everything. My vision tunneled in as a growl escaped my lips.

“There’s the monster I knew was there,” she jeered, motioning for me to go for her. “Come on, beast. Rush to your death.”

I ran at her.

The silver mist of Ebonsoul hovered close to her. I began to feel the effect of the killing field. My reflexes were less sharp and my movements are feeling sluggish.

I needed to end this.

I rushed at her and she waited.

She thought I was making a mistake, not realizing that from the moment she faced me, the mistake had been made.

Hers not mine.

She let me get close and jumped back, right into the silver mist hovering behind. She slashed down my chest as I crashed into her.

My chest erupted in pain as she cut me with her weapon. I extended my hand and fell forward into her, solidifying the mist as I did.

I drove Ebonsoul into her side as I fell to the ground and rolled away before she impaled me on the floor. I stumbled to my feet as I spit up blood.

<Bondmate!>

I heard my hellhound roar a bark in her direction as she staggered back. The sonic blast punched into her as she laughed and slashed the ground in front of her, throwing up a wall of dark energy.

Ebonsoul was mist again and she grabbed her side, rage filling her eyes as she ran at me. There was no strategy in her movements, just pure hatred.

Ebonsoul slammed me with power.

Her power.

I grabbed hold of the power filling me, barely staying conscious as it rushed into my body. I materialized Ebonsoul—except it was not just Ebonsoul, it was more.

“Mors ignis,” I uttered and the world tilted—it was too much power. Golden violet runes exploded on my blade and she still closed on me. “De…deleo.”

I managed the command as I fell to one knee.

She closed the distance and thrusted with her Immortal Spear. I managed to deflect the point of her spear into my opposite shoulder which bloomed with white-hot pain as she shoved the spear deep into my arm.

The killing field was blurring my vision, and if I didn’t end this soon, I was done.

Black tendrils of energy were whirling around us now as Peaches came to my side and helped me up.

<I must get you out of here, bondmate. You are hurt.>

<No. We have to stop her, here and now.>

<You cannot.>

<Don’t…don’t tell me what I can’t do. You need to leave before those tendrils grab you.>

<I go where you go. I will not leave you.>

I knew what he was going to say before he said it.

<We might be two.>

<But we fight as one.>

<XL, boy.>

Peaches faced the Emissary and unleashed the loudest bark I had ever heard. It ripped up the floor and blasted into her as she ripped the spear out of my shoulder.

She screamed defiance as she stared at my face.

“You lose!” she screamed. “I will kill you!”

“You first,” I said, pointing my modified Ebonsoul at her. “Mortifer vitae.”

A beam of black energy raced out of my blade as she managed to close on me. Peaches lunged forward as she slashed horizontally, catching him at the end of her arc and launching him through the energy wall and outside into the raging battle in the courtyard.

I was alone and she laughed again.

“No one to save you now,” she said. “It’s over, you’re alone.”

“No,” I said. “Not…not alone.”

Shadows began to form around us. They looked vaguely human as I glanced at them. They seemed to be in a constant state of flux as they shifted and morphed.

Black energy covered the shadows. As one, they turned to face the Emissary. Then they slowly turned and faced me as if waiting for something.

“Deleo,” I said, looking at the Emissary. “End her.”

She unleashed a wave of black and red energy, dispersing the shadows. They were scattered around the room, blasted by the energy, but not gone. I could sense them on the edges of my consciousness.

They gathered slowly.

“Pitiful,” she sneered. “By the time they reform, you’ll be dead.”

She hadn’t noticed that her killing field had diminished. I gripped my modified Ebonsoul in my hands and reached out to my hellhound.

<Where are you, boy? I could use a hand or fang, or two.>

<I’m coming. Hang on, bondmate.>

<Pretty much all I’m capable of at the moment.>

“You won’t end me that easily, Strong,” she said, holding her staff across her body. “I am Emissary Salya of the Grand Council. I am feared and respected by every Pillar of the Council. You cannot defeat me…you cannot defeat me! You are no one…nothing!”

I didn’t know how I was standing, much less how I closed the distance with a modified Ebonsoul in my hands. She lunged, aiming for my throat with her spear.

I parried her thrust with energy I didn’t have and stumbled back as she came in for the kill. A vicious grin crossed her lips.

Do you plan on dying here today, Marked One? Show her who you are, my Aspis.

Emissary Salya slashed across, aiming for my neck.

I intercepted the slash and slid forward, nearly tripping in the process, but I stopped my forward movement by burying Ebonsoul in her midsection.

“Impossible,” she managed as she grabbed my arm, holding me in place. I felt the heat radiating from her hands, as black energy formed around her. “You may have killed me, but you won’t survive to enjoy this victory, Simon Strong.”

Something snapped inside of me as I unleashed a deep energy within me.

I heard H in my head:

The Hidden Hand draws from what could be, it deals in probabilities, allowing the wielder to choose the one most beneficial for the desired moment. Choose, Deathless.

I saw several scenarios play out in my mind. In several of them, I ended up charred by the black energy escaping the Emissary’s hands, but in others, I managed to step away using Ebonsoul to break her grip, only to have her flambé me, moments later. In one, I broke her grip, and Peaches finished her as he blinked in.

I chose the last one and held onto that image.

I pulled my arms down as the black energy cooked my skin. She struggled to hold on, but I managed to break the vise-like grip she had. She stepped back, rage disfiguring her features and began to scream the beginning of a cast, as black and red energy coalesced around her again.

I sensed him before I saw him.

My hellhound was a blur as he blinked back in, traveling at speed as he crossed in front of Salya. As he passed her, he bit and ripped, blinking out a moment later.

Emissary Salya was no longer screaming a cast.

It looked like most of her throat was missing.

Peaches blinked back in and stood in front of me, a low growl rumbling in his throat. Salya raised a hand to her throat, but it was too late.

The intensity of the rage in her eyes slammed into me as she fell back. Her Immortal Spear faded from view as she collapsed.

“You haven’t…haven’t won…Simon Strong,” she rasped, which amazed me since I thought Peaches had ripped out her throat. As I examined closer, I realized it was only part of her neck which he shredded. “The Grand Council…will…will⁠—”

“Stop sending Emissaries,” I said, burying Ebonsoul in her chest. “Only my family call me Simon Strong, my enemies know me as Deathless.”

<Bondmate, we must leave. The shadows.>

<What are you talking about?>

I turned and for a second, the scene was surreal. I saw shadows crossing the floor and heading for Salya’s body.

<I think maybe you’re right. We should go.>

The shadows covered her body for several seconds.

When I looked again, the shadows were gone, along with her body.

What just happened?

That was the last thought that crossed my mind as the floor tilted. I saw Monty, Elder Han and a bloody Master Yat race toward me before the world turned black.
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The blazing sun blinded me momentarily as the light hit my eyes. I looked around and recognized the room right away.

I was in the infirmary…again.

I closed my eyes again and rested my head back on my pillow.

At this rate, maybe I should just rent a room in Haven?

“Good morning,” Monty said from across the room. “You survived, congratulations.”

I squinted through the light and saw him sitting in a semi-comfortable chair. His arm was bandaged, along with half of his face.

I heard the low rumble-snore of my hellhound next to me on the floor. The sound, which resembled an idling chainsaw, was strangely comforting.

“You look like I feel.”

“Actually, you look worse than I do,” he said. “How do you feel?”

I could still feel my curse working on the damage in my body, but most of my body was on the mend. I tried to sit up and realized that was a bad idea as nausea gripped my stomach, and my head spun in reaction to the movement.

“Whoa,” I said, holding my head. “What is that?”

“Elder Han prepared some natural remedies,” Monty said. “He made you take them before you completely passed out.”

“What happened?” I asked, keeping my movements to a minimum. “I feel like I’ve been sitting under a pile driver.”

“Emissary Salya happened,” he said. “Do you remember facing her?”

I paused a moment and let the memories rush back.

“She’s gone.”

He nodded slowly.

“About that,” he said. “You summoned…shadows.”

I remembered the shadows. They had covered her body and taken it…somewhere.

“Yes, and no, I don’t know how it happened or where they took her body.”

“I may have some insight into that,” he said. “We should speak to the Morrigan, first. I think she would be more knowledgeable on the subject.”

“The Morrigan, right,” I said, not looking forward to that conversation. “That makes sense with the whole ‘Chooser of the Slain’ thing she has going on.”

“Unless you prefer to speak to Kali?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “She is considered a death goddess, you know.”

“No, thanks,” I said with a small shudder. “At least not right now.”

“Good call,” he admitted. “You probably wouldn’t survive a talk with her in your current condition.”

“Sanitizers?”

“Surprisingly, they lost all desire to throw their lives away once their Emissary was dealt with,” he said. “Death has a way of convincing people. The survivors have been returned to the Grand Council.”

I nodded and regretted it immediately, as the room swam in my vision.

“The Hidden Hand is a probability cast,” I said. “At least that’s what I sensed when I used it this last time.”

“A probability cast?” he said. “Hmm, that actually makes sense. We’ll have to review H’s journal further to learn more. As soon as you’re up to it. By the way, you tore several holes in the main temple hall.”

“I tore?”

“Well, you and your creature,” he clarified. “The darkflame blasts took several hours to extinguish.”

“Hours?”

“Good thing you’re not a mage.”

The hint of a smile crossed his lips.

“I’m a mess,” I said. “Everything is jumbled and mixed up. Ebonsoul transformed into—I don’t even know what it transformed into—Ebonsoul Deluxe? It became a different weapon entirely, yet still the same.”

He nodded.

“We have much to investigate, but for now, I’ve been instructed to tell you to rest and recover,” he said. “Elder Han would like to speak to you, once you recover fully.”

“Speak to me?” I asked. “Using only words, or are there any pebbles involved?”

He stood and brushed off his robe.

“Oh, I think you’re way past pebbles by now,” he said. “I’m sure the conversation will be more substantial. Large stones at least, or maybe small boulders?”

“That’s not funny, Monty,” I said. “Not even a little bit.”

He headed for the exit.

“I leave you under the watchful eye of your hellhound,” he said, waving behind him as he left. “Master Yat will pay you a visit later.”

“Why does that sound like pain?” I called out. “Monty? Tell him I’m not ready for one of his visits.”

“I’m sure it will be fine, Deathless.”

“Not funny,” I shot back. “Tell him I’m not up for any visits. Monty?”

He nodded and headed down the corridor.

I could’ve sworn I heard him laugh, right before he turned the corner, disappearing from sight.
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“Are you sure this is a good idea?” I asked. “Is this person even who he says he is?”

“If Ezra vouches for him, I would say his credentials check out,” Monty answered. “This is perhaps the safest place for this conversation.”

There was a knock on the door and a well-dressed gentleman entered. His energy signature was considerable, and a part of me felt he was masking, because the signature I read felt off somehow. We were sitting at a small table Ezra kept on one side of the back room for small meetings. My hellhound was snoring lightly at my feet. His eyes opened when the stranger approached our table.

Peaches let out a low growl.

The stranger stopped in his approach.

“Is he safe?” the stranger asked. “Is he going to attack?”

“No, he’s not safe, and no, he won’t attack unless you give him a reason to.”

“Duly noted,” the stranger said, gesturing to the empty chair. “May I sit?”

Monty and I both motioned to the empty chair.

“Make yourself comfortable,” Monty said as I stared at the stranger. There was something familiar about him that I just couldn’t place. “You are?”

The stranger sat and pulled on his sleeves, making me narrow my eyes at him. It was a very Montaguean gesture. He wore a black mageiform suit that made Monty’s Zegna look like he was slumming.

The silver runes in the suit pulsed slowly with latent power as he placed his hands on the table and looked at us. I could tell he was still wary of Peaches by the way he moved his feet away from my hellhound.

“My name is Arthur Treadwell,” he said. “I am the fifth Pillar of the Grand Council.”

“Treadwell?” I said, glancing at Monty. “You’re related?”

“Hardly,” Arthur said. “We barely acknowledge Sebastian. As for the Montagues, the ties are tenuous at best.”

“Those tenuous ties are why you’re here,” Monty said. “Is this a warning?”

“A promise. You have earned a reprieve—for now.”

I let a small smile spread across my face.

“We beat your Emissaries,” I said. “You didn’t expect that.”

“Simon…,” Monty started.

“No, he is correct,” Arthur said, removing the non-existent lint from his sleeves. “You defeated our Emissaries and even managed what we thought impossible—the destruction of the Immortal Spear.” A smile played across his lips. “We owe you a debt of gratitude for that.”

I felt the rage simmer in my chest.

“I think you better say what you need to say and vacate the premises,” I said. “With haste.”

He nodded.

“I’m here to inform you that⁠—”

“You can’t move against us, not directly,” Monty said, cutting him off. I could hear the impatience in his voice. “Not without starting a conflict.”

“For now,” Arthur answered. “I can assure you this matter is not settled or resolved.”

“You came all this way to tell us that?” I asked, glancing at Monty. “I thought the two Emissaries, the Magistrates, and the small army of Sanitizers got that message across pretty clearly. What do you think, Monty?”

“I would say the message is exceptionally clear.”

Arthur cleared his throat.

“You have made an enemy of the Grand Council.”

“Take a number.”

Arthur pulled on his sleeves.

“I do hope you retain this flippant attitude when we do come for you,” he said.

“I’ll return your promise with one of my own,” I said. “You want a truce? Fine, we can do that. Monty?”

He nodded.

“We will accept this reprieve.”

“There? See? Reprieve accepted,” I said. “Here is our promise. If the Grand Council moves against anyone under my protection, or anyone connected to us, we are coming for you.”

Arthur smiled and stared at me.

“Do you think you can?”

He released some of his energy signature. It was powerful, but power didn’t impress me. I looked in his eyes and then shifted my gaze to my hand.

He followed my gaze as I let darkflame envelop my hand. Then I let the weight of the mantle of the Aspis fill the back room. He moved back from the table.

“Do you think we can’t?”

Arthur composed himself and cleared his throat.

“I see. I will pass on your reply.”

“See that you do.”

He pushed back and stood.

“We will be watching.”

“I have no doubt,” I said. “I’m sure we’ll meet again, soon.”

He gave us a short nod.

“Until then,” Arthur said, gestured and disappeared.

“You realize you just threatened the entire Grand Council?”

“I was returning the favor,” I said. “They threatened us first.”

Monty shook his head and actually smiled.

“I think your little display of power actually took him by surprise.”

“I have my moments,” I said. “What exactly is the Fifth Pillar?”

“Out of the five mages that make up the leadership of the Grand Council, he is considered the lowest.”

“He’s the lowest?” I asked. “That’s why they sent him?”

Monty nodded.

“That, and most likely his ties to the Treadwell family.”

“Oh. He’s the lowest…I think we need to work on getting even stronger,” I said. “If he’s the lowest.”

“Agreed,” Monty said. “He failed to mention how long this ‘reprieve’ would last.”

“I should’ve asked.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Monty said. “Any time frame he would have given you would have been a lie.”

“A representative of the Grand Council being less than completely honest?” I asked, feigning shock. “Say it’s not so.”

“You are correct in your assessment, though,” he said. “We need to increase our abilities even beyond where we are now.”

“How exactly is that supposed to happen?” I asked. “No more mountain retreats, thank you. I nearly died on the last one.”

“We start by going home.”

“Oh, good,” I said. “See? Now you’re talking some sense. I could use some downtime⁠—”

“Not that home.”

“Which home are you referring to exactly?”

“My ancestral home.”

“Ancestral home? Not the Moscow?”

I rubbed the bridge of my nose.

“There’s nothing ancestral about the Moscow.”

“Why are we going to your ancestral home?”

“There is a way to unlock power there.”

“What’s the catch?” I asked. “There’s always a catch.”

“It’s heavily guarded.”

I narrowed my eyes at him.

“How heavily guarded?”

“No Montague in the past three hundred years has managed to get past the safeguards that are in place.”

“This? This is where you want to go?” I asked. “The place that sounds like certain death?”

He took a sip from his tea.

“You just threatened the entire Grand Council,” he answered. “That is certain death. I just thought I would continue the trend.”

“I only threatened one mage.”

“To threaten a Pillar is to threaten them all.”

“What is this group, NATO or something?” I asked. “Anyway, that’s not the point. I just showed him we weren’t easy targets.”

“I think the dead Emissaries conveyed that message.”

“You want us to go to a place that has killed all your ancestors,” I said. “Seriously?”

“It hasn’t killed all my ancestors,” he clarified. “Only those who have tried to access the power contained there.”

“Oh, that’s all?”

“You said we need to get stronger,” he said. “I agree. We need to get so strong that the Grand Council will pause at the idea of ending this truce. I would need to speak to my uncle first.”

He made sense.

I just wasn’t crazy about the way he made sense.

Of course he would need to speak to Dex. Why would I be surprised? The plan practically screamed certain death—of course Dex would have to be involved somehow.

“What do you think?” he continued. “At least it’s not another mountain retreat.”

“I think I still have too many unanswered questions about the Hidden Hand, darkflame, and whatever those shadows were that took Salya’s body without leaving a trace.”

“I meant about visiting my ancestral home.”

I sighed and rubbed my face.

“I think Dex is going to lose his mind,” I said. “I also think I’m not going to think about any missions or ancestral homes until I have my dinner Ezra-style.” I reached down and rubbed my hellhound’s enormous head. “What do you say, boy?”

Peaches chuffed and rumbled in response.

“What did he say?” Monty asked, shaking his head. “What sage wisdom did he impart?”

“The deepest of all sage wisdom—Meat is life.”

THE END
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Thank you for reading this story and jumping into the world of Monty & Strong with me.

Disclaimer:

The Author Notes are written at the very end of the writing process.

This section is not seen by the ART or my amazing Jeditor.

Any typos or errors following this disclaimer are mine and mine alone.

This book was a rollercoaster.

As I was writing it, the only thing that kept flashing in my mind were the Saturday afternoons of my youth, as I watched the old Kung Fu films by the Shaw Brothers. You know the ones, where the dubbing was so bad that they would speak and the actual words would happen about five seconds later.

Yes, those.

Almost every one of those films had the ‘training montage’. Where the young hero is beaten badly, almost near death. He then goes in search of a master to teach him the special technique that will help him defeat his foes.

Usually that training requires much pain.

I, along with my friends would watch these films and then re-enact the fighting on each other every Saturday when we were young, complete with self-generated sound effects and bad dubbing.

Many bruises and cut lips resulted from those film marathons.

It was excellent.

WHEW

He we are at book 26.

I never, ever, thought I would be typing that sentence.

26 books in and Simon is finally ‘getting it’. It took him a while to mature, but in his defense, he was thrown into the deep end of a world of magic. He never really had a chance to learn how to swim or navigate this world.

He’s getting there.

First, if you are reading this, THANK YOU!

If you have stuck with me for 26 books (or more), you are amazing! I truly appreciate you dedicating and sharing your time and attention with me.

As a reader, every book is a commitment of time and I hope that with each story, I have honored your faith in my storytelling skills and provided you with some moments of escape, humor, and introspection, as we join the Terrible Trio on their adventures.

Still can’t believe we are on book 26…WOW!

Okay, this story was a roller coaster.

Why?

I didn’t want to bore you with a training montage.

Even though I always enjoyed them in films and especially the kung fu films of my youth, in a written story, they could easily turn into a huge roadblock to the momentum of the story.

On the other hand, Simon needed to go through this. It was the perfect way to have him face who and what he is, his limits and his potential. He needed to step away from his mantra of ‘I’m not a mage’ and step into what it means to be an Aspis. (only took 26 books—sheesh).

Will he lose his snark?

Somewhat, he’s actually maturing, which means he won’t resort to his old ways of being, but, he is who he is. His default response will always be the smartass one, except that now it will be tempered with healthy doses of self-preservation.

That leads to his enemies.

He has definitely upgraded his level of enemies, they will be stronger, more powerful, considerably more cunning, and connected. They will be acting in ways the Trio won’t see easily, behind the scenes and in the shadows.

Misdirections and machinations will be everywhere, which means Monty, Simon, and Peaches will have to up their game. It also means that those around them will play a larger role in their lives. There will be many situations where they won’t be able to face the threat alone.

That means you will see more of the supporting characters (some old and some new). I look forward to sharing that with you. It promises to be exciting, sad, thrilling, and amazing!

The next story (if you haven’t read the entire book…what are you doing? Go finish the book…NOW) MAGES & MONSTERS will focus on Monty getting stronger. For that to happen, he has to tap into an ancient source of power located in his ancestral home.

The ancestral home is located deep in the Black Forest (which featured briefly in a previous book) this time in the actual Montague Estate which is a series of very large homes (think castles).

Deep in one of these estates, lies a source of immense power that Monty will try to access, the only wrinkle is that accessing this power can be fatal. Which means they are definitely going to try and access it.

There are other situations happening around the old Montague Estate, things Monty really needs to address before they spiral out of control. For centuries no Montague has managed to survive the failsafes that are in place. Now, Monty and Simon...WHOA.

<cough> Almost ventured into heavy spoiler territory there. Next M&S BOOK (M&S 27) will be written soon™. It picks up right after their mountain retreat with Master Yat and Elder Han.

Let’s move on, shall we?

There are a few other projects that are simmering on the back burner. The next John Kane book STONE was on pause while I wrote SAINTS & MONKS, that will move right ahead as will the next book Fate of the Darkmages series FROZEN FIRE. (Romantasy FTW!)

Yes, Grey will get his next book (DIVINE HELL) this year. I haven’t neglected him, but Grey and the Night Warden series requires a special consideration when I write it. IYKYK. I did enjoy having him cameo in the latest DUSKBLADER story. There will be more of Moira and Kyr this year as well. Her next story NIGHTMARE RISING promises to be fun and lean heavily into the the horror aspect of UF. I mean c’mon, she’s bonded to a NIGHTMARE, how could I not?

There is so much to write and share!

I promise to keep you posted (especially if you are in the MoB).

I have some excellent ideas for the exclusive Patreon stories. The BUREAU should be released this month, after some edits and yes, I will get to the novella trilogies this year, most of them at least.

I haven’t forgotten about the Blackjacks—scifi is always near and dear to my heart, seeing as how I grew up on all kinds of sci-fi, both print and film. I have the next Blackjacks story ready to go, just have to fit it into the very tight production schedule, which is currently bursting at the seams with 2025, so much so, that I’m looking at projects for 2026.

Through it all, thank you for hanging in there and reading all these amazing adventures I create, which leads me to this part:

This next part I repeat often because I find it to be profoundly true. Please forgive me for stating it again and know that I mean it all.

You are totally amazing.

As always, I couldn’t do this incredibly insane adventure without you (really I couldn’t), my amazing reader. You jump into these adventures with me, when I say “WHAT IF?” you say: “Hmmm what if indeed! LET’s GO FIND OUT!

For that, I humbly and deeply thank you.

I consider myself deeply fortunate to have the most amazing readers that are willing to leap into these worlds with the same reckless abandon I have in writing them.

You truly spoil me.

Few writers I know have such incredible readers that make it possible to explore creating new worlds, introducing different characters, with an incredible group of readers willing to give the new world and characters a chance.

Thank you so much for joining me as we load up the extra thermos (better bring three or six of them—industrial-sized) filled with the delicious inky Death Wish Javambrosia, some of you can call shotgun, but a few of you are going to have to shove the enormous hellhound in the back of the Dark Goat over if you want a seat (bring plenty of sausage/pastrami-for a guaranteed seat!), as we strap in to jump into all sorts of adventures!

There’s a long way to go and a short time to get there, we have plans to disrupt, powers to learn, people to rescue, mages to anger, and property to aggressively renovate!

Again, I want you to know that this adventure is incredible, but it’s made even more incredible by having you on it with me.

I humbly, deeply, and profoundly thank you.

In the immortal sage words of our resident Zen Hellhound Master…

Meat is Life!

gratias tibi ago
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