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        “You may not like it, you may not want it, but you embrace it. And you try your best to fix as many broken pieces as you can, because that is what heroes do.”

        ~ Pallo Katan, Kibo Gensai

        

        “Courage is earned by overcoming fear, and we all fear of something.”

        ~ Gen Moll circa the First Frost War.
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      Kasai was dying, and he knew it. His sight blurred in and out of focus in time with the slow beat of his heart. Blood puddled over the frozen ground and clumps of snow—his blood. It was everywhere. An eerie chill seeped through him even as his chest burned with throbbing pain. Hope died with him as Ninziz-zida’s majestic, fiery form dissolved from reality and relit as a dim flicker along the three-sectioned staff.

      The dead weight of the staff lay heavy on his legs. Kasai felt the connection to the Boundless slip from his grasp as his blood bubbled out of him with each tortured breath. The battlefield faded away, and blackness pushed in from the edges of his sight. He was finished.

      “Kasai! Get up!” Desdemonia shouted. “You’re not dead yet.”

      But it was over. Sekka was too strong, even against a raw elemental force like Ninziz-zida. The archdevil would win this day, and the Three Kingdoms of Hanna would fall under her dominion.

      +You finally sseee it now.+ Sekka’s voice slithered and echoed into his mind. +You cannot defeat me; not now, not ever. My time has come at lassst.+

      Desdemonia flashed forward, standing protectively in front of him. She glanced over her shoulder and shouted at him again. “I can’t do this without you! Get up!”

      She turned to Sekka. “You will not touch him.”

      “Oh, I think I will,” the archdevil menaced.

      Sekka struck fast, smashing Desdemonia aside in a blur of dark leather and black hair, hitting the ground away from Kasai hard and groaning in pain.

      Sekka ignored Desdemonia’s weak groans as she leaned in, leering at Kasai. “Your essence, my dear, will guarantee my place in the High Patheon of Chaos.”

      To Sekka’s right, Desdemonia’s voice was weak, yet she spat out a hoarse “No, it won’t” as she activated sigils of power that were hers to call. Jungle green, yellow, and blue colors bathed her in their protective light. Above her body, the sigils blossomed as she raised a trembling hand toward the archdevil.

      “Sek’Kiyohime!” Desdemonia’s voice firmed into gravel; she snatched the sigils with her fists and threw them at Sekka. “Weakness!” she commanded, closing her hand into a fist.

      Sekka stumbled a half step. She looked at Desdemonia with astonishment. “You dare!”

      “She’s vulnerable, Kasai. Fight,” Desdemonia said in a strained voice, determined to maintain the spell. “I can’t hold her forever.”

      Sekka spied the onyx ring on Desdemonia’s finger. “Silly mortal. You had such potential.” Her black within black eyes narrowed. “Break.”

      The onyx stone encased in the ring on Desdemonia’s finger shattered in a cloud of black mist. Desdemonia’s cry, sharp and filled with agony, pierced the tense air. Yet, with remarkable resilience, she squeezed her fist tighter, the remnants from the broken ring pressing into her skin. Blood trickled down her pale wrist as she exerted every ounce of her will to maintain the crippling magical hold over Sekka. Desdemonia’s chest heaved as she sucked in large gulps of air. Her arm trembled with fatigue.

      “Kasai. I need you,” she muttered through clenched teeth.

      Somehow, he got to one knee. The pain in his chest was intense. But that was inconsequential now. He could die later.

      Kasai searched for a strength that could not be found in muscle or bone. His heart would not let him quit, but that would not be enough. All that remained was his spirit, and he would give that willingly to save Desdemonia.

      “I give what remains to the Boundless and leave nothing for myself,” he whispered in a gritty voice.

      And the Boundless accepted his gift. His spirit xindu opened into the ever-expanding space. His view of the world shifted from seeing physical things to elements of pure vibration. Desdemonia’s magical command was siphoning layers of protection away from Sekka’s human form. Darkness seeped from small holes across the archdevil’s innate infernal armor, escaping into the air like billowing chimney smoke.

      Sekka watched him as he rose to his feet. A bemused smile crept across her mouth. The Boundless was alive within him, saving him, empowering him. Kasai filled his lungs with its invigorating air, held it, and breathed it out slowly. He channeled white light into his fists. The energy was clean and pure, forcing Sekka to shield her eyes.

      He stepped toward the archdevil, determined, without fear or caution. “Open her up!” he commanded the Boundless to expand the erosion where Desdemonia’s sigils had pierced Sekka’s magical protection. On his third step, he shot his fists into her chest, pulverizing Sekka’s heart and lungs with the force of his blow.

      Sekka gasped in shock and pain. Her mouth hung open, but she couldn’t speak. Kasai withdrew his gory fists and stepped away from her collapsing body. The archdevil’s eyes widened as she dropped to her knees, then fell forward, dead.

      Kasai watched her body turn to cinders before sizzling to ash, which floated away in the wind. It was over. He immediately looked to where Desdemonia lay. Her hand was loosely clenched but now rested on the ground. He stumbled forward to knee at her side. She was cold and still.

      Kasai pulled her body close to his, hoping to warm her. He plucked wet strands of hair from her face and used the torn sleeve of his other arm to wipe away the tears streaming down his face.

      He was numb. The horrible gashes across his chest had stopped bleeding. His body, bludgeoned and bruised, was somehow still functioning. The Boundless was sustaining him now in a way he never thought possible.

      It didn’t matter. None of it mattered anymore. Kasai shifted Desdemonia’s lifeless body across his own.

      “Don’t go, Des. We have more roads to travel together. I wanted to show you Ordu. We could restore it together.” But there were no playful jabs from the frolicking gypsy or gruff words from the stoic druidess. He knew both were gone.

      A thunderclap pealed across the battlefield, creating a vacuum of sound. Heavy storm clouds vibrated, threatening to shatter like glass in the sky. A second tremendous boom ripped apart the silence. Kasai stared into the heavens, witnessing a sight that would haunt him forever; the sky was a blazing fire.

      The storm clouds fizzled from the heat of a second sun as a comet of light descended over the battlefield. Hundreds of thousands of winged silhouettes emerged from its center. The angels had arrived.

      Kasai clutched Desdemonia’s lifeless body to his chest and sobbed, “They could have come anytime.” He looked back to the sky, tears streaking the ash on his face, and snarled, “Anytime.”

      

      Kasai woke with a start, spitting bits of grass and dirt from his mouth. He was on the ground. The air reeked of fire and burnt things. Ash was everywhere, even here, high in the mountains. It clung to everything.

      The dawn sun had risen long ago, and it was past noon. He had missed another dawn meditation session. The day’s heat was collecting; it would be another hot one.

      Kasai raised his eyes to spy the edge of the chasm ahead of him. At this angle, the two sides merged into one. Maybe he would cross today, perhaps he wouldn’t. However, avoiding what lay on the opposite side was preferable.

      He muttered, “Icy bones,” as he rose to his feet, each movement accompanied by a grimace reflecting the fresh aches spreading through his body.

      Weeks ago, he left behind the charred battlefield outside Winter Fury’s walls. Before departing, he had said farewell to Run-Run, who was nursing his wounded brother, Pallo, back to health. However, the seasoned warrior would never be the same. Like everyone else, he had seen too many horrors in one lifetime.

      He did his best to shake off the memories of his last fight with Sekka. The archdevil had been the cause of such despair in his life. Her wickedness had scarred him deeply in mind, body, and soul. Even after her death, her legacy endured. He was broken and lost.

      In his travels, Kasai met villagers and foresters who had suffered similar fates, loved ones gone, villages pillaged, and lives destroyed. Kasai had saved the Three Kingdoms from Sekka’s conquest, but now it was a lonely place, charred and ruined.

      It was a long journey home from the remains of the demon city aptly named Winter’s Fury — Sekka’s stronghold in the Mortal Realm to the mountain peak that housed the Monastery of Ordu, what was left of it.

      “Damn Khalkoroth. Damn Daku, Shiverrig, and all the rest of them,” Kasai said bitterly. “What a mess. What a colossal mess. I should have been stronger.”

      It was said whirlwinds of angelic fire had razed the capital city of Qaqal. Kasai hoped the city of Gethem, and the corrupted Temple of Illumination had been exterminated in the same way.

      “Fire cleanses everything,” he said, tapping the ends of the three-sectioned staff he had tucked in his sash.

      We must rebuild what was lost, the sentient sanjiegun, Ninziz-zida, whispered in his mind. The ancient fire elemental’s flame flickered along the edges of the three-sectioned staff but didn’t burn his robes or flesh.

      “We will, Ninziz-zida, someday,” he said. However, his words came out half-hearted and flat. He was too numb to care about anyone or anything. Kasai looked again to the chasm, which from this height, opened to a vast emptiness.

      “They could have come at any time, Des.” He was prone to talking to her ghost as if she walked beside him. “Raguel could have come at any time and, in a snap, destroyed Sekka, the Chaos Gate, and everything that came out of it. We should be eating honey cakes inside your cozy cottage. Wasn’t that the plan?” He sighed. “But instead, I have this.”

      Kasai walked to the edge of the chasm. A frayed hemp rope was all that connected the sheer sides. Between them was an eternity of open space. He surveyed the chasm with a fair dose of foreboding, unsure if the line would hold his weight.

      “I’m going to have to cross you sooner or later,” he said with resignation.

      Kasai grabbed the rope and lowered himself over the lip of the cliff. Hand over hand, he traversed the chasm. Midway across, he wished the rope would snap.

      “It would be no more than I deserved.”

      Unfortunately, the rope held, and he reached the other side where the trails leading to the Monastery of Ordu waited. He first came to the outer walls and paths that crisscrossed back and forth as they wound up the side of the enormous rock formation. Fallen branches, leaves, and assorted building debris littered the steps.

      “Master Choejor would have my head if he saw this. But he’s dead, and you got him killed. Some hero you turned out to be.”

      Kasai looked longingly back towards the chasm. He could still turn back. Just run straight and don’t stop. He noticed the distant sky was painted a faint orange glow from fires burning across northern Baroqia.

      “They torched the cities and left the countryside to burn,” Kasai said as he remembered the parting of storm clouds and the angels in their shining armor. Wave after wave of entire battalions from the Heavenly Host appeared across the sky to smite Sekka’s army.

      They attacked like sea birds, diving from above and impaling demons like fish on their enchanted lances. The vast horde was decimated quickly, reduced to fleeing packs of monsters attempting to escape the angels’ fury.

      But it was the holy fire that did the worst damage. Spinning columns of orange and yellow flames plunged from the sky and stretched to the ground, churning flaming madness through Winter’s Fury. Nothing survived the firestorm that followed. What didn’t burn to ash melted into slag.

      “Angels and all their glory and arrogance,” he said, tasting the bitter dust floating in the air. “They could have saved the Three Kingdoms at any time. I hate them.” Kasai picked up the stench of decay well before he reached the ruins and walked toward his broken home.

      The entrance to the monastery was wide open, but for the remains of two smashed wooden doors, hanging like limp flags on rusted hinges, creaking their lament whenever the wind moved. Like elsewhere, ash filled the courtyard like fallen snow and covered the surfaces of the broken buildings.

      Kasai slowly entered the central courtyard and was greeted by death and destruction. A smokey aroma of charred wood clung to the air. The black ash of demon death rolled across the courtyard with the breeze. A handful of black crows perched on the skeletal frames of burnt buildings squawked as they leaped into the air. He saw the bodies of his brothers strewn across the yard. They lay in awkward and unnatural positions. The remains of his dead brothers would need to be burned and the buildings purified.

      What the mountain predators hadn’t feasted on or dragged away were now unrecognizable masses of withered flesh in tattered orange robes, blackened by decay. That crude blessing made moving the nameless ones from the monastery and out into the open hillside much easier. If burning your friends was ever easy.

      “Somewhere with a view,” Kasai said as he opened the door to a tool shed that had miraculously survived the carnage. Inside were shovels, rakes, and an old wheel barrel. On the wall were smaller tools: hammers, hand saws, files, and blades for shaving rough surfaces smooth. Everything remained meticulously organized as if nothing had happened.

      “It’s a start,” Kasai said, then looked over his shoulder at the broken and black remains of the monastery. The building housing the master’s chambers and Zazen Hall, used for meditation, had suffered the most damage. They would need to be torn down and completely rebuilt.

      “At least I’ll have something to do.”

      He felt Ninziz-zida stir at his hip. She expressed a sensation of loss and sadness at the destruction of the home of Aetenos’s monks.

      “Let’s see if anything else can be salvaged. It’s doubtful, but worth a look,” Kasai said aloud but knew the Fire Serpent understood he was speaking to her.

      As he had expected, the demon’s taint was everywhere. Purplish filth covered the meager furnishings inside the sleeping chambers, the kitchen was trashed, the food storage spoiled, and the refectory tables and chairs smashed into broken pieces of wood. Thankfully, the demon invaders hadn’t found the monastery’s water basin reserve.

      Lastly, Kasai came to the remains of the Hall of Artifacts. He avoided the wreckage of burned wooden beams and carefully stepped over the broken glass covering the floor.

      “You are the last surviving artifact of Ordu, Ninziz-zida. I shall honor your unrelenting fight against evil by rebuilding your new home first. There are no more battles I want to fight and no more loved ones I want to lose. Thank you for accepting me, but our time together has ended.”

      Together, we are strong. Separated, we are weak. We are nothing alone, Ninziz-zida whispered in Kasai’s mind. You will find your strength.

      “One day, you will choose another wielder who will know better how to use your power. I want to be left in peace. Yes, a calm, stable, and peaceful life is all I want. That’s all I ever wanted.”

      Kasai lifted a pedestal from the floor and brushed off the surface. He removed Ninziz-zida from his sash and held her above his head. Her orange flame glided along the surface of her three segments. He bowed his head in reverence, placed the ancient staff on the pedestal, and walked back to the courtyard.

      There was much to do. Kasai hoped rebuilding the monastery would act as a penance for the damage he had unwittingly caused by becoming the Ever Hero.
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      Swords clashed, and shields clanged as Sekka’s legions fought the last resistance to her rule. It would be over soon; countless mortal souls would be hers. Oh, the power she would control. Azrollorza would be the first she would kneel before her.

      The glorious, shrill cry of the dying rose until the shock of the boy monk’s arms buried in her chest wore off, lighting her pain receptors on fire and filling her mind with splintering divine light. He was inside her, melting her from within. The pain was unbearable.

      And then the brilliant light of a thousand suns lit the skies on fire. The angels had come; her war to claim the Mortal Realm was over. History had repeated, but this time, a child defeated her, not the Great Aetenos. The humiliation was worse than death.

      Sekka stirred back to semi-consciousness as a wave of fierce heat wrapped around her, stealing the breath from her lungs. She gasped for more air and tasted ash on the tip of her tongue, then smoke filled her mouth, nose, and lungs.

      Fires flickered and crackled around her. Everything was burning, metal, wood, and flesh … her flesh. She was paralyzed from the neck down. Her arms and legs held fast. She panicked. But no, she could feel her body was still intact and had not melted from her bones.

      

      Her eyes flashed open. She wasn’t burning, though the air roasted her as if trapped in an outdoor clay oven that burned hot with too much fuel. As her sight cleared, she watched in horror as Gathos melted beneath her feet.

      She was tied to a tall column in the barren wastelands outside Furia Keep. Her wrists were bound tight on the back side of a stake. Shackles were snapped shut at her ankles and dug deep into her human flesh. She watched helplessly as newly formed rivers washed away centuries of her toil to build an everlasting empire of ice and snow.

      A terrible crack shook her to her core. She craned her neck just enough to see Furia Keep explode from its center. Large slabs of black rock jettisoned into the sky, landing with great splashes into deep lakes or thudded into slushy ponds. The remainder of her tower sloughed open like a tired flower, soon to lose its petals.

      She heard screaming laughter in her mind. Then her eyes caught a crimson comet streaking across the bright blue, cloudless sky.

      “No, no, no! This cannot be!” she cried. “Dead and gone! Obliterated by Azrollorza! My gift to her. My protection. Where is my thrice-cursed protection!”

      Zizphander, the Red Devil of Naraka, banked in the sky. His bright red, feathered wings billowed in the hot air. He soared back to her position and slowly spiraled down over her head. His pompous smirk was infuriating.

      +I will now take back what you stole from me.+ Zizphander’s soft voice spoke in Sekka’s mind. +Gathos will be no more.+

      “I defeated you once. I will do so again. Free me, and we will finish this,” Sekka challenged. The eerie laughter that followed brought a scowl to her face.

      +It has already ended. You are nothing. A boy defeated you. The Abyss mocks you in your shame. Your alliances have abandoned you, sided with the Chaos Devil, or destroyed by him. Either way, the outcome is the same. You are alone, and I am your doom.+

      “No. I will survive. I will rebuild. It does not end here,” Sekka said boastfully. She willed her infernal form to replace the frail human body she now possessed. Nothing.

      Again, the sweet, high-pitched laughter. Sekka hated the sound of his voice.

      +I have a special treat for you today. Friends have come to wish you well and send you on your way to oblivion.+

      Although the light of the blazing sun forced her to squint, Sekka searched for a way out. In the near distance, coming over a small knoll, she saw the hazy form of two figures and one bulbous mass with hundreds of appendages tearing up the soft earth and coming at her fast. Her torturers had arrived.

      She soon recognized the first with dreaded ease. “Kotto’gyges.”

      The Valgothi warlord Lord Narthoth came next, his coal, black body a walking shadow marked by a white mane she knew stretched down his back. Following him was Lord Oziax, the dead general of her once magnificent Frost Legions. He still wore his ice-blue armor, covered in sharp coral barnacles.

      “You are nothing but shades of another time. You cannot harm me!” Sekka shouted, willing herself to wake from what must be a nightmare.

      Kotto’gyges’s chitinous legs stabbed into the ground, while the blueish, willowy stalks that ended in lidless eyes or gaping mouths folded back into its body as it rolled between the two Demon Lords.

      Countless eyes and drooling mouths curled forward on their stalks to appraise the prisoner. He stared accusingly at her while his mouths opened and closed, spraying spittle and screeching horrible curses.

      Sekka paid his insults no mind. It was his raised appendages that held her attention. Each ended in sharp, dagger-like tips. Three flashed forward and sliced deeply into her flesh, leaving gashes in her thigh, abdomen, and chest.

      The many mouths of the demon prince squealed in delight. “Kotto’gyges will finally have his taste of Sekka’s flesh. Long have I waited for my revenge.”

      “Revenge?” Sekka said as the wounds on her body seeped blue blood. “Zizphander’s horde destroyed you. Your vengeance seeks the wrong target.”

      “No. Sekka commanded Kotto’gyges to the front lines of an impossible battle against an endless horde. Kotto’gyges was sacrificed so Sekka could escape destruction.”

      “That’s untrue,” she said.

      He struck again, this time with five thrusts, each one carved away more of her skin, muscle, and bone. Some of Kotto’gyges’s mouths squealed like children, while others bit greedily at the fleshy morsels. Sekka could only watch as her body was ravaged and dissected by the bloated beast.

      “Sekka’s taste does not disappoint. Kotto’gyges will take his fill,” he said as he stuffed more of her flesh down his eager mouths.

      “Out of my way, beast,” Narthoth growled. “You’ve had enough. I will not be denied my due.”

      “Lord Narthoth, free me now, and I will double your territory on Vortexx. Together, we will create a vast–”

      “Shut your lying mouth,” Narthoth said.

      The thick mane of white hair bristled, and his bat-shaped face contorted in disgust. Beady black eyes bore into Sekka, mimicking Kotto’gyges’s sharp tips. “You betrayed me and let the sorcerer cast me to oblivion.”

      “How Maugris came to possess a Pearl of Obliteration is anyone’s guess. A device of that power was beyond him.”

      “Do you know what exists in oblivion? Nothing!”

      Lord Narthoth’s dark wings tensed behind his back, and his hind legs contracted like a predator ready to spring. Powerful shoulders and arms flexed, raising oversized hands with claws meant for rending and tearing. Circling his torso were five smaller arms with crablike pinchers instead of hands.

      He approached her slowly. A wicked smile broadened across his scrunched face.

      She glared back defiantly. “Do it!” she yelled.

      One hand wrapped around her throat while the other slapped her across the face. Narthoth then backhanded her in the same fashion. He brought his face inches from her own. “Who has the power now, eh?”

      His hand wrapped tighter around her throat, and she was painfully aware of his crablike pinchers plucking and peeling at the flesh of her abdomen. Deeper and deeper they dug as his black eyes held her own. She would not look away, no matter the agony or indignity.

      She felt the movement of his probing pinchers as they ventured into her upper chest cavity. There was a sharp tug and then a feeling of emptiness. Narthoth smiled with satisfaction.

      “There it is,” he said and stepped away. “I’m surprised I found it at all. It seems the boy monk missed his mark.”

      His pinchers had her beating heart within their grasp. One of his massive, five-fingered hands took it and brought it to his mouth. “A kingly feast for your vacant throne.”

      Sekka slouched forward. Blue blood and bits of her flesh littered the ground at her feet. How she still lived was beyond her comprehension. Then, the shine from polished steel boots blinded her.

      She raised her weary head and saw Lord Oziax standing before her. He wore no helmet, and his long white hair billowed in the scorched wind. One hand gripped the fell blade, Eishorror. Instead of radiating a deep cold, the sword blazed with fire. Blue fire. Ever Hero fire.

      “Lord Oziax. Help me. Free me,” she panted. “You were always loyal.”

      He looked back at her with contempt. “My loyalty was wasted on a fool. No longer will I be the whipping boy to your blind ambition, a dog to be beaten when your ill-planned schemes fail.”

      Sweat poured from what was left of her body, though the skin on Oziax’s face remained dry. He shook his head in disappointment. “You were born to fail.”

      “I will survive. I will rebuild … again,” Sekka stammered.

      “No. Never again.”

      Oziax drew back the flaming blade and thrust it deeply into the open wound caused by Narthoth’s pinchers. She screamed as the flames seared her insides. He withdrew the weapon, and still, she lived.

      The bindings strapping her body upright to the stake slid down the pole into a puddle of her flesh and blood. Oziax glared down at her in disgust. “It will not be so easy as that.”

      The fingers of his free hand turned into five slithering tentacles that crawled across her face and wrapped around her head. The heat trapped in the air intensified, and the smell of burning wood became more pronounced. He forcefully lifted her back to a standing position. “You will watch,” Oziax said.

      She squinted through swollen eyes and looked out across the field. A lone column of fire swirled across the horizon. Thousands of armored warriors circled the fiery whirlwind, flying in a perfect ring. The steel of their plate mail reflected the fiery light at her like miniature stars.

      “Angels,” she hissed.

      Another fiery column appeared farther to her left. Her eyes shifted right to discover three more. No matter where she looked, everything was burning.

      The fires collected and formed a giant wall of flames. Nothing was left untouched as the wind blew the inferno closer toward Sekka. The heat hit her first and was harder than any blow she had ever received until she felt the first licks of the flames on her face.

      Thankfully, her demon phantoms had vanished, and they could not relish in the humiliation of her death.

      “I will be strong until the end.”

      The flames engulfed her. As a wicked bonus, she remained conscious until the last of her flesh melted from her body.

      Sekka’s eyes flashed open, and she gasped for breath. The ceiling above her was low and dripped with reddish muck. She tried to move and realized she was spread across an X-shaped rack with her wrists and ankles bound to the four ends.

      She recalled using the same device on the demigod, Aetenos, and a similar one on the Trueborn, Artiya’il. “A fitting end,” she mused with dread before a booming voice filled the small chamber.

      “My dear Sekka. How are you feeling today? Vibrant and full of life?”

      She closed her eyes and remembered. It is all in my head. Turning her head to the sound of the voice. “Lord Xerthotha.”

      The Chaos Devil stood in the form of a small child against the far wall. He seemed disinterested in her and was preoccupied with something in his hands. She heard a snap, and when he opened his hands, whatever was there before was gone.

      He shrugged his shoulders, picked up a wooden bucket at his feet, and walked towards her with a childish grin.

      “I’m thrilled you have lived such a colorful and devious life. Even after a thousand years, I will not grow tired of spinning the deceptions of your existence against you.”

      “Angel fucker. How much more of Azrollorza’s life debt is owed? When will I be free?”

      “Ho, ho, ho!” Xerthotha bellowed in a voice far too deep for his small frame. “Don’t be hasty. We have so much more time together.”

      “I can be of use to you! I have skills!”

      Xerthotha raised an interested eyebrow. “Skills? What skills could you possibly have to replace the countless hours of amusement I would lose by freeing you?”

      “Only I was capable enough to birth a Chaos Gate. Not since the beginning, when all things were created, has another existed.”

      “There are rules which cannot be broken,” he reminded, placing the wooden bucket at the side of the table. “Deep Chaos Magic has forever been forbidden for the likes of you. Ah, you little devils are always grabbing, grabbing, grabbing for the power reserved for your superiors. You were foolish,” he said sternly, then with a wink and a playful smirk, “The Great Balance must remain after all.”

      Xerthotha walked to the room’s rear toward a table covered with small objects. He returned shortly with something shiny in his hand.

      “You are wasting a great talent,” Sekka said, cringing at hearing the desperation in her voice. “I have Azrollorza’s trust. I infiltrated her inner circle. I could do so again, but as a spy for you, Great Chaos Devil.”

      “Wonderful. Now, let us see what we can remove today,” Xerthotha said, eyeing Sekka’s bound form.

      “Just another dream,” she said. “Not real. None of it. Only in my mind.”

      Xerthotha shrugged. “Say what you like,” he said and came closer. “Now, this will hurt quite a bit.”

      The blade was dull. Xerthotha meticulously took his time removing every inch of skin from her body and placing it in the wooden bucket. When it was over, someone or something peeled her off the rack and threw her over his shoulder like a heavy sack of unwanted goods.

      A few moments later, she was tossed back into her barren cell. Only the reeking straw welcomed her back. There was no solace there, only miserable brooding while waiting until the next time Xerthotha decided to take out his sadistic delight on her body and mind. He used whips and sharp things on her flesh and dragged mental barbs through her memories, warping them into nightmares.

      Time moved on, though; in this place, a day could be a year somewhere else or only a split second. She wondered not for the first time how much of the soul debt she owed Azrollorza she had worked off.

      “What does it matter? There is no escape from this place,” she said after one particularly grueling session. “There are no variables I can manipulate. One filthy cell. One windowless corridor. One painful rack. Then, repeat in reverse. Even the dimwitted jailors are numb to my pleas or suggestive spells.”

      Remarkably, Xerthotha had not removed her ability to wield her magic. She soon found out this seeming oversight was a double-edged sword. Her initial jailors were blasted to smithereens when they came to collect her for her private session with the Chaos Devil. That was a mistake. The punishment that followed was brutal.

      Nonetheless, she repeatedly tried to escape, and the outcome was always the same: her quest for freedom ended in dismal failure and painful repercussions.

      “A thousand curses to that meddling monk, Aetenos. I’m sure he’s enjoying every minute of this, laughing at me with his winged friends in the clouds. Angels, demigods, and Ever Heroes, I’ll slay them all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            KASAI

          

        

      

    

    
      Kasai wiped the sweat from his brow before banging another tongue and groove joint together. The long edge was too fat for the opposite groove and splintered. He grabbed another board and forced it into place.

      Not my best work, but good enough, he thought.

      The latticework of beams was mostly finished; he figured the framing of the new Zazen Hall would be completed in a week … or two. The plank foundation for the new roof was coming slowly. He brushed off his sloppy craftsmanship thinking no one would know the difference once he laid the clay tiles down. Maybe he could finish the roof today.

      “Or not. That’s a hot sun,” he said. It was mid-summer, and the morning was already a scorcher. It would only get worse as the day progressed. He wasn’t in the mood to be on an open roof with such a sun overhead.

      “I agree, Des. The shade would be cooler.”

      The ruins of Ordu had been cleaned of much of the loose debris. What he couldn’t move on his own, he left in place and worked around, thinking one day, others would join him, and together they could clear away the bad memories. That was six years ago. No one had come, nor did he want the company.

      As the years went on, it was the lie he pounded into the truth, just like the faulty tongue and groove fit.

      “Six years and I still think about you every day. I wish you were here next to me, even though you were the biggest troublemaker. I don’t know how often I told you to be quiet.” He chuckled to himself. “You never listened.”

      Kasai looked around to see what he had accomplished since arriving at the ruins. Sadly, not much. Most of the buildings remained charred to the studs. They would need to be torn down and rebuilt, eventually. But not today.

      He was unshaven, unwashed, and had become used to a less-than-delicate body odor. But who cared? He had fresh water, fire, shelter, and food from the wilderness.

      “It’s enough. I don’t need much anyways.”

      Kasai wiped a new line of dirty sweat from his forehead that threatened to drop into his eye. He could do without the sting. The back of his hand came away wet and smeared with moist dirt. He arched his stiff back to stretch.

      “Weaving rope is sounding pretty good right now.”

      He reached the ladder, leaning against the main header, and climbed down. On a whim, he jumped past the last two rungs and landed squarely on the ground. As he turned, he caught the sight of deep maroon robes worn by an old monk, cautiously entering the open gates of Ordu.

      A frown creased Kasai’s face and was mirrored in the sinking feeling in his gut. “Should’ve barred those doors.”

      The old monk looked about Kasai’s construction site with noted concern. Loose boards and beams were strewn about with little to no care. Nothing was stacked with precision or any semblance of harmony.

      “I see the discipline of Ordu has not been observed for quite some time,” the old monk said.

      “I’m working, Brother. What can I help you with?” Kasai said gruffly. He was in no mood to be lectured.

      “I am looking for someone.”

      “I’m not him. Go away. Ordu is closed.”

      The old monk approached Kasai slowly like a cat, carefully placing its next step. “I seek the Ever Hero of Aetenos. I came to Ordu hoping to find him. If I’m not mistaken, I believe you are him.”

      “Mistakes happen all the time,” Kasai said, turning to walk in the opposite direction. “There is rainwater in the barrel. You are welcome to your fill. Good day, Brother.”

      “A bit rough around the edges from how you are described in the stories. But that is to be expected after what you endured.”

      Kasai stopped. His head drooped, and he sighed. “I’ve done my time.”

      “The world has been changed forever by your actions.”

      Kasai turned and narrowed his eyes at the smiling monk. He wasn’t sure if he had just been complimented or insulted. “Listen, I never wanted any of it. I didn’t ask to be Aetenos’s puppet, and I’m not about to sign up for it again. Find someone else.”

      “Nor would anyone if they knew beforehand of the responsibility the role demanded. There are sacrifices the Ever Hero must make for the good of others.”

      “Who are you?” Kasai asked, his curiosity getting the better of him.

      “My name is Master Cyrus Wraith. I am perhaps the last surviving member of the Order of Symmetu. I was on a walkabout from the monastery when the world exploded. When I returned, I found my home destroyed. Everything was lost. Everything.”

      “Everyone experiences bad weather,” Kasai said. “No escaping it.”

      Ignoring him, Master Cyrus continued. “Since then, I have wandered through the desolate kingdoms of Baroqia, Sunne, the extreme Northern Wastes of Trosk, and even ventured to the Yoru Isles to speak with the famed demon hunters of the Yoru Ya-iba clan, each a formidable warrior and master of the silent blade. But nowhere could I find the answers I sought.”

      “A Master Monk, you say, yet you wear the robes of an initiate,” Kasai said.

      “There are times one must hide his purpose when raising delicate questions in a world devastated by our heroes.”

      “And Master Cyrus, what questions were so important to be answered that you would hide your honorable rank?” Kasai said. His curiosity evaporated and was replaced by suspicion laced with bitterness.

      “They were numerous but eventually condensed down to one. I wondered how such calamity could befall a nation during the time of the Ever Hero. I choose not to believe one man could make such a difference or cause such tragedy.”

      “You’d be surprised,” Kasai said and walked over to a pail of hemp strands. He bent over, grabbed the handle, and walked to the sunless side of a building.

      “If you must continue talking, I’ll be in the shade. It’s getting hot.”

      Cyrus nodded politely and followed. “You must know, there are still demons lurking in the shadows of the Three Kingdoms.”

      “Have at them, then.”

      “Of course, I destroyed the creatures where I could. But I suspect many remain in hiding, waiting for a new master to lead them.”

      “Lucky for me, none have bothered to venture into the peaks. Yet here you are.”

      “It is an odd and miraculous time. I have spoken to angels and otherworldly beings⁠—”

      “Let me stop you right there. I have no interest in conversations with angels or otherworldly beings and the lies they spew.”

      “You misunderstand. Hope is needed. From the most divine being to the lowest peasant, they all seek hope for a new beginning that rises from the ashes of the past.”

      “I’m quite certain the divine, as you say, need nothing from me.”

      “The people, they need you. Who else but the Ever Hero has the power to restore hope, regardless of the far-fetched stories that multiply faster than forest rabbits?”

      “Stories?” Kasai said.

      “Oh yes, there are many. For instance, there are whole villages that condemn you as a heretic and deceiver. Others say you were seduced by the wicked powers of a wood witch and coupled with dem⁠—”

      “Are you purposefully trying to provoke me?”

      “Oh no, not at all. I beg your forgiveness. I would never believe that a devoted follower of Aetenos would lower himself to such depravity. I have been long without company; please forgive my long tongue.”

      “Longer than a green moss chameleon’s, I’d say,” Kasai said, picking through the strands of hemp.

      “But one story remained consistent throughout the Three Kingdoms and is why I am here.”

      “Whatever you’ve heard, I’m sure it’s been highly exaggerated.”

      Master Cyrus continued, “All agree, the Ever Hero wielded the ancient Fire Serpent, Ninziz-zida, against the archdevil, Sekka, and smote her back to the Abyss.”

      Kasai selected three strands of hemp and sat on the ground. He then deftly wove the strands together. Cyrus bent over the bucket and selected three as well. Kasai didn’t know if the old monk did it to be polite or just out of habit.

      “Why are you here?” Kasai said.

      “As I said, everything was destroyed at the Monastery of Symmetu: buildings, livestock, scrolls, books, weapons. Our Hall of Artifacts was leveled to the ground. What the demons did not defile, the fires took. I came to Ordu to see⁠—”

      “To see what, if we had anything worth stealing?”

      “I am here as a friend and fellow follower of the Great Monk,” Cyrus said, taking offense to Kasai’s blunt statement.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve been through too much harsh weather. I have a hard time trusting anything or anyone. Wolves come in all shapes and sizes.”

      “I can understand your feelings of reservation. I, too, have been alone for a long time and carry the woe of these last six years on my shoulders. It’s a difficult journey for anyone.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      The two remained quiet for a time. Each lost in private thoughts while adding more lengths to their ropes. Eventually, Cyrus broke the silence.

      “Did you truly wield the venerable Fire Serpent against the archdevil?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is she here? Can I see her?”

      Kasai was instantly apprehensive. He didn’t trust the monk, not yet. But maybe it would do him some good to reconnect with Ninziz-zida. He had to admit, having some company after all these years wasn’t half bad.

      Kasai stood and brushed himself off. “Come with me. But be warned, Ninziz-zida does not take kindly to strangers.”

      Soon, the two monks reached the basic structure that served as the Hall of Artifacts. It was the most finished of the buildings in the courtyard, though far from complete. At least the seasonal elements were kept at bay.

      “Ah, yes, immense power housed in the most modest structure. It is a perfect metaphor for the Four Orders of Light. You have built a very fitting home for the Fire Serpent. But why Gen Moll brought her here instead of Symmetu has always been a mystery and contention between our two Orders.”

      The two monks walked inside to where Ninziz-zida rested
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