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      For my wife, who, with five simple words gave me the courage to embark upon this journey of becoming an author.

      

      “You should do it, babe.”

      

      Well, here we go…
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      Nefia lived in the shadows, but this night held terrors she hadn’t faced in years. Her head pounded with every beat of her heart.

      She grimaced as the wound on her side burned. She imagined she felt the infection as it spread through her body, carried by veins that now betrayed her. If she didn’t seek attention soon, the cut would fester and be the end of her.

      It was a worry for later.

      If there was a later.

      She ran, then stumbled over an exposed root. She kept her balance, but it was a near thing.

      Of all nights, this was the one she had to come across one of the few sentinels with half a brain left on Iru. He’d been waiting for her, stalking her like she was somehow prey.

      He’d been a huge, hulking brute, head shaved bald. Clever, though, and patient. He knew the path she would take, then planted himself in the perfect location to ambush her.

      Had someone within the singun turned toward the sun?

      Nefia refused to believe it, but the question would have to be asked.

      She blinked away the sweat from her eyes. Only this moment mattered. If she failed tonight, a traitor in their midst would be the least of their fears.

      Bastard had been good with a sword, too. Most sentinels barely remembered the pointy end went in the enemy. This one had skill, and more speed than anyone that size had any right to possess. She’d intended to dance around him, her shorter swords carving great chunks of sun-cursed flesh from his body.

      She’d expected an annoyance. A slight delay.

      The gash in her side reminded her how wrong she’d been. The sentinel had been a master, worthy of instructing even her singun. He’d flicked aside her first attacks with a casual disregard.

      In the fight, she’d lost the fat rabbit. One cut of the sentinel’s sword had sliced clean through the creature. It had been its last day anyway, but it deserved a better end than dying at the hands of a sentinel. The giant had robbed the rabbit of a meaningful death.

      Killing the sentinel had taken too long and cost too much. She wondered if, in whatever awaited them past the veil of death, the sentinel knew how his selfish, misguided actions had risked the fate of the world.

      Nefia ran faster. She felt the disturbance ahead, the ripping of the world she knew and loved. Every second mattered.

      She tripped, stumbled, and barely managed to keep her balance. Roots seemed to be everywhere.

      Fear nestled in her heart.

      The fight against the sentinel was nothing compared to what awaited her.

      Tall pines stood guard around her, blocking the dark moon from her sight. She searched for the familiar sphere, but the trees were too thick. She hated not being able to see the sky. Through all the trials in her life, even those that happened before she took the oaths, the sight of the moon had always been a comfort to her. Not seeing it tonight twisted her insides even tighter.

      She ran into a clearing, the earthy scent of pine needles filling her nose. She took one look at the clearing and almost ran the other way. She had hoped she would have more time.

      It was already there, a thin slit, as though someone had gently sliced a knife through the paper-thin fabric of reality.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d seen it. Far from it, but every time, it made her pause, clench her fists, and grind her teeth. As a child, she’d believed that the world was solid. Knock your head against a wall and suffer a headache. Punch someone on the chin and hope your hand didn’t break.

      Now, though, she knew just enough to know she understood nothing. The world most people lived in and accepted as normal was just the surface of a very deep and very dark lake. There were secrets beneath that turned even the most courageous warriors into frightened children.

      A darkness seeped from the slit, somehow darker than black, a color Nefia had no word for. It floated in the clearing, not subject to the same forces that pulled everything else in the world down.

      Malevolence emanated from the darkness. Though it had no form, it hated.

      She searched the clearing, hoping, like a child, that there was someone else nearby who might lift this burden from her. But she had only the darkness for company.

      Had it done any good, she would have drawn her swords and cut it. But she could defeat it as easily as she could kill a cloud. There was nothing to do but wait.

      Wait and suffer.

      As it became solid, it crawled through her mind, feeling like a dozen spiders ransacking her memories. In her training, she’d endured this once before, and it had almost broken her.

      The darkness took, but even worse was what it returned. The connection flowed both ways. The realm opened itself up to her, an endless land of shadow and despair. She expected it, though, and knew it would pass. It was terrible, but not nearly as terrible as the first time.

      Slowly, the shadow took form. Arms and legs that were almost human, but that ended in claws. Facial features that were almost recognizable, but twisted, as though a mockery of the human that faced it. Nefia felt as though she stared into a shattered mirror.

      As soon as its form settled, she attacked, her swords dull in the moonless night.

      The pain in her side flared, and though she fought through it, she knew it weakened her cuts. She was slower than she needed to be. The creature danced backward, impossibly light on its feet.

      Nefia pursued, her swords cutting a path that would kill any human opponent. Even the dead sentinel on the path behind her hadn’t seen these techniques.

      The creature bobbed and weaved, seeming to know her moves before she made them. It slid from side to side with an ease that told Nefia there was only one way this duel would end.

      A second later, it tired of dodging. It accepted a cut along its side in exchange for breaking Nefia’s guard. Claws tore at her, ripping thick gashes through her good side and left arm. The arm went limp, and the sword dropped from her useless left hand.

      There was no hesitation. She’d been trained better than that. From the moment the rabbit had died at the hands of the cursed sentinel, she’d known how this would end. Nefia left herself open, drawing the creature in closer. Sharpened claws ripped through her abdomen, and Nefia used the last of her strength on a final cut. Her sword passed through the creature’s neck, surprising it.

      They fell together. Nefia landed on her back and stared up at the hole in the trees. Though the moon was dark, she could still see it above. As it had since she was a child, it brought her a measure of peace. She was glad she could die under the watchful eyes of the moon.

      There was one last task to complete. A sacrifice.

      The last one she could make.

      As the power coursed through her body, she twisted her head to observe the rift. A soft red glow illuminated the clearing. The rift closed, stitched together by the final gift she could offer.

      By the time it closed completely, there was no pain left in her body. She stared up at the moon, smiled, and closed her eyes for good.
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      Shin pressed both her fists into the small of her back and used them as a fulcrum to arch her spine until it made a series of satisfying pops. She sighed contentedly and turned to regard the field she’d been working all day. With the setting sun warm on her face and her body aching in its familiar way, she smiled. It had been a good day.

      Not one to waste time, she picked up the two buckets of stones at her feet and started towards the modest home she shared with her parents. They had finished the harvest yesterday, so today she had been “walkin’ stones,” as her father called it. All day she pulled out any rocks that had worked their way to the surface of the soil. That way they wouldn’t damage the equipment used to till the soil before the next planting.

      The stones would be put to good use. Her family couldn’t afford to waste them. They would be sorted in the evenings after supper. Larger stones would be used to repair the retaining walls. Smaller ones would find their way to the stone garden behind the house.

      Shin’s was one of many family farms that made up the bulk of Ilos’ population. Their farm was small, but they produced an assortment of vegetables that was the envy of their neighbors. It was a mark of pride that their efforts yielded as much or more than some of the larger farms nearby. Most of their crop was taken by the magistrates, as the Path demanded, but enough remained to make deals with the local ranches for beef, milk, cheese, mutton, and the other necessities.

      She put the buckets down for a moment to reposition the weight when a rock passed less than a hand’s width in front of her face.

      The snicker of children identified the culprits despite their pathetic attempts to hide. The lazy, good-for-nothing boys down the road must have escaped their chores early to be tormenting her before supper. She turned on her heels. As she suspected, it was Semuel and his two faithful companions. They all held stones in one hand and long sticks in the other.

      The glint in their eyes spoke only of trouble.

      “Look, friends!” Semuel spoke loudly. “We’ve arrived in the nick of time. My lady, the bandits will threaten you no more.”

      Shin looked around, confirming the field was empty except for her and the boys.

      “We’re sentinels,” Semuel explained. “And we’ve just saved your life.”

      “Thank you?” Shin ventured, unsure of a better response.

      “Now, in exchange for our protection, we demand recompense.”

      Shin was certain Semuel didn’t know what “recompense” meant. He was twelve, but big enough to be sixteen and intelligent enough to be eight. But he’d heard the word somewhere recently and intended to impress her.

      “And what recompense would you demand?” she asked.

      “We know you always keep some bread in your pockets,” Semuel said. “We’ll start with that.”

      Big as he was, he was lean. They all were. There were always too many mouths to feed and not enough food to go around. And he was right. She did always keep some bread in her pocket, for when the hunger that was her constant companion grew too great to bear.

      “I’ve got nothing,” she lied. Any food she gave to Semuel was food she wouldn’t get to eat. And it wasn’t like his need was any greater than hers.

      “You lie,” he said. “And we’re sentinels. You’ve got to listen to us. The Path demands it.”

      He tossed the stone in his hand with practiced ease, giving her a threatening look. Someday, she thought, Semuel would make a good sentinel. He had the attitude about right, at least.

      Shin considered the buckets on the ground for a moment. Her aim was far better than Semuel’s and his lackeys’. Maybe she could buy herself enough time to get back to the edge of the field and retrieve her digging fork. Her father had made sure she knew how to use it both as a tool and a weapon, so she would be safe out in the fields alone. 

      She was good with it. Her father said so, and he wasn’t one for false compliments.

      A momentary vision of her embarrassing the young boys and standing triumphantly as they ran away flashed in her mind.

      Only to be replaced by the more familiar twisting in the pit of her stomach. 

      She ran.

      “Get her!” Semuel shouted. All hopes that the boys would tire of their game rather than give chase vanished.

      The advantage she gained through surprise only lasted a few seconds, but it would be enough. Though she wasn’t as big as Semuel, she was quicker. Her long, hungry strides ate up the ground in front of her until she hit the edge of the forest that surrounded her family’s farm. Relief swelled in her chest as soon as the shady darkness enveloped her. She had a knack for disappearing when she needed to. She climbed a nearby tree.

      “Are you just going to hide from us? You must be a filthy bandit! Innocent farm girls don’t hide from honorable sentinels!”

      Semuel’s calls echoed through the woods but receded with every breath. The boys had long since passed her hiding spot. They would tire of the sport soon enough.

      She waited about ten minutes past the point that she heard the last of Semuel’s calls and then extricated herself from the tree she had nimbly ascended. 

      Shin slowly made her way back to the buckets of stones that those little pricks had so kindly knocked over in their chase. She refilled the buckets, careful not to leave any of the stones out, and walked back to her home. 

      Her shame was heavier than the buckets. She hadn’t needed to run from the boys. Despite their size difference, she knew she was good enough with the digging fork in hand to fend them off.

      But as always, her shame faded. She was alive and unharmed, and that was what mattered. By the time she saw warm glow from the sconces reflected in the windows and could hear her parents’ laughter, her steps were light once more.

      She put down the buckets of stones and opened the door with a smile already on her face. 

      “I hope you’re hungry, Shin. Your mother made her famous mutton stew!” her father proclaimed.

      “Well, I can’t be late for that!” The sarcasm in her own voice matched that of her father’s.

      “Listen, you two, if you want something else, you make it! What else am I supposed to do with the tough old sheep that Remy sent us?” Her mother’s offended tone was just as playful as Shin’s and her father’s.

      Shin entered the house, and she and her father shared a smile. She washed up while her father helped her mother set the table. By the time she had scraped the mud from her hands, her place was set, and the savory smells coming from the stew made her stomach rumble.

      The stew was thin, as it always was. The mutton was close to going bad, and the vegetables that rounded out the stew were barely slivers. But all the same, it tasted better than many of the meals she’d eaten, and it would sate her hunger, at least for a while. Her mother was a master of making their limited foodstuffs taste like a Firstborn’s feast.

      “Any decent stones?” Her father asked around a mouthful of bread.

      “A few, probably enough to fix the western wall,” Shin answered.

      Before her father could respond, they all heard the unmistakable sound of war horses galloping up the path to their farm. 

      For the second time that day, fear coiled like a snake in the pit of her stomach. 

      The sentinels were coming.
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      Beast looked out from the top of the steep rise and sighed heavily at the single wagon that passed below him through the trees. He tried to settle his heightened nerves by reminding himself that his mugon had pulled off hundreds of raids just like this.

      But he knew in his heart this one was different.  

      Today, their success or failure meant everything. It represented the conclusion of his life’s work. And they had little time to pull it off.

      First, they had to ambush the sentinels. Then, in the blink of an eye, they had to dress as those sentinels and allow themselves to walk into an ambush. The plan was simple in design, but the slightest mistake would ruin them.

      For days, Beast and his mugon had painstakingly laid out a series of unmistakable breadcrumbs for the only bandit group in Samas that had yet to join his cause. The only group strong enough to resist him.

      Until today.

      Today, he conquered the Red Aces. 

      Beside him, someone approached. Beast caught the slight familiar scent of soap.

      Benji.

      The man who was almost as instrumental to Beast’s success as Beast himself. A skilled warrior, a brilliant tactician, and a man who seemed to know the movements of sentinels, bandits, and nobles before they even mounted their horses.

      “The Red Aces set their ambush about a league down the road. They positioned themselves well. They look ready,” Benji reported.

      Beast chuckled grimly. “Ready for us? How can a sapling be ready for a hurricane? You give our enemies too much credit.”

      “Perhaps. But take care that you don’t give them too little.” 

      Beast grunted and returned his gaze to the wagon below. If any other man were to speak to him in such a way, Beast would make an example of him. Warriors needed to know who was in command. But Benji was more than just the most useful warrior under Beast’s command.

      He was Beast’s friend. 

      These single wagons that travelled off the beaten path were usually stocked full of food or ore, materials desperately craved by nobles and peasants alike. The supplies within the wagon would be found in no official record. The magistrates used such wagons to fatten their own stomachs and line the pockets of well-connected guildsmen.

      A secret economy, built on the backs of farmers and miners across the land, that benefitted only a few.

      Guarded by the sentinels who were supposed to protect the people.

      Benji’s impressive network of spies found such wagons often. Unfortunately, the magistrates had grown more cautious over the past few months, and now more sentinels guarded the wagons than before. They still hadn’t found a way to repel Beast’s tactics, though.

      And the mugon rarely left survivors to learn from their mistakes.

      Beast saw one of the sentinel scouts come galloping back to the main force surrounding the wagon. Though Beast was too far away to hear, he could guess the content of the report well enough. Scouts had found the Red Aces’ ambush up ahead, just as Beast had hoped. He’d even sent a few of his own mugon ahead, positioning themselves clumsily, with the Red Aces’ signature armbands visible, just in case the Red Aces didn’t give away their position easily enough.

      True to sentinel procedures, the commander ordered the sentinels to form a defensive ring around the wagon. It would take the commander a few minutes to decide how to proceed.

      Beast raised his fist in the air. Behind him, his mugon prepared for the attack.

      He glanced back, and when he was satisfied that his warriors were ready, Beast hopped up and sauntered down the hill.

      Blood pounded in his ears. Nearly half again as large as any man on Samas, he caught the eye of every sentinel as he moseyed toward the wagon.

      The sentinels shifted their formation to address the potential threat.

      “That’s far enough,” the commander said. His tone, confident, expected compliance. Beast, after looking at the number of nocked arrows pointed in his direction, complied.   

      “No need for any of that,” Beast said, his arms outstretched. “I’m not here to cause any trouble.”

      “You wouldn’t like it if it found you. You’d best turn back before I choose to make an issue of that oversized axe strapped to your back.”

      Beast grinned. “I guess I should say I’m not looking for trouble with all of you. See, I fancy myself something of a warrior and wanted to test my mettle against one of the legendary sentinels. Which of you cowards accepts my challenge?”

      The commander scowled, but his eyes ran up and down Beast, trying to take his measure. Had the man heard the rumors about Beast?

      Beast didn’t think so. If he had, he’d have ordered the archers to release their arrows as Beast approached, the Path be damned.

      But a true sentinel didn’t back down from a challenge, and Beast had put the commander in a bind. The commander was no fool. He knew Beast’s arrival heralded something more. He could turn Beast into a pincushion with a word, but his soldiers would look down on him, and he would lose face. If enough soldiers spoke unkindly about the incident, the sentinel might not continue his rise up the ranks.

      So, what did this sentinel value more? His precious concept of honor? Or his life?

      Beast was willing to bet his own life on “honor.”

      The commander nodded. “I accept your challenge. Should you somehow win, you will be free to leave. So says the Path. But I will offer no mercy.” His voice remained calm, full of confidence.

      The fool couldn’t see how outclassed he was, even when Beast stood right in front of him.

      His fingers tingled with excitement. “Sounds fine to me.” 

      The commander dismounted from his horse, as did several of the sentinels.

      Unfortunately, two archers remained mounted and on guard near the rear of the wagon. “Don’t let down your guard,” the commander ordered. “And shout if you see anything in the trees.”

      Beast unlimbered his massive axe, the battle-worn handle seeming to melt into his hands. 

      He would have to make this a show that drew the eye.

      “May the sun honor this duel and shine on us as we walk the Path,” the sentinel said as he bowed, his sword hand resting on the sheathed weapon’s hilt.   

      “Sounds good,” Beast said, and kicked a clump of rotten leaves and dirt into the downturned face of his enemy before charging forward and slamming his shoulder into the smaller man, sending him flying.

      The observing sentinels, bound by the rules of their precious Path, remained in place despite the underhanded tactics. Surprise twisted their expressions, but none had the presence of mind to act. Rather than attack his incapacitated foe, Beast maintained his momentum and threw his massive axe at the back of one of the archers watching the surroundings. The axe lazily spun end over end in the air until it embedded into the archer’s spine and knocked him off his horse, dead. 

      The remaining archer reacted with surprising speed. She spun, pulling on her bowstring as she twisted in the direction the attack had come from. Beast dove beneath the wagon, barely avoiding the shot. He felt the arrow cut the air where his head had been only a moment before.

      Had he been alone, hiding under the wagon would have been a death sentence.

      But he wasn’t.

      Arrows filled the air, killing several sentinels and throwing the rest into confusion. Beast watched as his mugon materialized from the shadows, slaying sentinels in the chaos.

      By the time Beast shimmied out from under the wagon, the only remaining sentinel with a heartbeat was the commander. The mugon encircled him as he defiantly held his sword at the ready. When he saw Beast dusting the dirt off himself, he spat at Beast’s feet.   

      “You have lost your honor in the face of the sun this day.” 

      “I’ll be honest, I never had much in the first place, but I’ll be sure to drown my sorrows in the bosom of your wife when I see her next.” Beast’s smile faded. “Your honor cost you all these goods that you stole from the people of Samas. I’d say your loss is worse than mine.” Beast took back his axe, offered to him by one of the mugon who’d pulled it from the back of the archer.

      “These goods are not stolen! The magistrates have ordered them moved. You peddle in lies, vermin.”

      Beast stared at the man for a long moment and accepted, not for the first time, the true power of the oppressors from whom he and his mugon were trying to steal their freedom. 

      The commander believed in his orders. He had no idea his sentinels had died because they’d accepted the orders of a corrupt magistrate. And he never would, no matter what Beast said.

      The power of faith. 

      The power of the Path.

      “Kill him,” Beast said and turned away. 

      “Are you too cowardly to do it yourself?” the sentinel sneered. “You may have no honor, but at least grant me the chance to die in combat.” 

      “Fine.” Beast’s bloodlust hadn’t been satiated anyway. “But I will show you no mercy.”

      “I accept your terms, and I will take as many of you with me as I can.”

      Beast grinned and hefted his weapon. The mugon moved away from the commander but kept their hands on their weapons. They didn’t expect Beast to lose, but no matter the outcome of the duel, the sentinel wouldn’t be leaving this road alive.

      The sentinel advanced cautiously, but Beast saw his intent well enough. He couldn’t read books, but people were simple. The sentinel wanted to get in close and negate the reach advantage that Beast enjoyed. Beast dropped his hands low on his axe handle and began a large arcing swing typically used to keep opponents at a distance. The sentinel darted forward, expecting to take the impact of the axe’s long haft on his shoulder and then lunge with his sword. It was a beautiful attack, requiring incredible skill and unshakeable courage.

      The sort of attack only a sentinel could perform.

      Unfortunately, the commander was fighting one of the few men on the island who didn’t fear the sentinels.

      One of the few men who made killing sentinels into a sport.

      Beast dropped his axe. Freed from the weapon’s incredible length and weight, Beast spun away from the commander’s lunge and clamped his massive hand down on the sentinel’s sword arm. 

      The sentinel adjusted and attempted to throw punches at Beast with his free hand, but their relative positions made a clean blow nearly impossible. Beast let him fight for a moment, then seized the man’s throat and lifted him into the air. He held the commander up for a few heartbeats before slamming him down onto his back. 

      Around the circle, Beast’s mugon cheered.

      Somehow the sentinel maintained his grip on his sword, so Beast placed a knee on each of the man’s arms and straddled him, freeing up his massive fists to rain down blows on the commander’s unprotected face.

      Beast’s vision went red as the sentinel’s face turned into a pulpy mess. Teeth and bone embedded themselves in Beast’s knuckles, and blood splattered up his arms. Eventually, the red faded, and Beast stood up.

      Massive chest heaving, Beast looked around at the mugon staring back at him. They had seen his battle rage before. But they still flinched as he looked at them.

      None of these warriors would ever dare betray him. Indeed, they would follow him to the ends of the earth and back. They wanted to fight with him, not against him.

      “Benji, take inventory,” Beast ordered. “The rest of you, you know what to do.”

      The mugon did. One group collected the extra horses and rode them away. Another group began unloading the wagon, Benji taking a careful but quick inventory.

      Beast watched the efficiency of his mugon. The training, largely orchestrated by Benji, had worked wonders, and there was no better source of bloodlust than a lifetime of painful servitude. Not only that, but Benji’s structuring of the units ensured that if anyone was caught, they could only give up one small cell.

      The sentinels were dead. Now it was the Red Aces’ turn.
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      A sheen of sweat covered Sato’s body despite the cool morning air. The sun broke over the horizon behind him just as he finished the last of the forms he practiced each day. The Path of the Eternal Sun, the code all sentinels followed, demanded daily meditation and training. Many, like Sato, combined both activities into what looked like a slow-moving solo dance.

      Body and mind became one. For Sato, this morning ritual was often the highlight of his day, the time before life intruded upon his perfect routines.

      When he finished, Sato collected his gear and marched toward the hot springs nearby. Both Sato and his unit favored this location, camping here whenever their patrols brought them this way. The Path demanded daily sweat, but cleanliness was equally important, and for good reason. Grime weakened a warrior by inviting disease and discomfort. A true sentinel cared for their body with the same attention that they cared for their sword. Thus, rivers, lakes, and springs often served as valuable campsites.

      Sato noted the reactions among the other sentinels as he passed. All bowed and showed proper deference, but no one smiled at him the way they smiled among one another.

      It was just as well. A true leader couldn’t afford to become too close to his sentinels. A weak leader, poisoned by friendship, might hesitate before ordering sentinels to battle.

      Still, he sometimes wished for more.

      He understood that fear and authority were far from the best tools a leader should wield. Unfortunately, they were the ones he excelled at. 

      Not like his father, who had risen from nothing to become the Firstborn’s most trusted general. His father had been the sort of man warriors couldn’t help but follow, the sort of man who was born a peasant farmer and died as a close personal friend of the Firstborn. The sort of man who showed what obedience to the Path could accomplish.

      After his father had passed, the Firstborn had adopted Sato as his own, an act of incredible generosity. Sato was an exemplary sentinel, and he was, in his own estimation, the best swordsman in Samas. He always followed the Path, providing an example for those who served under him.

      He just couldn’t inspire.

      He growled at the thought that rose unbidden in his mind.

      Inspiration was for children.

      His warriors were sentinels. It was their calling to serve Samas and bring honor to their families. Why should he have to find ways to inspire them to do exactly what they were sworn to do? 

      When he’d been a younger officer, he’d been cordial with his unit. He had joined them for games of dice or leisurely swims in the lake when they weren’t on duty. But at best, his presence was tolerated. They were cordial in return, because that was their duty. To this day, though, he had met but a single warrior he dared call a friend.

      There were three sentinels in the spring when he arrived.

      “General,” one said with a nod. Sato returned the gesture and removed his clothes before sliding into the water. He wasn’t surprised to find other early risers in the spring, but would have preferred solitude. No matter, they would leave soon, pretending they had soaked long enough, and then warn others away.

      The sentinels, two men and a woman, waited long enough so as not to appear like they were leaving because of him, and then rose from the water to begin their day. Sato nodded politely again as they left, and then closed his eyes to prepare for the day ahead. 

      All too soon, his brief solitude was interrupted. He heard the soft footsteps first.

      “Bandits, general, maybe twenty of them, riding towards the southern coast,” a messenger, slightly out of breath, reported.

      “How far away?”

      “No more than a league, sir.”

      “Have Captain Roko ready my personal guard and meet me on the road south,” Sato ordered. The man bowed crisply and took off running. Sato jumped out of the spring, dried off, and put on his armor.

      Strange that the bandits would head south from here. If his memory of the surrounding area was accurate, and it was, there was no place in that direction for them to hide. They would be trapped between Sato’s forces and the ocean. It wasn’t like them.

      In recent months, the bandit groups had gotten smarter and more organized. Instead of razing the farms on Ilos to the ground and stealing all that they could, they had started hitting supply lines between cities all over all three islands. No longer could the sentinels simply put the bulk of their forces on Ilos and patrol the farms there. Now they had to patrol all three islands in hopes of stopping the bandits before they struck.

      Unfortunately, the sentinels didn’t have the numbers to cover that much territory at once. They didn’t even have the numbers to root out whatever nests the bandits were now using. Catching twenty of them in the open was some of the first good news Sato had received in days.

      By the time he reached his horse, a sentinel had the animal prepped and the reins in hand so that Sato could hop onto the horse without breaking stride.

      “Tell Hanson to take the remaining sentinels and watch the road between the port and Bulas, in case this is only a diversion,” Sato ordered the sentinel who had readied his mount. Certain his orders would be obeyed, he kicked his horse into a gallop to rendezvous with his honor guard. They only numbered ten, but there were no better swords patrolling the land in all of Samas. Twenty bandits should be no problem.

      Captain Roko reported as soon as they joined forces. “General. Scouts report twenty bandits on horseback. Based on their location and direction, they could be the group that made an attempt on the wagons between Bulas and Hankala. At their current pace, they should hit the coast about thirty minutes ahead of us. Even if they break east, they’ll just run into the road, where I’m assuming you sent the rest of the unit?” Roko smelled something wrong as well.

      Sato nodded.

      Roko continued, “The scout reported that the bandits appeared surprised when she spotted them. Perhaps it wasn’t an act?”

      “Then why ride south? There’s nowhere for them to run.” Sato posed the question to himself as much as he did to Roko.

      “I suppose we’ll have to ask when we catch up to them. Assuming there’s anyone left to tell the tale after our swords cross,” Roko said, then barked a laugh.

      Sato didn’t even smile. “Then let’s ensure we take one alive.”
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      Shin fought against her nerves, but they always won when the sentinels came calling. She imagined the ground rumbling beneath her feet from the pounding of the warhorses’ hooves, though they were still a way down the road.

      Her father, who rarely missed anything, reassured her. “They’re just here to pick up the harvest. Maybe a few days early, but there’s no need to fear.”

      Despite his air of confidence, they continued their meal in silence. The sentinels’ approach grew louder and louder until Shin would have sworn there was an army of cavalry outside her door. Then the horses stopped all at once, as if each rider pulled the reins at the exact same moment. The resulting stillness was more terrifying than the advance.

      Shin heard boots, so new they creaked with every step, approaching the door.

      The magistrate knocked, his firm rap demanding entry. 

      Her father got up and answered the door with his customary, affable smile.

      “Good evening, magistrate. That time again?”

      “Hello, Kaius. It is. Is the harvest in the barn?” The magistrate’s tone was brisk, and his face stern, but there was the hint of a smile in his eyes as he addressed her father—an effect Kaius had on most who met him.

      “Of course, but wouldn’t you prefer to come in for a drink first?”

      “Sorry, Kaius, but I’m on duty. I have men waiting to collect your harvest.”

      Mother, having surreptitiously moved into the kitchen the moment the door opened, now appeared beside Kaius with a tray full of steaming bowls.

      “I’m sure your men are hungry, so let me tend to them. You can rest inside and speak with my husband.” Her face, weathered from years of too much sun and not enough care, still lit up the room when she smiled.

      The magistrate only hesitated for as long as decency required. “The men have been complaining all day. Maybe your stew will finally bring me some peace.” The magistrate broke into a smile, unable to resist her mother’s charms.

      With that, Mother brushed past the magistrate and out the door. Shin set to work putting together a bowl of stew for their guest and pouring him a glass of the wine they saved for special occasions. When she returned to the table, the magistrate sat down and thanked her. Shin bowed and sat in front of her own food but didn’t resume eating until her father also sat. The magistrate stared at Father for a long moment, and then finally the dance was done.

      “Kaius, I don’t know how a dog-faced dirt farmer like you landed a beauty like her, but you’re the luckiest man I know.” The magistrate burst out laughing and clapped her father on the shoulder. Shin and Father joined in, and the scene was almost pleasant. The magistrate had been visiting their farm for years, and over that time, her father had made a friend of the man.

      None of that changed the truth of what would happen if he ever discovered what they were hiding.

      “You know, sir, I’ve said for years I don’t know what she sees in me. I figure she just sticks around because Shin likes me so much,” her father said with a wink in her direction.

      The magistrate laughed again before digging into his stew and sipping his wine. They ate for a while, her father and the magistrate making small talk about the other farms and life in the country. Before long, the magistrate finished his meal and leaned back in his chair.

      “You’re a smart man, Kaius. This stew, delicious as it is, is made from what most people in the cities would throw out. Even with the tallies being raised, you’ve managed to keep your family fed and happy.” The magistrate’s tone was respectful, but something about the turn in the conversation put Shin on edge.

      “Thank you, sir. The eternal sun has blessed me with a family that works just as hard as I do.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. It smiles upon all those who labor honestly for the good of all.” The magistrate paused. “But speaking of honesty, were you aware that some of your neighbors have been hiding food and misreporting their harvests?”

      Shin wasn’t sure if the tightening around her father’s eyes was real or imagined. “I wasn’t. I’ll confess I’m saddened to hear that’s been happening.”

      The magistrate’s demeanor suddenly chilled. “Do you think yourself clever?”

      “Clever, sir? I’ve never thought so, and my wife would be the first to agree.” Her father’s answer was relaxed, but the magistrate’s posture had shifted. It reminded Shin of a snake she’d once found in a field, coiled just before it struck.

      Silence hung between the two men for a few moments. Her father smiled his affable smile, but the magistrate’s face was etched in stone as he stared back at him.

      Without warning, the magistrate smiled and clapped her father on the shoulder once more. The kind expression never faltered as he stood up from the table and tucked his chair back in. “As usual, Kaius, I must thank you for the generous hospitality. Now, shall we conclude this evening’s business?”

      Father agreed and joined the magistrate as he walked out the door. Shin nearly collapsed with relief when they left, but the pit in her stomach remained.

      When Mother returned with the dishes, she saw the look on Shin’s face and swept her up in a hug.

      “Don’t worry, dear. They won’t find anything.”

      “But you weren’t here! He mentioned the other families hiding food. I think he knows!” Shin struggled to keep her voice from rising in both volume and pitch. 

      Her mother held her tighter. “Shhh. Calm down, dear. Your father knows what he’s doing. We hide so little food they couldn’t notice. For someone in his station, it barely amounts to anything.”

      In time, Shin’s embarrassment overwhelmed her uncertainty. By the sun, she was sixteen this year and was being comforted by her mother like a little girl. She pulled away, maybe more abruptly than necessary, and composed herself. 

      Her mother took no offense, and they went about cleaning up after their dinner in silence. By the time they were done, her father had returned.

      “Are they gone?” her mother asked.

      “Yes, with everything we expected them to take. I even put up a little fight when it was more than it should have been,” he replied.

      Shin felt something inside of her cracking. “Why do we have to hide anything? They’re supposed to protect us! Not snatch food out of our mouths.”

      Her parents regarded her, surprised at her unaccustomed outburst.

      It was her father who answered. “Of course they shouldn’t, dear. It’s not how sentinels are supposed to behave. But such is life. It does us little good to complain. It’s better by far to figure out how to survive. We’re together, and even though their demands increase every year, we still have enough to eat. That’s what matters.”

      Shin growled, the sound coming from the back of her throat. She knew all of it, of course. It had been the way of life for as long as she could remember. But the injustice of it made her clench her fists and wish her father had taught her to fight with a sword instead of a digging fork.

      “It’s not fair,” she said, embarrassed again by how petulant she sounded.

      “No, it isn’t, but when is life ever? You must be smarter than the predators that surround you. Just like me,” her father said with a wink.

      Despite herself, Shin grinned. It was hard to be upset for long around Father. He bore the weight of the world with a smile. Somewhere deep down, Shin knew that was why her mother had fallen in love with him.

      That night, she watched the moon from her window as it rose over their fields. Something about it calmed the fire that flamed in her heart. Under its serene gaze, it made her feel like someday she would make a difference. She would give her parents a better life.

      Somehow.

      It was a dream. And she knew a dream didn’t amount to much.

      But it was enough.

      She fell asleep with a smile on her face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re still putting yourself into a compromised position.”

      Beast didn’t share Benji’s concerns. He understood that warriors of lesser skills, or all warriors, couldn’t afford to take the risks that he did. “I’ll be fine. I’m taking our best swords, and we only need to hold out for the few minutes it will take them to commit their forces. Then you’ll be swooping in to save the day,” Beast replied with a grin.

      Benji shook his head slightly. They’d been together long enough that he knew he wouldn’t win this argument. Once Beast’s mind was made up, not even a charging army could change it. 

      With a wave, they parted ways and he went to meet the mugon waiting for him near the wagon. Beast was glad to have Benji leading the other forces on this operation. He couldn’t think of another person he would trust with his own life. 

      Beast and his mugon began their march down the treelined road, pretending to be the very sentinels they’d just ambushed.

      A few miles later, he could see where the ambush would be waiting for them. The trees grew thick, and several large limbs stretched over the road. It was a perfect place for an ambush, a place he would have chosen himself if he didn’t have Benji thinking one step ahead of everyone else.

      The Red Aces waited until Beast and the wagon were squarely in the perfect position, then came charging through the trees. Even though he had been prepared for the attack, Beast’s disdain for his enemies resulted in a burning desire to punish their insolence.

      The mugon made short work of the initial ambush. The Red Aces had committed a small force to the initial assault, no more than could be hidden in the trees nearest the road. They were supposed to be a distraction to keep him from noticing the larger forces ahead.

      They failed.

      The Red Ace ambushers fell so quickly the mugon had plenty of time to prepare themselves for the rest of the attacking forces. Beast was pleasantly surprised to see the numbers advancing on him. If Benji’s information was right, and it almost always was, it looked like the Aces had committed most of their remaining forces to this ambush. They’d gotten desperate over the past few weeks.

      Once Benji and his reinforcements flanked the main force, there would be little left of these upstart bandits. 

      As expected, the battle around the wagon slowly turned in favor of the Red Aces. The mugon were stronger, better trained, and better fed. For every mugon that fell, at least three or four Red Aces joined them. Beast’s warriors fought with such skill, the Red Aces probably thought they were actually fighting sentinels.

      But some numbers couldn’t be overcome. The ambushers were forcing them backwards with waves of bodies.

      All except for Beast. 

      He carved out a large swath of the battlefield on his own as he swung his giant weapon. The mounting piles of corpses surrounding him deterred the bandits from entering his space almost as well as the whistling sound of his razor-sharp axe.

      He was all that was holding the remaining mugon together.

      Any moment now Benji should arrive and turn the tide.

      Just as they had planned. 

      The mugon rallied behind Beast in a loose circle. They were fully on the defensive now. The Red Aces pressed harder. Eventually, even Beast had to retreat a few steps, careful not to trip over the corpses he’d left behind him. His incredible strength began to wane. 

      Any moment now. 

      Their attackers were malnourished and dirty, conditions that the growing strength of the mugon were at least partially responsible for, but they sensed their enemies were on their last legs and pushed harder. Beast waited impatiently for the sound of Benji’s force to come crashing in. 

      Instead, he heard a bird call. 

      His heart sank. It was their signal that Benji’s position had been compromised. No help was coming. 

      A palpable ripple of despair wound its way through the mugon fighting at his back. They knew what that call meant as well as Beast did. Without reinforcements, and soon, they’d never last.

      Beast swore. Whatever held up Benji, he wasn’t going to let it crush his dream. Not when it was so close to becoming reality.

      His axe slipped in his grip as blood worked its way between his hand and the leather wrap around the handle. His muscles ached and cramped.

      He wouldn’t die here. Not at the hands of the Red Aces, of all people.

      With a primal roar, Beast charged forward, swinging his axe, and broke through the wall of attackers. Those that avoided his axe, he knocked to the ground and stomped on, bones cracking underneath his feet.

      The Red Aces tried to cut him off from his allies, but Beast and his axe twisted like a tornado. Any bandit who thought they were safely behind Beast suddenly found themselves in front of him, the sole focus of his deadly attention. 

      Thought vanished, replaced only by rage, action, and instinct.

      The surviving mugon didn’t waste the opportunity Beast provided them. They pounced on the disorganized attackers, and the field was evened once more.

      Beast didn’t stop. He couldn’t. Once the wave of rage had caught him in its swell, all he could do was ride it to the end.

      They still surrounded him. The Aces, correctly viewing him as their greatest threat, focused their efforts on bringing him down. 

      It would be their undoing. 

      Beast ignored the shallow cuts that decorated his body. He felt no pain. All he knew, down to his bones, was violence. His axe was nothing more than an extension of his arm, as though he’d been born with it in hand.

      Though his movements were fueled by rage, they were shaped by skill, and not one of them was wasted. 

      Bodies fell around him until an unlucky swing shattered the haft of the mighty axe on some fool’s cowardly shield.

      Beast dropped the ruined axe and tore the shield out of the hands of the poor soul in order to beat him to death with it. He threw the shield into the face of the next enemy he saw, savoring the satisfying crunch his nose made. 

      A true warrior needed no weapon.

      He pummeled the ambushers with fists, knees, and feet. He bit at any flesh that came close to his mouth. A roar burst from deep in his chest as one last set of Aces attacked, their swords useless against Beast’s sheer strength and skill. 

      They broke like a thin reed. He looked around, but there were no more Aces before him.

      The remaining cowards had either fled or surrendered, and the battlefield was his.

      Beast, the bandit king.

      He smiled, licking the blood from his lips. He liked the sound of that.
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      The sentinels rode hard. Sato settled into the rhythm of his horse’s pace, confident the warriors behind him would maintain a perfect formation. After days of eventless patrol, they finally had a chance to get some answers from the elusive bandits.

      They found the bandits dug in at the southern coast, which surprised Sato. They’d known sentinels had found them, so why not run east or west?

      Instead, the criminals had taken a defensive position just within a grove of trees, their backs to the water. Several archers were stationed near the edge of the grove, ready to rain arrows down on the sentinel advance while using the trees as protection.

      Impressive tactics for vermin.

      Not that it would do them any good.

      Sato held up a hand and his honor guard dropped their gallop to a canter. Roko gave the orders. “Archers, ahead.”

      Two sentinels broke rank and galloped ahead, bows drawn. 

      Sato watched the bandits launch their first volley. Arrows fell harmlessly around his mounted archers. None came within a dozen paces of hitting its target. The sentinels suffered no such lack of accuracy. Their first two arrows found their marks, dropping two of the bandits. As they fell, the sentinels released their next arrows. Two more bandits died. 
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