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      Olivia followed Oscar along the deer run that led through the woods north of Hankala. Above them, the sky darkened as the sun continued to move towards the horizon. As a cold breeze cut through her clothes, she regretted agreeing to join her brother in a game of hide-and-seek.

      “Come on, Oscar! We need to go back,” she said, glancing at the deepening shadows to her left and right. “We shouldn’t be so far from home after the sun goes down. You know the stories.”

      Oscar dismissed her concerns with a wave. “The woods are only dangerous when there’s a full moon. It’s a new moon tonight, so we’ll be fine.”

      Olivia wished she possessed her brother’s courage, but fear nagged at her. She kept looking back in the direction of their home, now far out of sight. Despite her misgivings, she pressed on. Oscar didn’t play with her that much anymore, now that he was old enough to sip ale from a small cup at the table. He thought it made him a man, with no time for younger sisters. She didn’t want to waste this chance, and she wanted him to have enough fun that he would invite her out again.

      “We could play hide and seek in the yard like we usually do,” Olivia suggested, hoping Oscar might compromise.

      “It’s not the same. I found the perfect spot, not far from here.” Oscar stopped short and turned to face Olivia. “You’re always saying you want to play with me more, right? Well, here’s your chance. Stop being such a baby.”

      “I’m not a baby! I’m almost six,” Olivia said, angry that she sounded like a baby as she said it.

      Oscar continued on, leaving Olivia no choice. She looked towards the setting sun. He was right, of course. The nights everyone knew to stay inside were the nights around the full moon. She scampered after her brother. He turned off the deer run and led them into a small clearing with a large rock in the center.

      Oscar walked up to the rock and patted it. “This is home. When you’re It, you have to find the person hiding and then tag them before they make it back to the rock. Sound good?”

      It didn’t sound good to Olivia. She hated hide-and-seek tag with her brother. He was bigger and faster, so even if she found him, he was still going to win.

      But they were playing together, and for now, that was enough.

      “Fine.” An idea occurred to her. “Can I hide first?” If she hid well enough, she could sneak back to the rock without being noticed and still win at least one round.

      Oscar appeared to put some serious thought into the question. “Well, I’m the oldest, so I get to choose.” He thought some more, making a show of his deep thought. “I choose to hide first.”

      Olivia did her best to hide her disappointment. Maybe it was for the best. While searching for him, she could also find good places to hide. She laid her head on her arms against the rock and started counting.

      “One, two, three…”

      “Count to a hundred!” Oscar called as he dashed into the woods.

      Olivia kept counting. The longer she forced herself to focus on counting, the more her fear of playing in the woods dissipated. Though the sun was setting, there was still plenty of light.

      “…one hundred. Ready or not, here I come!” Olivia shouted. She was startled by how still the forest was after her tiny voice echoed through it.

      Olivia sprinted for a moment, but the exposed roots, gnarled branches, and uneven terrain slowed her to a walk as soon as she left the clearing. As she looked under logs and inside dense bushes, she kicked herself for not making Oscar explain the boundaries. He was always “forgetting” to tell her things like that. Details that would help him win.

      She didn’t hear him running for the rock, though, so he hadn’t won yet.

      After a few minutes, Olivia noticed the forest was growing darker.

      A shiver ran up her spine. Oscar might make fun of her, but she really didn’t want to be out here.

      She searched for another few minutes, then decided she was done with hide-and-seek. This wasn’t worth it. If their parents found out what the two of them were up to, they’d be furious. She walked back to the home rock.

      “Oscar!” she yelled. “I don’t want to play anymore. It’s too dark! Let’s meet at the rock!”

      The words echoed through the woods.

      Olivia felt as though she was disturbing a silence that was better left alone.

      She waited and called again, and again there was no answer. Stupid Oscar. He knew she would get scared. He was probably hiding up in a tree snickering at her right now.

      She forced herself to walk slow, to pretend like she wasn’t scared. She faked a yawn as if she were bored.

      Her heart beat faster and she wiped her hands on her pants. Stupid Oscar. If he wasn’t careful, she was going to tell their parents everything. She almost yelled out the threat, but held back. Her voice wasn’t welcome here.

      She walked another dozen feet at a steady pace, and then she could pretend no longer. She ran toward the rock, her feet hitting the ground faster than her heart was beating.

      Branches caught and pulled at her dress. She stumbled to the ground and heard the fabric tear. Her mother would be furious, but right now, Olivia would welcome her mother’s fury. Anything was better than this perfect silence.

      In the pit of her stomach a sickening feeling grew.

      Bushes to her right rustled, breaking the silence, but she saw nothing move. No doubt, something was seconds away from grabbing her by the ankles and dragging her deeper into the shadows.

      Olivia ran as fast as she could, always glancing behind her, certain a nightmare approached.

      Finally she reached the clearing.

      She fell to her knees and cried. Now all she needed was to find Oscar and get out of here.

      A ghoul stepped from the trees surrounding the clearing. Olivia was about to scream, but then she saw it was Oscar.

      Just like that, her heart slowed. She wiped the tears from her eyes, suddenly embarrassed. As much as he sometimes drove her mad, when she was near him, she knew everything would be fine. He would always protect her, and he was big and strong for his age. Father always said so. And maybe she had been acting like a baby, a little. “Oscar, can we go, please? I don’t like this place.”

      He didn’t answer.

      The thin light of the new moon that penetrated the forest cast shadows across Oscar that made his limbs look longer and skinnier than they should have been.

      “Oscar?” she asked.

      Her brother was smiling at her, but his mouth was too large. His teeth were too big and too numerous. He reminded her, in a way, of a wolf.

      Olivia cried again as a realization struck her.

      The shadows weren’t making her brother look all wrong.

      He was all wrong.

      She felt a warm wetness down her leg and started to turn, but Oscar was faster. She heard him chasing her down, and her heart felt like it would explode in her chest.

      But she had no chance.

      He had always been faster.
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      Shin stared at the dried-up husk of a Maraman sitting in the corner of the small room. Yuki hadn’t bothered with any bindings, and for good reason. He could barely hold his head up. His rheumy eyes never stopped gazing around the room, though. There was an intelligence there that hadn’t disappeared like the man’s vitality. He was trying to take in everything he could, like he was the one studying them.

      “You know what we’re capable of,” Yuki said, her voice sharp and commanding, “so it would serve you best to simply answer my questions.”

      The aged head swung to look at Yuki, but he said nothing.

      Yuki had little patience. “I know you understand me. Your emperor would not have sent you here without the ability to speak our language.”

      The Maraman remained silent, but a smile crept across his face. Yuki sighed heavily and gestured to the sin standing behind her. The woman, Sia, closed her eyes and a dull red glow crept out from beneath her eyelids. After a moment, she opened them, revealing two balls of crimson light. They were mirrored in the head of the Maraman.

      “They voyaged across the ocean in a…floating city.” Sia spoke as if her voice was coming from a great distance. “They call it a juggernaut. It houses dozens of other ships. They sailed for many days. Seven or eight moon cycles, at least.”

      “When do the others come?” Yuki asked.

      A heavy silence settled over the room as Sia worked. When she spoke again, Shin startled. “This one doesn’t know. The trip can only be made at certain times. The storms rage often. If they were sending more, they would have left already.”

      “How many Maramans can this juggernaut carry?”

      Another pause. Sia frowned. “Enough to colonize Samas. Hundreds per juggernaut, and they have several. This one was to come and open a portal to bring all of their military through.”

      “And the demons?”

      “They can control some, but not all. The ones that push through the rifts into Samas are feral. The ones that they chained up are something else.”

      “Meaning?”

      Again there was a prolonged silence. Shin fought the urge to join Sia’s efforts, to lend her strength. “I don’t know. Something is fighting me.” Sia grimaced. “It’s already in his head, and it’s strong.”

      Yuki’s eyes widened, the closest that Shin had ever seen to panic on her serene face.

      “Cut the connection,” Yuki commanded.

      A few tense moments passed. Sia’s teeth ground together, and every few heartbeats, her head twitched violently to the side, as though someone were jerking it.

      Shin watched, wondering if there was anything she could do to help. Yuki held up a hand to stall her. The older woman missed nothing.

      “I can’t.” Sia’s confession came out as a whimper. Sweat beaded on her forehead.

      Yuki’s arm snapped out and the long stake attached to her chained weapon stabbed into the head of the aged Maraman. Blood splattered against the wall of the chamber and the Maraman’s corpse toppled forward.

      But his eyes still glowed red.

      “You have to break the connection, Sia,” Yuki said.

      “I can’t! Someone’s holding me here.”

      “I can’t help you, child. You have to do this.” Yuki left the rest of the ultimatum unspoken, but Sia nodded.

      Shin closed her eyes and followed the threads of sacrifice blooming from Sia and the dead Maraman. She’d been brought by Yuki as an observer, and she’d been eager to see new techniques firsthand, but she couldn’t stand by and let one of the sin suffer.

      Something plundered information from Sia’s brain in the same way she had just been interrogating the Maraman. Shin cast about, hoping to find the same inspiration from the shadow realm that she’d found when she’d enchanted Harmony, but it eluded her.

      She felt Sia losing the battle and decided on a different approach. She sensed how Sia fought off the invisible force, so she mimicked those techniques and willed her support into existence. She felt that terrible other realm open up and take something from her. A fleeting memory passed through her mind. The smell of the morning air in the spring.

      She agreed to the terms of the sacrifice.

      The memory disappeared. She wasn’t sure what it had been, but once it was gone, she lent her strength to Sia.

      Her defense bolstered, Sia sawed at the connections with the Maraman. One strand at a time, she severed their link. But it wasn’t fast enough. Even with Shin’s support, Sia’s defenses crumbled. Shin readied another sacrifice to enforce the defenses again.

      Then the connection snapped.

      Shin sighed in relief. She opened her mouth to congratulate Sia.

      The words died on her lips once she opened her eyes.

      The blade of Yuki’s weapon was embedded in Sia’s heart.

      “We were fighting it,” Shin said. The words were barely a whisper.

      Yuki growled. “I felt you readying another sacrifice. You can’t give too much too fast. Your training has barely begun.”

      “You killed her!”

      “She knew the risks.”

      Shin’s anger flared at Yuki’s callousness. Did she care so little? “She didn’t have to die here! I could have sacrificed a little more.”

      Shin was sure it would have been a little thing. The realm liked the taste of her memories, and they certainly weren’t worth a whole life.

      “Your potential is too important to take risks with. Sia would have understood this.”

      “Then why didn’t you help! With your strength, it would have been easy.”

      Yuki sighed again and sat down. She finally looked her age, weathered and worn by countless years. “I’ve already sacrificed so much, Shin. You are the future. Unfortunately, we are terribly exposed at present. Had that connection remained active much longer, I fear our enemies would have learned just how exposed.”

      Shin heard Yuki’s concern, but her mind seized on the other statement.

      “There’s a limit to your power?” Shin couldn’t believe that.

      Yuki didn’t answer at first, as though she wasn’t sure how much she wanted to say. Then she answered. “At the highest levels of our power, we have the ability to get creative with what we sacrifice. How we sacrifice. I made arrangements that would allow me to wield power for a long time. Unfortunately, after the power I expended in the fields of Dahl, that bill has come due. None of us can sacrifice forever.”

      “What did you sacrifice?”

      “More than you’ll ever understand, girl.” There was an edge to Yuki’s voice that let Shin know she’d get no more from that line of inquiry.

      “So, if the Maramans return, can you stop them?”

      “If they return soon, no. So we must prevent that from happening. And while we do, we need to train you, so that when they do come, we’ll be ready. Your power, hopefully, will be the difference in the battle against the emperor of the Maramans.”

      Shin’s heart beat faster at the proclamation. Yuki wasn’t one to make empty statements.

      She thought of her parents, and the luan who had spent so much of their young lives hiding from those with power. For years, she’d dreamed of being stronger, and now the opportunity was before her.

      She would save them all.

      Perhaps, one day, she might even be stronger than Yuki.

      The older woman seemed to think it was a possibility, at least.

      Shin looked down at Sia’s body. She hadn’t been able to save the other sin, but she’d do everything she could to save others like her.

      “Then let’s get started,” Shin said.
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      “I already secured the food! I sent the mugo…the singun to redirect a supply train into Dahl,” Beast snapped at the city official that pestered him.

      “Yes, and that food is gone.” The official spoke slowly, as though Beast was an imbecile.

      “Gone! What happened to it?” Beast wondered if the sentinels had anything to do with the loss of food. Leave it to the greedy bastards to fill their stomachs while Dahl starved.

      “It was eaten.” Each word crawled out of the official’s mouth.

      “Already?”

      “Yes. Most citizens need to eat every day.”

      Beast stepped closer. His shadow fell over the puny official. The man’s forced, innocent expression suggested that he understood how close he was coming to crossing a line with Beast.

      When the man didn’t flinch, Beast growled. “Fine, we’ll find more food. Right after I find more iron and wood to replace the gate and more bandages and poultices for the wounded!” By the end of the sentence, Beast was roaring.

      By the sun, he wanted something to punch. Where was a sentinel when you needed one?

      The official stood like a lighthouse bearing the brunt of a violent storm. He waited for a more specific answer, despite the risk to his well-being.

      Beast waved his arms around in frustration. “I’ll send out another group. There’s plenty of food on the island; we just need to get it inside the city.”

      The official took a deep breath. “When, sir?”

      Beast made a fist. The gesture wasn’t missed by the sharp-eyed official. The smaller man gulped and took a step back, his composure finally cracking.

      “Soon,” Beast answered.

      They both knew it wasn’t good enough. While he dallied and debated, innocent lives might end, even though Beast knew there was plenty of food for now. It just wasn’t here. But it was still the best answer he could give. The official, too, knew the battle was pointless. He’d made his point, and was still alive. It was the best he could hope for.

      “Yes, sir. I’ll leave you to it, then,” the man replied.

      Beast shook his head as the tiny bureaucrat scampered off. The man had never levelled a single accusation at Beast, but the thoughts were plain to read on his expression. Beast and the sin had saved Dahl from the Maramans, but Beast’s attempts at rebuilding the city might just be what destroyed it.

      Damn but he wanted something to hit. He hadn’t had a good fight since the Maramans, and these battles for daily supplies weren’t for him. He could face the world’s strongest fighters and bring them to their knees, but he couldn’t figure out how to get damned food into a damned city. This kind of logistical hornet’s nest was exactly what he’d relied on Benji for.

      He growled again as he thought about his friend. His throat tightened and he quickly stepped inside one of the fire-damaged buildings within the city. They had crews working all day and night to repair homes and businesses, but it seemed no progress was being made.

      “Fuck,” Beast cursed and punched a wall.

      The whole building shook above him, and Beast considered a new target for his anger. Dahl’s buildings were too weak a foe.

      Benji.

      The man who had made Beast’s dreams possible. Strong as Beast was, he was only one man, who needed others to follow him. Warriors who needed food and weapons. It didn’t matter how good you were with a sword when you were starving, drenched by rain, and against a company of archers armed with hundreds of arrows.

      Benji had made sure none of Beast’s warriors were ever hungry, and that they were always prepared.

      Then he had to go and sacrifice himself to save this good-for-nothing city. He’d left Beast alone, to fight this battle he had no skill for.

      He’d rather fight an army of sentinels than a ledger of supplies. But all the armies of sentinels had already retreated.

      “Fuck,” Beast said again. This time, he didn’t even have the energy to raise his fist. Besides, the building couldn’t take any more punishment.

      He smiled at the thought.

      Beast, dead because he punched a building to the ground while he was still in it.

      Not quite the conclusion to his legacy that he was looking for.

      “Beast?” In the streets beyond, someone called for him. “Beast?” Louder this time, getting closer.

      He took a final moment to gather himself before leaving the building.

      “I know, I know. We need to find some food.” Beast said to the singun that had been calling him. “Get me our swiftest rider.”

      “No need for that, sir. Jurian just arrived with supplies. He asked for you.”

      Beast bristled at the news but kept his tone even. “Perfect. I’ll go find him.”

      The singun nodded and continued on, looking to deliver his next message. Had Yuki sent Jurian because she thought he couldn’t handle this? His first task after he pledged fealty to her, and she sent someone to babysit him?

      Maybe pledging himself had been a mistake. It had seemed right, after the madness of the Maraman siege of the city. Now, in the cold light of day, he wasn’t so sure.

      He stormed toward the front gates, sure Jurian was only here to belittle him. When Beast saw the giant at the gate, his usual easy smile on his face, he made a fist yet again.

      “Hi, Beast,” Jurian said, ignoring Beast’s frustration.

      “What are you doing here?” Beast snapped.

      Jurian gestured at the caravan behind him. “I brought food.”

      “Did Yuki tell you to help me?”

      “Of course.”

      “I told her I would take care of it!”

      Jurian’s smile faltered. Beast recognized an incoming lecture from the weapons master. He’d been through plenty before, usually after getting pummeled by the man’s fists. “Would you turn down aid, solely because of your pride?”

      Beast considered hitting the man, just on principle, but he was certain Jurian was prepared. Besides, the sin had a point. “No,” he grumbled.

      “You aren’t alone in this, you know. You’re one of us now. We share our strengths with one another so that no weaknesses remain. Hanz will be returning shortly with tools and materials for the gates.”

      “I could have done that, too!”

      Jurian didn’t flinch from Beast’s anger. Although, Beast supposed, he was one of the few people in the world capable of physically dealing with it. “How? No one ever showed you where we keep our supplies on the island, or who’s in charge of storing them. What would you have done? You are only one man, Beast. Big, yes. Ugly, very. But still just one man.”

      “That was enough when I was leading the mugon!”

      “You had Benji to help then.”

      Beast’s rage broke through the last remnants of the dam. He shot forward and grabbed Jurian by his shirt with both fists.

      “Don’t tell me what I had with Benji. You don’t think I know his worth?”

      Jurian looked at Beast calmly. “Of course not. I’m sorry.”

      His apology only fanned the flames of Beast’s anger. Though a part of him knew it wasn’t true, he felt as though he was being placated. He needed an outlet. Some action. He needed pain and effort.

      Beast cocked his arm back with every intention of breaking Jurian’s nose. At the very least, a fight with the giant would wear him out.

      Then he heard a crash, followed by screaming. He and Jurian shared a look before Beast let go and they both took off running. They rounded a corner to see that one of the damaged buildings the workers were trying to repair had collapsed.

      “Is anyone inside?” Beast asked.

      “Two people,” one of the stunned workers said.

      The roof had collapsed onto the second floor, which had fallen partially into the first. There was a support beam blocking the door. Beast didn’t hesitate. He moved to the beam, found a grip, and began to lift. Slowly, the beam rose.

      “Help!” a cry came from inside.

      “Working on it,” Beast said through gritted teeth.

      The beam inched higher until Beast saw an arm shoot out from underneath. Then another. Beast redoubled his efforts and the head and shoulders of a teenage boy appeared. Jurian grabbed his hands and pulled him out.

      “Hurry, Dad!” the boy said once he was free.

      “I can’t fit,” a terrified voice said from within.

      Beast tried to find some hidden well of strength to draw on, but his reserves were tapped. Then the beam started to lift again. Beast looked at Jurian, still smiling, as he lent his strength to the effort. The beam shifted some more before jamming up against the wreckage that was the second floor of the building. It wouldn’t go any higher.

      “Hurry. The. Fuck. Up,” Beast growled.

      As before, arms led the way, followed by a balding head and thick shoulders. This time, a few citizens from the crowd came forward and pulled the man out. The second he was clear, Beast and Jurian dropped the beam. Dust filled the air as the building settled deeper into its ruin.

      “Thank you!” The teenage boy ran up and bowed to Beast.

      “Fine, fine. You’re welcome. Off you get,” Beast said.

      Beast shouldered his way through the crowd before he had to deal with more gestures of affection. Jurian followed close behind. Once they were clear, he put a hand on Beast’s shoulder and turned him around.

      “You are sin now, Beast. We work together.”

      “I get it. I get it. Let’s not make a whole thing about it.”

      Jurian laughed and clapped him once on the shoulder before removing his hand. “Fine by me. Also, I meant to tell you, there was a reason I sent a messenger to summon you in the first place. I have orders. Yuki wants to see you. In the tower when the sun sets.”

      Beast ground his teeth, his good mood evaporating like a puddle on a blazing summer day. Loyalty was one thing. Being summoned like a dog was another. “Another meeting?”

      “Yes, and a new assignment. I think you’ll like this one, though.”

      Beast raised an eyebrow at the big man.

      All Jurian would say was, “You’ll probably want one of those big axes you favor so much.”
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      Sato sat in silence across from Yuki and Shin. The girl’s hatred of him had faded from a rolling boil to a low simmer, but Sato still felt it. At least now he knew the reason. He’d asked her friend, Corin, about it a few days ago. Her parents had been sentenced to death, and subsequently killed, by sentinels. They had been hiding food and, based on the strict letter of the Path, had received their just punishment.

      But Sato now understood that the Path required interpretation. The words of the Path were important, but their spirit was even more so.

      The magistrate in Dahl had squeezed the farmers to the point that they had to steal just to survive. They couldn’t walk the Path because their betters had strayed too far themselves. A year ago, Sato would have argued that it was still the peasant’s responsibility to remain on the Path despite their suffering, but no more.

      A peasant had no role but to labor from sunrise to sunset to feed and support all of Samas. That was right and good.

      But for their labor, the peasants deserved a fair share of the food they raised and the protection of the local magistrate.

      That was the true Path.

      He hadn’t bothered trying to broach the subject with Shin. Words would never mend the hatred she harbored. But it also wasn’t her place to understand. She was, after all, still a peasant. A powerful one, if Yuki was to be believed, but still a farmer at heart. It fell to those like Sato to fix the system, to make it so that no one in the future would feel like Shin did today.

      He sighed loudly. His time was wasted here.

      “Will he be much longer?” Sato asked.

      “I told him to meet at sundown, same as you,” Yuki replied.

      Sato nodded and tamped down the growing resentment in his chest. He hated wasted time.

      After a few more minutes of silence, the door to Yuki’s chamber, located high within the former magistrate’s tower, burst open.

      “Let’s make this quick,” Beast growled. “There’s ale to drink and it won’t wait all night for me.”

      “I’m sure you’ll manage,” Sato replied.

      “Not if someone gets to it first!”

      “I don’t think anyone is foolish enough to drink all the ale in Dahl before the legendary Beast gets his share,” Sato said. He couldn’t quite keep the bitterness out of his voice.

      Beast, of course, was oblivious. He roared in laughter and clapped Sato on the shoulder. Sato tried not to, but couldn’t help wincing. There would be a bruise in the morning. “Too true! You’re not so bad, for a sentinel.”

      Sato shook his head. He considered cutting the criminal down where he stood, but he wasn’t sure there was a blade sharp enough in Samas to cut through the man’s thick neck.

      And though he hated to admit it, he had a measure of respect for Beast. The man was a fool, but an honest one, and straightforward. He cared for the people of Samas in his own way. When Sato became Firstborn, he’d grant Beast a quick death in honor of the good he’d done.

      “Don’t worry, Beast,” Yuki said, breaking up their conversation, “we won’t keep you long. I’ve handed the relief efforts here in Dahl over to another commander. You’ll be pleased to know I have something more suited to your unique skills.”

      The giant man was nodding. “Jurian said you needed some killing done?”

      Yuki said, “Perhaps. A farmstead was burned to the ground on the east end of the island. The family raised cows. Our report states that the animals are missing and the family is dead.”

      “Tomi, Jin and their kids. Sari and Nori,” Shin whispered. “They’re the only cattle farm on that side of Dahl. Most are on the west side of the island, where the land isn’t as suitable for crops. Sari was only a few years younger than me. We used to play whenever our families exchanged food.”

      “Exchanged food?” Sato interjected. The magistrates were supposed to supervise all such matters.

      “Well, we preferred not to starve, so we tended to take matters into our own hands,” Shin snapped, vitriol dripping from each word.

      Sato held his tongue. In time, she would see reason.

      “Don’t worry, Shin, I’ll find who did this and pull their spines out through their assholes. While they’re still alive, if you prefer,” Beast suggested.

      Shin flashed him a warm smile. “I’d like that.”

      A shiver ran up Sato’s spine. There was something about the girl that unsettled him. Something in her had changed since the battle of Dahl. She was colder now, more vicious than before. It wasn’t just her hatred of the sentinels, but something more.

      “I’ll head out first thing tomorrow. I’ve got a few mugon in mind that should join me. Can I bring Raya too?” Beast asked with a grin.

      “Raya is busy here, but I’d like you to take the twins. I’m worried this may be a larger issue than one farm burned. The missing cattle, in particular, concern me. There aren’t many places to hide cows on this island.”

      “I’d rather have Raya accompany me. She’s a warrior I trust in battle.”

      Yuki shook her head. “I don’t believe for a moment it’s battle that’s motivating your request.”

      “It’s just that I feel more safe when she’s around.” Apparently Beast’s overwhelming thirst didn’t prevent him from arguing the point.

      Yuki shut down the argument. “You’re taking the twins. We can’t spare many fighters, and I want to send out as much strength as I can.”

      Beast relented. “Fine. What are these two going to be doing while I’m out doing all the work?” Beast asked, gesturing to Shin and Sato.

      “Do you really care?” Yuki asked.

      Beast, though, was already out the door. “Nope,” he called from the hallway.

      Sato just shook his head at the giant’s retreating footsteps.

      “I know he’s a force on the battlefield, but can you count on him for operations like this? What if he runs into a problem he can’t punch?” Shin asked.

      Sato answered, even though the question had been directed at Yuki. “He’s capable of far more than he seems. Though he had Benji’s help, it’s still a rare leader who could unite the bandits of Samas. Only a foolish warrior doubts the intelligence of their foe based on appearance alone.”

      Shin glared at him but said nothing. After a moment, she gave him the briefest of nods, acknowledging his point.

      The gesture almost made him laugh. It reminded him of Crispin, who by his very nature seemed to hate all of Sato’s ideas, but was sometimes forced to acknowledge Sato had the right of it.

      And Crispin was one of his lieutenants.

      Yuki directed her next question at him. “Sato, ours is a partnership. I have no right to command anything of you, but I feel that our goals align. Would you allow me to make a request?”

      Sato smiled at the idea that she would actually give him a choice. Despite his sun stalkers being camped outside Dahl, she possessed the overwhelming advantage here. But for either of them to get what they wanted, they needed to cooperate, at least for now. “Please.”

      “The Maraman threat is dealt with for now, but the war is far from over. I believe Dahl should remain our central hub for operations in Samas. Unfortunately, there is much work to be done to make it a defensible position.”

      “Which means you’re stuck here,” Sato finished her thought.

      “For the moment, yes. We’ll continue to guard the rifts, but I’m afraid I don’t know how useful we’ll be otherwise. I’d hear of your plans to prepare Samas for the dangers ahead.”

      “My plan is to move on Versun. My lieutenants assure me the city is rife with corruption and is ill-prepared to face the Maraman threat. I intend to fix that.”

      Yuki stroked her chin. If his sun stalkers controlled Versun, then he would have his own defensible hub of operations. Under his command, the sin would have no welcome in the city. Sato had no illusions that she didn’t understand all of this, but his movement north was the only logical next step. She’d have to let him go, or they’d make no progress. The Maramans forced their hand. “Very well, when will you leave?”

      “Tomorrow morning.”

      Yuki nodded. “You will keep me updated?”

      “I will.” He paused, waiting to see if there was anything else she would add. “If there is nothing else, I’d like to prepare my forces for the journey.”

      “Of course. Thank you, Sato. Your help in this is invaluable.”

      Sato stood and gave a small bow to Shin. “I know why you feel the way you do about me, and I’m not asking you to change that. Just know that I want to create a world in which sentinels live up to the tenets of the Path, instead of using the Path for their own gain.”

      Sato didn’t wait for a response. He turned on his heels and left the room.

      He’d just fought on a battlefield and survived.

      He wasn’t sure if Yuki was being honest about not wanting to rule Samas, but instinctively, he believed her. She was focused on the Maramans, and truly thought that the sin and sentinels could work together to defend the nation. Perhaps, when it came to the Maraman threat, that was true. Once they had defeated those barbarians, however, the sin would have served their purpose.

      There was no room for those who strayed from the Path in Samas. When Sato became the Firstborn, he would make sure of it.
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      Shin blocked Corin’s strikes while giving ground. Fooled into thinking he was pressing an advantage, Corin pushed harder. Sensing an opening, Shin followed up a parry with a quick step forward and swept his legs from under him. A second later, Harmony’s blade was at his throat.

      “Damn,” Corin said.

      “Don’t be fooled by what you think you see,” Yuki said, “especially if what you think you see is what you want to see. The best time to doubt your senses is when you think your dreams are coming true.”

      Corin grinned. “With an attitude like that, it’s a wonder anyone listens to you.”

      Shin gasped at the disrespect, but Yuki cackled. “Ha! If your sword was half as fast as your wit, we’d have a warrior of legend on our hands.”

      Corin stood up. “Then I suppose I should keep practicing.”

      Shin was impressed by Corin’s ability to remain upbeat while getting his ass handed to him. His skill was improving, slowly, but he matched even the strongest of the sin when it came to resilience.

      “Your good humor serves you well, Corin,” Yuki said, as if reading Shin’s thoughts. “If you continue to work this hard, you will soon be formidable.”

      “Well, maybe not formidable,” Shin quipped, unable to resist taking one last dig at her friend. “What’s just below formidable?”

      “Sub-formidable?” Corin said.

      “Hmm, maybe lower than that. How about barely competent?”

      “It’s a step in the right direction! Thank you for believing in me, Shin,” Corin said, laughing as he took his stance. “Jokes aside, you’re really amazing with that weapon. Mateo would be proud.”

      “Who?” Shin asked.

      Corin rolled his eyes and smiled for a moment before reading the look of genuine confusion on her face. “Are you serious?”

      “Are you? Am I supposed to know someone named Mateo?”

      Corin’s face dropped and Shin saw a rare sight—Corin gripped with rage. “What the fuck do you mean, ‘Am I supposed to know someone named Mateo?’ Of course you are! He saved your life. He saved all of our lives!”

      Shin stepped back under the force of his tirade. This was a side of Corin she hadn’t seen.

      He continued, “He gave you that sharpened stick you’re waving around!” He looked like he was about to launch another verbal assault when Yuki stepped between them and laid a hand on Corin’s shoulder.

      “Why don’t you get some water, Corin? Shin and I need to begin her training with sacrifice,” Yuki said, her tone firm.

      Corin looked like he was going to argue, but after glaring at Shin, followed Yuki’s instructions. Not even he was so much a fool as to pick a fight with the leader of the sin.

      “Why is he so upset? Who’s Mateo?” Shin asked after Corin was out of earshot.

      “He was the one who gifted you that weapon. He did so right before giving his life so that you, Corin, and the rest of the luan could survive.”

      “That’s not true.” Shin would remember something like that. She felt panic rising in her chest. Her body knew that somehow, something was wrong. She searched her memories. Of the luan there were plenty, but none of this man named Mateo. She sensed the gaps, though, the holes that should have been filled with her experiences. She couldn’t even remember how she first came upon the weapon she now held in her hand and called her own.

      “I now understand what you gave when you bound that weapon to you. I’m sorry, my child,” Yuki said.

      “The realm took memories of this Mateo from me?”

      “The shadow realm takes what it chooses. As I’ve explained, adepts invoking a sacrifice don’t know what the cost will be until the realm reveals it. Then they decide if it’s a price they’re willing to pay. In your case, it appears to have taken a memory of a loved one. You and Mateo were close, I understand.”

      “But if that was the cost, wouldn’t the realm have shown me?”

      “I assume that once it took the memory of Mateo, you forgot him completely, so you wouldn’t remember what the realm was taking.”

      Shin considered Yuki’s words for a long moment. Benji had lost his arm, and then his life, for the sacrifices that he invoked during the battle for Dahl. She had lost the memory of a friend. It was hard for her not to feel like she’d gotten the better end of the deal.

      Then she watched Corin, glaring at her as he worked, his expression reminding her of a gathering storm. “He was important to me, wasn’t he? To me and Corin.”

      “He was. He was one of the reasons you found the courage to fight. Perhaps the reason.”

      Again, Shin thought about what it would cost her to wield power as Yuki did. Whatever the cost, she would pay it. If it could save others, she would.

      “If Mateo helped me find my will to fight, then he’d understand me giving up my memory of him so that I could defend those who need it, right?” Shin asked hopefully.

      Yuki smiled her placid smile. “Come, Shin, we have work to do.”

      It wasn’t an answer, but she supposed the question had been an impossible one. She nodded and sat down beside Yuki. She hoped she was right about Mateo, but it didn’t really matter. Her regret was more an impulse—a thing she knew she was supposed to feel. But how could you regret what you didn’t remember?

      “The first step in controlling sacrifice is sensing the shadow realm. We don’t know enough about it, but it’s clear that it sits on top of our realm. Or beside it, however you prefer to picture it in your mind. In any case, it is always present and ready to be called upon. The rifts are an example of great power that was used to put a permanent tear in our world that allows the realm in. Not many can wield power like that.”

      “Is that why you don’t just permanently close the rifts in Samas to prevent the demons from coming through?” Shin asked.

      “Power is a fickle thing, Shin. Just because I have the power to do something doesn’t mean I have the power to deal with the consequences. So, instead, we guard the rifts. The portal that the Maramans tried to create outside Dahl was a frightening level of sacrifice, even divided amongst their summoners. But, to my point: people need to be exposed to the rifts in order to find out how attuned they are to the shadow realm. Most who are exposed will gain the abilities you see in the sin. Improved speed and reflexes. A lighter step and an innate knowledge of how to bend light so walking in the shadows becomes easier.”

      Shin nodded. She’d seen the abilities often enough.

      Yuki continued. “Novices are those who can use the most basic levels of sacrifice. They can seal the rifts, based on the spell created long ago. They are limited, however, in their capacity. They can use techniques given to them, but cannot create their own. Beyond novice, there are adepts such as Benji and Raya, who can weave their own sacrifices.”

      “But we’re something different, aren’t we?”

      Yuki smiled at Shin’s intuition. “We are elites, rare individuals who are capable of hearing the demands of the realm and finding another way.”

      “You’re sure I have that kind of power?” Shin asked.

      “You are so attuned to the shadow realm that the mere act of someone else using sacrifice awakened your gift. Once that happened, you were able to instinctively reach out and find the realm. Today, I am going to teach you how to do that more deliberately. Finding a connection to the shadow realm is your first step in being able to call sacrifice when you need it.”

      Shin nodded at Yuki and tried to remain calm, but her mind was reeling. It was a lot to take in.

      Shin closed her eyes and did her best to sense the realm. But all she heard was the wind in the trees and the birds calling to one another. She waited, then waited some more. When nothing came, she became frustrated. She had found it so easily when the demon was upon her. As her frustration grew, she lost focus. Soon she was struggling to keep her eyes closed.

      Sparring with Corin was a far better use of her time.

      “Focus on me, child. Focus on me like you would an enemy before you with a sword.”

      Shin took a deep breath and settled herself. She focused her thoughts on Yuki. First, it was just the physical presence she knew was beside her, but soon, she felt the threads of Yuki’s will just like she had outside of Dahl. From there, the process became easier. She followed Yuki’s will until she sensed the shadow realm lying parallel to their own world.

      It was like an invisible blanket, or a layer of air, laid over everything she knew. As she sensed more, it revealed more of itself to her examination.

      And it was more than she had ever thought possible.
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      The sun cast long shadows in front of them as they traveled east. Despite the late hour, he felt better than he had in days. Maybe even weeks. He was out in the open, away from the suffocating walls of Dahl and all the memories they held.

      He was Beast, and he belonged in no cage. Even a city-sized one.

      Hanz and Jurian walked beside him, and a group of five singun followed behind. The five, until recently, had been a part of his mugon. Even though they had been absorbed into the sin, Beast had a hard time thinking of his warriors as anything but mugon. It was something he’d have to get used to.

      “Another?” Hanz offered the basket of rice balls to Beast.

      He took one, and then after a moment’s consideration, picked out a second. He liked traveling with the twins. They always made sure to have plenty of food for the road, and freely shared of the bounty that could always be found in their packs.

      “Thanks. Shouldn’t be long to the farm now,” Beast reported.

      The twins nodded in unison and smiled identical smiles. Beast wasn’t sure they were bothered by anything. They could have walked another four hours and been just as content.

      A bend in the road took him them close to a fence that marked one of the many fields of crops they’d passed by. Two kids, neither older than ten, stopped their work to watch Beast and his retinue pass.

      Beast smiled and waved. After a moment’s hesitation, due no doubt to his imposing visage, they waved back.

      “Hold on,” Beast said, taking the basket of rice balls from Hanz.

      “Hey there,” he called, “are you kids hungry?”

      The skinny children exchanged a look before nodding.

      Beast grinned wider and brought the basket over to them. They tentatively reached in and each grabbed a rice ball. The food disappeared into their mouths so quick Beast almost wasn’t sure they’d taken anything.

      “Why don’t you take the rest back to your folks? I’m sure they could use a meal, too.”

      The bigger of the two children took the basket and grinned. “Thanks, Beast! My father says you’re a hero!”

      “And don’t you forget it!” Beast roared and then flexed his massive arms.

      The children laughed before running off to share their good fortune with their parents.

      Beast returned to the twins and shrugged. “They were too skinny. Can’t ask anyone to fight on an empty stomach.”

      Hanz and Jurian nodded, but then Beast saw the rest of the singun faces. He had seen those looks before. Eyes bright, and there was a hint of a smile on every one. Variations of the same expression were on every mugon’s face as they looked at him.

      Not quite worship. Respect, though, and pride.

      This was why they had joined. To live free, and to help others do the same. That was all that mattered. Beast couldn’t lose sight of that.

      They continued down the road.

      The scents of destruction reached him first. The smell of an old fire wafted into his nostrils. He tensed and glanced back. The others had hands on their weapons. They’d smelled it, too.

      The road ran down into a small dip before rising up again on the other side. When they crested the next hill, they were met with carnage.

      The entire farm had been burned to the ground. Even the fields the animals grazed had been torched. In the distance, the skeletal remains of a modest home still smoldered. The blackened timbers jutted out of the landscape like the dark bones of some giant creature.

      “This wasn’t just a raid. They wanted to make sure no one could use the land anytime soon,” Jurian observed.

      Beast motioned his force forward. They moved cautiously, but Beast didn’t expect any resistance to remain. This had happened a day or two ago. The raiders had gotten what they wanted and moved on.

      When they got to the gates that led into the field, Jurian stopped them. He crouched down and examined the dirt road where some mud still existed from the last rain. “Hoof prints. A lot of them. They led the animals out this way and continued east with them.”

      Beast frowned. “There’s nothing to the east. Through those woods is the coast.” He could smell the salt on the air even through the smoke.

      Beast continued into the ruined home. He looked around, but as expected, found nothing of interest. The destruction of the farm had been thorough. The ground was a mess of tracks, but Beast thought he saw a few large prints that were distinct. Prints as large as the ones he left behind. “Let’s follow the trail the livestock left.”

      Jurian nodded and led the way, eyes focused on the ground.

      Beast’s mind was elsewhere. His thoughts kept returning to the skinny kids just up the road. Was their farm next? Who would protect them?

      Thoughts of the children opened the floodgates for other thoughts, ones he hadn’t had proper time to consider in months.

      The children were hardly unique. The farmers of Ilos had suffered for years under sentinel rule.

      They continued to suffer now, even though the sentinels were gone.

      The sentinels had starved them, then beaten them when they tried to feed themselves. Beast had always intended for his mugon to change the country, to fight back and feed the people. But as soon as he’d united the bandits, the sin had appeared and he was faced with bigger problems.

      Hopefully, now that the sin controlled Dahl, and by extension Ilos, the levies put on the farmers would lessen. But that would take time. This year’s harvest was done and already the food in Dahl was hard to come by. The sin were supplementing from their own supplies but they wouldn’t last long.

      And now someone was razing farms to the ground, destroying their capacity to recover.

      Whatever he found here, Beast knew one thing: when he returned to Yuki it would be to tell her he was committing a force to protect these people. His mugon, at the least, could help with this, and if she saw things differently, maybe his oath of loyalty would be short-lived.

      Jurian led them off the road and through the trees. The trail through the woods became easier to follow as the giant animals bulled their way through the flora. After a short walk they came to the edge of the tree line. Beyond that, Beast saw a small beach.

      The smell of rot hit their noses, and a cloud of flies flew into the air as Beast and his interloping force disturbed their feast.

      The hastily butchered remains of the livestock sat in a pile on the sand. The flies, seeing the new arrivals as no threat, resumed their meal. A few chunks of flesh clung to the white bones of the animals, but most of the meat had been taken. White salt stood out against the darker sand.

      “Looks like they took everything out to sea,” Beast said.

      He had a sinking feeling in his stomach.

      He hated the water, but it looked like that was where the food had been taken.

      “We’re going to need a boat,” he grumbled.
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