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      For Cole.

      

      Sorry we couldn’t finish it quicker. I think you would have loved it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      We’re home.

      Emperor Kordano frowned as Samas came into view. He’d seen it in plenty of visions and through the eyes of his summoners, but this was the first time he’d seen it in person. Somehow, it didn’t seem the same.

      In his visions, the island nation had been a vibrant place, full of both power and possibility. Even in the sight granted to him through his summoners, he’d seen little but the strength of their enemies.

      But in person, it looked like no more than another rock. A place to conquer like so many others that had already fallen to his sword and his will.

      He’d expected more.

      “General Kordak, ready my warship. I want my feet on Iru as soon as possible,” Kordano commanded.

      “Right away, Emperor.” Kordak turned to one of his subordinates, barking out a long stream of specific orders. The officer nodded, then scurried off to complete his tasks. Kordano thought he looked eager to be as far away from the emperor as possible. Kordak cleared his throat. “What about the reports from our summoners, about the northern island being completely overrun with ferals? They claim the rift has been wide open for months. Even for you, it may be too much.”

      Kill the fool.

      Kordano ignored the voice and stepped toward Kordak, forcing his general to look up. Even among the Maramans, Kordano stood a head taller than average. Competent as his general was, he’d started to ask too many questions on this journey. “I can handle the ferals. Do you doubt me?”

      Kordak wilted under Kordano’s attention. “No, sir.”

      “My Unnamed will be with me. They’ll provide enough protection to ease your concerns.” He gestured to his personal guard standing close by. Kordak flinched.

      Every Maraman was trained to fight from a young age, and generations of breeding for size and strength made the Maramans taller and stronger than any other nation of people. They were warriors unlike any the world had ever seen. And even they cowered before Kordano’s personally selected guard.

      The Unnamed were something else entirely.

      Their creation began before birth. Only the strongest, largest, and most skilled of warriors were invited to couple on behalf of the empire. The children created from those unions were taken at birth. From then on, their lives were dedicated to one purpose, dying for the emperor.

      While other Maramans received tattoos based on the weapons they were most skilled with, the Unnamed’s skin remained untouched until the day their training ended. Their final test was to endure the pitch black, full body tattooing without so much as flinching.

      Most who survived the training did fine until it came time to dye their eyes.

      Kordano observed the Unnamed flanking him and felt a surge of pride as he looked into those pitch-black eyes. He wondered how many warriors across the world had suffered that gaze as the last thing they’d ever seen?

      Kordak looked as though someone had made him swallow a bitter brew, but he held his tongue.

      “Out with it, Kordak.”

      “I’d feel better if I sent at least a few summoners with you.”

      Kill him.

      This time, Kordano was tempted. He’d already told Kordak his desire. Though Kordak’s objection no doubt came from his sense of loyalty, it reflected poorly on his obedience. Innocent this may be, but a single crack in a man’s obedience could cause trouble later.

      Still, Kordak was crucial to the invasion’s success. “I’ve made my wishes clear.”

      His general swallowed hard and bowed. “Of course.”

      Before long, Kordano’s personal warship was ready, and he prepared to leave. The skilled juggernaut captains had slowly brought their vessels to a stop. He looked back at the two juggernauts flanking his own, and cautioned himself not to feel too confident. The Samasians had twice thwarted plans that had brought other nations, nations of far greater size, under the yoke of the Maramans. There was a strength here.

      A strength that he intended to break personally.

      Kordano reached the deck of his ship and supervised the preparations. The captain was one of his most trusted, and there was little for Kordano to do. He watched his warriors move about with an easy efficiency. No one came too close to him or his Unnamed, but the sailors on this warship were used to working around the disruption.

      The warship was winched down to the ocean below, pushed off from the juggernaut and put under sail. Favorable winds made the last leg of the trip to Samas pass quickly. He stood near the bow, watching the island grow. The captain steered them toward the port of Bulas. His generals hadn’t understood why he insisted on attacking Iru first, instead of Versun, where the resistance gathered.

      Part of it was simple logistics. The juggernauts were marvels of engineering, but they still weren’t suitable as bases to launch this invasion. They needed food, and they needed space. Iru had plenty, and the Samasians had been so kind in abandoning it for him.

      But the other part was symbolic. It was a desire he’d felt deep in his heart for years now. Bulas was the heart of Samas, and he would rule from there, no matter the obstacles in his way.

      Besides, his generals still overestimated the threat from the feral demons. There was the knowing of the mind and the knowing of the heart, and their hearts had forgotten his power. Seizing Iru alone served one more purpose. It would remind his people that they fought for a power this world had never seen.

      Before long, the warship came to a stop in the harbor, and the emperor and his Unnamed boarded a long ship speeding to the shallows.

      The demons waited for them, the piers of the harbor packed tightly with the creatures. It was probably the closest humans had come to the island in months. He commanded the longship to alter course, heading instead for an open beachhead. The piers would be too difficult a landing, even for the Unnamed. As soon as the demons realized they weren’t going to land at the piers, they started streaming out through the ruins of the city, no doubt hoping to meet their prey on the beach.

      It wouldn’t matter.

      The Unnamed hopped out of the boat before they hit the beach, striding through the water toward the first of the demons that waited for them. They fanned out in front of Kordano and drew their two-handed great swords. They moved up the beach and within moments, the first demons met bared steel. Others might fear the Unnamed, but as they strode fearlessly into the demons, Kordano believed they were beautiful.

      The Unnamed sliced off demon heads with every cut, and the emperor sent the demons back to their rift with a casual flick of his wrist. It was as easy as taking a deep breath.

      He had made his sacrifice long ago.

      Soon, the beach was filled with demons charging and breaking against the wall of Unnamed that protected him. The emperor gathered his will, preparing a feat humanity had never even attempted.

      A demon that had taken on the form of one of the sin, or maybe it was a sentinel, leaped over his Unnamed and charged Kordano with its sword arm raised. Kordano waited until the creature was about to land the blow and reached out, placing a finger on its forehead. He focused his terrible will.

      “Stop.” The word was barely above a whisper. He pushed out his will, working in concert with the demon that gave him such strength.

      The entire hoard of feral demons, as one, froze in place.

      “Kneel.”

      As one, the hoard of demons kneeled, or sat depending on the creature it had inhabited, and waited. With a thought, the emperor sealed the rift. There were tantalizing possibilities to leaving it open, but if he did, he would spend his entire life turning the ferals into loyal subjects. Besides, he had more than enough here to conquer the rest of Samas.

      Soon, Samas would be his.

      Soon Samas will be ours.

      He gritted his teeth, remembering the one sacrifice he’d made.
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      Shin took another sip of her mead and closed her eyes, enjoying the drink on her tongue. The din of the tavern soothed away the worries of the day. Rowdy laughter reminded her that at the end of the day, happiness wasn’t too hard to find. All one needed was a mug of ale and a friend across the table. Lacking a friend, an even taller mug would do just fine.

      Fortunately for her, she had her best friend sitting beside her at the bar.

      “I’m telling you, a second weapon is far more effective than the extra reach you get with Harmony,” Corin said, his speech only slightly slurred.

      “If that’s true, then why do I beat your ass every time we spar?” Shin asked.

      “Because your weapon is fucking magic!” Corin shouted in mock outrage.

      “I almost never use Harmony’s abilities when we spar.”

      “That’s not how I remember it.”

      “Seems like you’re remembering wrong.”

      Corin tried to fix her with a stern glare, but they both broke out laughing.

      The Corin who sat beside her now was a completely different man from the boy she had once known. A solid year of training had turned him from skinny to lean and muscular. That same training, combined with a late growth spurt, had broadened his shoulders. He’d even sprouted a passable beard in the last two months.

      “Petra!” Corin called out to the bartender. “Another round.”

      “Captain?” Shin heard the voice behind her, but it took her alcohol-infused thoughts a few seconds to realize the young woman was addressing her.

      She turned around, recognizing the young sentinel as a new transfer to her unit. “Yes, Nina?” New or not, she knew every name and every story in her unit.

      The sentinel damn near blushed at being recognized by her commander. The reaction caused Shin’s stomach to twist. She and Yuki had jointly agreed to keep the truth of Shin’s actions on Iru quiet. A few people knew, but not many. All most people in Versun knew was that she was one of the sin’s strongest and most capable adepts.

      Thus, behavior like this.

      Nina bowed. “I just wanted to say how excited I am to be serving under you. It’s a great honor, ma’am.” Nina’s cheeks turned redder than Corin’s after his third drink.

      Shin’s sense of duty overcame her inebriation. “I appreciate that. It’s good to know my new sentinels are just as dedicated as the ones I’ve had from the beginning. I watched you in training today, and I’ve been impressed by how well you’ve fit into the new tactics of our unit. Keep it up and you’ll have a command of your own one day.”

      Nina mumbled something that sounded like a thanks before bowing even deeper, turning on her heel, and fleeing back into the crowd.

      “Can’t help but notice you didn’t bother giving your second in command any credit,” Corin said. “He’s the one who spends most of his time teaching the sentinels how to adapt to the demons.”

      “Well, you let me know when he does something above and beyond the very task I ordered him to complete, and I’ll shout it from the rooftops.”

      Corin answered by throwing a nut at Shin’s forehead.

      “Very mature,” Shin said. Then she realized Corin might be masking a legitimate complaint with his sarcastic humor. She found it annoying that he wasn’t strong enough to simply speak what he felt, but she knew better than to act on that impulse. Instead, she said, “You know I couldn’t do any of this without you, though, right?”

      Corin smiled. “I know, Shin. We’re in this together.”

      “Damn straight.”

      Corin could have had command of his own unit long ago, but he didn’t want to leave Shin’s side. In his mind, not only was he her second in command, but he was also the one who was responsible for helping her uncover her old self. It was because of him she led her unit as well as she did.

      He had told her stories of Mateo so many times that the memories started to feel like her own. At first, listening to the stories had been hard. Though Corin didn’t mean it as such, it felt like he was guilting her every time he spoke of their time together. Mateo had only been in her life for a short time, but he’d done more in those months to shape her into who she was today than even the years of sin training had accomplished. How could she have forgotten him so casually?

      But when she felt Harmony, thrumming in her hand, she knew. That was the whole point of sacrifice: to give up what mattered most to change the world in ways that mattered.

      Now, she only occasionally felt guilty when Corin spoke of their friend. More often, she was grateful that Corin worked so hard to bring Mateo’s memory back to life.

      The memories of her father were another story. Corin did his best to tell Shin all the things that she had told him, but there just wasn’t all that much to share. She knew, from what Corin said, that he had been a wonderful man, but aside from that, there wasn’t much to learn. She did her best to extrapolate what she could from the memories she had of her mother, but the blank spaces in her mind were often jarring. From what she could tell, they had been happy.

      She told herself knowing that was enough. Maybe if she repeated it enough times, she’d even start to believe it.

      Corin had suggested they return to Dahl and speak to some of the neighboring farmers about him, but Shin wasn’t sure she was ready for that. Besides, Ilos was no longer the island she grew up on. After the fall of Iru, the refugees in Versun and Dahl had almost overwhelmed the cities.

      Sato, with his brutal efficiency, had insisted they build farm communities on Ilos. Now, instead of peasant families living on small plots of land and sending what they farmed to the sentinels for distribution, large communities had been built in the center of large tracts of farmland. People lived together and worked together to produce more than the small families ever could have.

      The communities were also easier to protect than the scattered farmsteads. Most had at least a few sentinels stationed there permanently. For protection, of course, and to make sure all of Samas was pulled, kicking and screaming, onto the Path. Sato had a remarkable ability to give one order that met several of his goals at once. It was hard to fall off the Path when a zealous sentinel stood behind you, watching your every step.

      Despite that, Shin had to admit Sato’s system worked far better than the old system ever had. There’d been rumors he was to be the next Firstborn for many years, long before the demons and the Maramans had upended life for everyone. Now it was practically a certainty. Shin feared what that day would bring. As it was, the Firstborn, Yuki, and Sato formed a small council that checked the worst impulses of the zealots. And, to Sato’s credit, he’d changed, too.

      But people didn’t change that easily.

      “I think we’ve almost got the wall defense drills down. A few more weeks and we’ll be better than any other unit,” Corin said, dragging her from her reverie.

      “Please, Corin. I don’t want to talk about drills. We’ve got a leave day tomorrow and I intend to do nothing but lie in the sun.”

      “And nurse your hangover?”

      “Only if you stop talking and let me drink!”

      Corin was right about their progress, though. Their unit was far better suited to combat on the ground, but Shin believed that to be true of everyone. The tactics used to defend the walls, mostly involving long polearms that could remove demon heads from a greater distance, were an adjustment for everyone.

      One adjustment among many. A whole year of adjustments.

      In those early days, since they were among the few with experience in a blended unit of sin and sentinels, they’d been a key part of training the new forces. But now the entire military of Samas was blended. Sentinels worked side by side with sin adepts, and the sin learned the advantages of the disciplined formations that the sentinels had drilled in for generations.

      Shin still smiled at the memory of Sato’s face when the Firstborn had told him of the plans. Shin wasn’t terribly familiar with the Path, but she doubted it included anything about working with the sun-cursed sin. It still drove Sato mad, especially when the first sin adept joined the Sun Stalkers. Shin laughed as she remembered the loud curses that Sato had shouted all the way down the hall when he’d learned.

      “Hey!” a voice cried out over the crowd. “Hanz is taking bets again.”

      The crowded tavern rushed to settle tabs and head for the door. Shin looked at Corin and shook her head. She hadn’t known the twins all that well, not like Beast had, but a light had gone out in the giant’s eyes since his brother had died. “I wish they wouldn’t encourage him.”

      “I know, but he’s a legend. Beating him in a duel could make someone’s career. Also, it doesn’t hurt that he pays out ten to one,” Corin said.

      Shin sighed and slid some coin across the bar. She knew it was destructive, but maybe getting drunk and taking on all comers was what Hanz needed? All she knew was that the man put on quite a show.

      “I wonder if he’ll let people team up tonight. Those are the best to watch,” Corin said before ducking out the door.

      Shin nodded and drank the rest of her ale in a few smooth gulps. Then she chased Corin out into the night. Life in Versun wasn’t anything like she’d imagined her future to be, but as she looked around at the emptying tavern, at her friends and fellow warriors excited by an evening of entertainment, she grinned. This was enough for her, and it was good.
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      Beast wiped tears of laughter from his eyes before quaffing what was left of his ale. “Then he smirked at me because he knew what I had to say. He knew it!”

      Colas got her own laughter under control and looked at him expectantly. “So?”

      “So, I said it! ‘At breakneck speeds.’ I think Raya thought we’d both taken too many blows to the head.”

      Gorou shook his head and smiled, which was about as demonstrative as the man got, but Vala was wiping tears from her eyes. Beast had initially been reticent to have a sin adept join them when they defected from Yuki, but Gorou had vouched for her. Evidently, the young woman had never been too keen on sacrificing life and limb for the sin cause. When Beast had thrown the sentinels off his juggernaut and set sail, she’d been happy to stay.

      And she laughed at his jokes, which was more than he could say for any other sin. He was glad to have her along.

      “Raya must have thought you a bumbling fool,” Vala said when she regained her composure, “How long did it take before she realized even that was being generous?”

      Beast roared his approval.  The girl probably weighed less than his right arm, but she didn’t back down. He like that about her.

      After the laughter died out, Colas stepped in, and her tone was far too serious. “I called this meeting for a reason, Beast, and it wasn’t to watch you drink and remind us of how stupid you can be.”

      “I recognize that tone,” Beast groaned.

      “You should. It’s the tone I use whenever I want to explain to you the problems with this so-called island paradise you love so much.”

      “We all love it! It’s the freedom we always wanted! No sentinels, no sin—”

      “Hey!” Vala said, with mock indignation.

      “—and nothing but miles of open space. What’s not to love?”

      “For the record, I wanted the freedom of open waters,” Colas said.

      “And I go where she goes,” Vala said, resting her hand on the pirate captain’s arm.

      “Exactly. We all got what we wanted. Speaking of which, I’d like some more ale!”

      “Afraid you're out,” Gorou said.

      “Beast, listen. We’ve got some problems that need to be addressed soon,” Colas insisted.

      “Fine, walk with me while you bore me. We’ll get some ale at the fire. I hope they roast a pig tonight. Seems like it’s been fish every day this week.”

      “That’s because there aren’t any pigs left on the island,” Colas said.

      “That can’t be true,” Beast replied.

      “If they’re here we can’t find them,” Colas said, following Beast out the door of his tiny, leaning shanty. “Our attempts at farming haven’t yielded anything but tiny onions, either.”

      “Onions are good.”

      “When I say yielded, I mean we have five.”

      “Five bushels?”

      “Five onions, Beast, because none of us are farmers. When we went to harvest, we didn’t know what was a weed and what was food. So we pulled it all, and most of it was weeds.”

      Beast chuckled as he walked out into the small village that his crew had made into a home. Despite the fact that the buildings leaned at odd angles, Beast was proud of the work they’d done. “I don’t like vegetables, anyway.”

      “That’s fine, but our crew is getting sick. We need a greater variety of food, and soon. We’ll have teeth falling out before long.”

      “Nothing wrong with a few missing teeth,” Beast said and grinned to show off some of the holes in his smile.

      “To be fair, not everyone considers losing a few teeth to be an enjoyable way to pass an evening,” Gorou said quietly, “and I think Colas is referring to the crew losing teeth without them getting knocked out.”

      Beast stopped walking and looked at his three captains. “What does that have to do with vegetables?”

      “Fruits and vegetables keep you healthy, Beast. That’s why when we head out to sea, we stock up. Fish are easy enough to catch, but if that’s all we eat, then we get sick. Same is true here,” Colas said. “I’m realizing that a small island has all the same problems as a ship, you just can’t turn it around.”

      Beast could tell she was losing her patience but struggled to understand her concerns. This was one of the first islands they’d landed on after they’d left Samas, and Beast had fallen in love immediately. He also realized that as big as the juggernaut was, he really wasn’t built for the constraints of a ship. They’d had a meeting, and all agreed to create a settlement here from which they could sail out on expeditions. Since then, it had been nothing but building a village and celebrating in the evenings with food, ale, and, if Beast was lucky, a good fistfight.

      “It’s fine, Colas. Our next attempt at farming will go better.”

      “No, it won’t. We don’t have any seeds left to plant. We also aren’t getting any better at building homes, Beast. Do you know why? Because we’re pirates, not carpenters. All the roofs leak, and that’s on the houses that remain standing!”

      Beast considered his captain for a moment. “Tell you what, we’ll go down to the fire, drink some ale, and I’ll think it over. We can talk about it tomorrow.”

      “Beast—” Colas began, but Gorou cut her off with a raised hand.

      “I think Beast is correct. We’ve done a lot of work on our little settlement. We would be rash to desert it so quickly.”

      Colas looked like she was about to spit fire, but kept her mouth shut and nodded.

      “Good!” Beast said, “I’m thirsty.” He turned on his heel and led them toward the fire. Everything would make more sense once he had a few more drinks in him.

      “Beast! Care to spar tonight?” asked Edgar, one of the Colas’s original crew and largest man on the island next to Beast.

      “Thought you’d never ask!” Beast shouted back to the man as he passed by.

      It wouldn’t be much of a fight, though. Back when they’d landed, Edgar had been a challenge. He wasn’t usually strong enough to fight Beast off, but the duels had been worthy of some songs, at least. Edgar was still willing, but he didn’t have the strength he’d once had. The giant needed some more meat. Maybe tomorrow Beast would organize a bit of an expedition to hunt down some game.

      Fish was fine, but real muscle required something bigger. Like a cow.

      Unfortunately, there were no cows on the island.  There were some wild pigs, though. Beast would have to hunt some of those down. It would be good to get out and stretch his legs, anyhow.

      Beast sat down at the fire and before long a flagon of ale was in his hand. He sat back and enjoyed the revelry of his crew.

      “Gorou, fetch us another, would you?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t.”

      “Too good to serve me, are you? Well, no matter, I’ll get it myself.”

      “No, what I mean is that the ale is gone,” Gorou said, and Beast thought he saw him flick a quick glance at Colas.

      “Gone?”

      “Well, yes, we don’t know how to make more and there was only so much on the ship.”

      “But I had the stores of the juggernaut filled! I think I put three taverns out of business when we left!”

      “You did, but ale is a finite thing, Beast. Unless we learn to make some, there’s none left.”

      “None?”

      “Not a drop.”

      Beast stared into his flagon, wishing for it to produce some more ale for him, but it remained stubbornly dry. He turned his stare to Gorou. “We can’t live on an island without ale.”

      Gorou shrugged. “We tried making our own, but the batches went bad. We’re bandits. We steal ale, we don’t make it.”

      Beast considered his long-time friend and advisor for a moment. He thought about his shack, which was always leaking, and his crew, who were all weaker than they had been.

      Well, shit.

      He turned to Colas. “Dust off those Maraman maps. I think it’s time we left.”

      She stared at him, as though she couldn’t believe the words he was saying. “Because we’re out of ale?”

      He tried to look offended. “Of course not. Because of the crew and the homes. All the things you’ve been telling me about.”

      Colas’s jaw went up and down, but no words came out. Finally, she found her voice. “You are the greatest fool the world has ever known.”

      Beast grinned from ear to ear. “It’s called leadership, Colas, and you best get used to it.”
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      Sato, looking three moves ahead, saw the weakness in his opponent’s strategy and took advantage. He blocked a series of blows but refused to give ground like the man opposite him expected. Instead, he lowered his shoulder and checked the man, knocking him off balance. Then he pressed his own attack. Too late, he realized that was what his opponent expected.

      Well, too late for most sentinels.

      But Sato wasn’t most sentinels.

      With a speed and accuracy that few possessed, Sato brought his blade up and blocked what would have been a killing blow. The two wooden blades cracked loudly and, despite being off balance, Sato followed the block with a kick to the midsection. By the time the Firstborn recovered, Sato’s practice blade was at his mentor’s throat.

      “I yield,” the Firstborn said, chuckling through ragged breaths. “That was the last trick in my bag.”

      “It almost worked. If I’d been just a bit slower, you would have gotten me.”

      “One day, you’ll find that your speed is the first thing to go. Then all you’ll be able to do is lay traps for faster opponents.”

      “To be fair, I still think you’d defeat most sentinels.” Sato, never one for false praise, wasn’t just being kind to his ruler. Although he rarely lost to the Firstborn, the older man was one of the few opponents that pushed Sato to his limits.

      The Firstborn gestured to the pillows on the floor. “Let’s sit. I’ll pour.”

      Sato acquiesced gratefully. It was late for a training session, his second of the day, and his body was already protesting from all the work he’d done in between. The moment his meeting with the Firstborn was done he planned on running to the hot springs.

      Sato was only mildly surprised when the Firstborn ignored convention and jumped straight to the point of their meeting. “In your opinion, how is the integration fairing?”

      Despite the fact that very subject had consumed most of his time for nearly a year, Sato still bristled at the idea of the sin and sentinels fighting side by side. “Better than I expected, sir.”

      “Now,” the Firstborn added.

      Sato sighed. “Yes, now. You know it pains me to admit it, but Crispin and Alonzo were, as usual, indispensable in their roles.” Sato gripped his teacup tighter as he imagined the smug looks on his lieutenants’ faces if they ever discovered he had admitted as much to the Firstborn.

      But they deserved the praise. Combining not just two militaries, but two very different ways of life, required an imagination and a willingness to try new things that Sato didn’t possess. If not for the two of them, Sato didn’t think they’d be anywhere as close to successful as they were today.

      The Firstborn nodded. “I know I’ve asked much from you since I put you in charge of hunting down the mugon, but you’ve risen to every challenge. You credit your lieutenants, but you deserve some praise as well. Seeing the great General Sato adapt to the new ways so quickly set a precedent for our younger sentinels that couldn’t be ignored.”

      Sato smiled and bowed graciously. Inside, his stomach roiled. Volunteering the Sun Stalkers to be the first unit to integrate had, of course, been Crispin’s idea. Sato had reluctantly agreed, but only after he and his lieutenants had worked out ways to free themselves of the sin among them when the need arose.

      They might be allies now, but Sato expected that to be a temporary problem.

      He thought he’d kept any expressions that betrayed his true feelings off his face, but as usual, the Firstborn seemed to see right through him. “I see you still feel working with the sin to be a great compromise.”

      For a moment Sato was concerned that the Firstborn understood just how deep Sato’s hatred of the sin, as well as his preparations to remove them from the sentinels someday, reached. But Crispin, again, had been his guide. Sato had publicly supported the integration, but he was mostly honest with his feelings behind closed doors. The Firstborn knew how Sato felt, even if he didn’t know the extent of Sato’s preparations.

      It meant that it moments like this, Sato didn’t have to bother with an outright lie. Sato wondered if all the deception he engaged in to preserve his place on the Path would someday push him off of it.

      But that was a problem for another day. “I’ve learned that the Path requires interpretation, especially during times like these. I don’t like working with the sin, but I acknowledge we have little choice.”

      “A ringing endorsement, as usual,” Yuki said from the doorway. “May I join you?”

      “Please,” the Firstborn said with a slight bow. Sato clenched his fists. Though the doorway was behind him, he would have heard anyone else approach. But the damned sin leader moved as quietly as a shadow. And then, when she stood in the presence of the Firstborn, didn’t so much as bow her head in deference.

      Besides, he’d hoped to speak to the Firstborn about some issues in private. “Sir, perhaps she should wait until we have finished our meeting?”

      “It was my idea to call this meeting, Sato.” Yuki said.

      Sato swallowed hard. Yuki was, if anything, a guest among the sentinels and the citizens of Versun. Yes, she led the sin, but Sato didn’t recognize any authority beyond that. The idea that she might have summoned him, especially through the Firstborn, made him want to draw steel and settle their differences for good. He settled for attacking her verbally. “Where’s Shin?”

      It was hard to see, but Yuki’s face darkened a little at the mention of her supposed disciple. It was no secret that Shin had resisted any training in sacrifice beyond that of an adept. Yuki was so weak she couldn’t even lead her strongest fighters. “Enough of that. I called this meeting because I am certain the Maramans are within weeks of hitting Samas, if not days. I’ve spoken with my adepts about their progress, but I wanted to hear how the sentinels fare.”

      Sato looked from Yuki’s emotionless face and back to the warm, friendly expression on the Firstborn’s. He calmed himself. For now, he had to be the dutiful sentinel. “We are as ready as can be expected. Against warriors and siege engines, I am confident the walls of Versun will hold. Against demons? I am only confident that we’ve prepared as well as possible. The rest is up to the adepts.”

      “My adepts are ready. We’ll send them back as fast as you can get them out of their corporeal form. The burden remains on the warriors to remove their heads quickly enough,” Yuki said.

      “We’re drilling daily on the walls with every polearm imaginable. The problem remains that the conventional methods of defending walls does not involve removing the heads from your enemies,” Sato said through gritted teeth.

      “Innovate,” Yuki replied in her insufferable calm.

      “We have. Our smiths have created spears with longer blades and handles, and our warriors are doing their best to learn how to use them. Perhaps your adepts could innovate as well?”

      “That isn’t how sacrifice works. I would suggest you stick to your area of expertise,” Yuki replied.

      “Gladly, when you stick to yours.”

      “I assure you, General Sato, I am more than accomplished at removing heads from bodies.”

      “And I am no stranger to your sun-cursed realm of sacrifice,” Sato snapped, holding up his ethereal pinky.

      “Accidentally stumbling your way into one of our simplest spells does not make you an expert.”

      The Firstborn took a long sip of his tea, a grin on his face. “Perhaps you two should spar.”

      “What?” Sato and Yuki asked in unison.

      “Obviously you two hate each other. Which is fine. But we need to fight together against the Maramans, so it’s best if you two work out your differences now. Just don’t do any lasting damage, please. I need you both.”

      Yuki looked at Sato. “I could use a workout.”

      Rather than answer, Sato stood up and picked out the practice sword he’d put down only a few minutes ago. He gestured Yuki forward with his free hand.

      The sin leader walked smoothly to the weapon wall and picked out her own sword.

      And then he was on his knees.

      The force of sacrifice was like nothing he’d experienced before. His first reaction was to glare at Yuki, assuming she’d resorted to her petty tricks to beat him. Then he noticed that she, too, was on her knees and breathing heavily.

      “What is it?” The Firstborn asked.

      “The Maramans are here,” Yuki said, “And I think they just summoned an army of demons.”
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      “How do you know it’s him?” Corin asked as he matched her brisk pace.

      “Power like that? It couldn’t be anyone else,” Shin replied.

      “Yuki?”

      “Yuki isn’t using sacrifice, and even if she did, I’m not sure she could wield power like that. Besides, it came from Iru.”

      Shin could sense that Corin had more questions but was holding his tongue. Shin wasn’t sure if it was because he could tell she didn’t want to talk or because he didn’t want the answers.

      Shin understood. She’d prefer not to know how strong their enemy was, either.

      She’d been driven to her knees when the emperor had accessed the realm. Every adept watching Hanz fight had been as well. The moment would be etched in her memory forever, not just because of what she’d sensed, but because of how the other adepts had responded. Their concerned faces had swiveled, as one, to look to her for answers.

      Answers she didn’t have.

      She’d tried to reassure them. But it was hard, because anything she might say in response to the emperor’s display of power was nothing but empty comfort. Still, she’d told them not to fear. In any case, they had all looked relieved when she’d taken off towards the palace district. So long as someone of rank was reporting to Yuki, they could rest easily.

      As they passed through the gates of the palace district, a sin messenger greeted them. “Yuki wishes to see you. They are in the Firstborn’s training room.”

      Shin nodded. “Who else?”

      “Just Sato when I left.”

      “Thank you,” Shin said.

      “Should I come?” Corin asked.

      “Yes.”

      “But they didn’t send for me.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “But—”

      “I said I don’t care. I need someone there I can trust. I haven’t spoken to Yuki in weeks, and Sato is Sato. You’re coming.”

      Corin took in her expression and put up his hands in mock surrender. “Yes, ma’am!”

      Shin couldn’t bring herself to tell Corin the whole truth. It wasn’t Yuki or Sato that concerned her most. She wasn’t looking forward to seeing Yuki, but there was nothing new between them. Sato, while still cold to her, was always professional. He recognized what she’d done with her unit and respected it in the same way she respected what he’d done with the farmers of Dahl. They would never like one another, but their relationship was clearly defined.

      It was the Firstborn that made her uncomfortable.

      She’d had a few occasions to spend time with the man as they began the integration of sin and sentinel. Each time, she was struck by the kind of leader he was. Each time, she found it hard to hold on to her disdain for the sentinel order that kept so many Samasians firmly under its thumb. The Firstborn was far from perfect, but he would be the first to acknowledge it, and the first to seek ways to improve.

      Watching him made her think the sentinels weren’t all that bad. And she couldn’t bear to lose that hatred. Samas couldn’t afford to let her lose it. Likeable as he might be, it was still his sentinels that had killed her family. And so many more besides.

      When Shin entered the Firstborn’s chambers, she was greeted by a crisp nod from Sato, a featureless expression from Yuki, and a bow from the Firstborn.

      “I assume we don’t need to brief you on what happened?” Yuki said.

      “No, he closed the rift on Iru and did… something else,” Shin responded.

      “And Yuki won’t tell us what,” Sato snapped.

      “I preferred to wait until we were all present.”

      Shin rolled her eyes at Yuki’s penchant for politicking. Telling the details earlier would have changed nothing. “He took control of all the feral demons on Iru,” she said.

      The Firstborn raised an eyebrow and looked at Yuki for confirmation.

      Sato cursed under his breath. “Is that what you think?”

      “I do. You felt it too, did you not?” Yuki asked Sato.

      “As you said, I’m not an expert.”

      Shin sensed tension between the two, but that was normal. For all the bridges that had been built between the two orders, the chasm between Sato and Yuki was as wide as ever. Thankfully, the Firstborn was adept at working with both. Here, he ignored their spat and focused on Yuki. “Do we know how many demons he controls, or what their abilities are?”

      Yuki shook her head. “Unfortunately, I could only understand the form of the sacrifice. In terms of useful information, there’s little I have to share.”

      The Firstborn nodded. “Do you have any information on what force he might command besides the demons?”

      Again, Yuki shook her head.

      “We need more information,” said Sato. “My Sun Stalkers can be ready within the hour. We can scout the coast of Iru and be back before anyone knows we were there.”

      The Firstborn shot Sato a hard look, one that Shin didn’t fully understand. She wasn’t privy to the full relationship between the men, but there was something there. “I’m not sending my highest ranking general on a scouting mission. Especially not one to an island crawling with demons and Maramans. It’s nearly a suicide mission, even if it is vital.”

      “I think Shin should go,” Yuki said.

      Shin glared at Yuki. Hadn’t the woman heard the Firstborn say it was a suicide mission?

      “I agree,” the Firstborn said.

      Shin was still hung up on the fact this was a mission they weren’t expecting everyone to come back from. “Why me?”

      Yuki answered, and Shin saw Sato clench his fists. “Because you’re an adept strong enough to keep your unit alive. Otherwise, we’re just sending scouts to die. Despite your lack of desire to learn more about sacrifice, you’re still one of the most sensitive adepts we have. And, given your lack of desire to progress, if we lose you, we won’t be losing a vital warrior like Sato here. You are the perfect choice.”

      Corin stepped in and saved Shin from attacking everyone in the room. “We can be ready to go tomorrow morning, ma’am.”

      “Very well,” the Firstborn said. “We’ll have a ferry ready for you at first light.”

      Shin grimaced at the thought of telling her soldiers they’d have to be up so early. For many of them, the night was just getting started. They wouldn’t like having their break cut so short.

      “Wait,” Sato said, “I don’t believe this discussion is closed.”

      “The Firstborn gave an order,” Yuki said.

      “No, he agreed with a suggestion. I want a stronger sentinel presence in that scouting party.”

      “My unit is more than half sentinels,” Shin said.

      “But you are the commander, and your little friend is your second. I fear the first loyalty of your soldiers is to you and not Samas.”

      “By the sun, Sato! We’re all on the same team,” Corin said before realizing who he was talking to.

      Sato turned to him and glared. To Corin’s credit, Shin noticed, he didn’t back down from the look.

      “That kind of disrespect is exactly the lack of discipline I’m concerned about,” Sato said. “I would feel better if a higher-ranking sentinel accompanied them.”

      “Did you have someone in mind?” the Firstborn asked.

      Sato thought for a moment. “Lieutenant Alonzo, sir.”

      The Firstborn agreed, and Shin wondered if it was more to keep the peace than for any actual reason. “Very well. Alonzo will meet you at the port at dawn. Are we satisfied?”

      No one looked like they were, which Shin figured was probably the mark of a good compromise. No one argued further, at least.

      Sato faced the Firstborn. “If there’s nothing else, I’d like to report back to my Sun Stalkers. I’m not sure what’s going to happen next, but I would guess we’d best be as prepared as possible to repel a demon siege.”

      “I fear you’re correct, my friend. Yuki, if there is any thing that can be done through sacrifice, I would like you to look into it.”

      Yuki nodded. “I have some ideas. Perhaps once Shin is back with more information, I can discuss it with her.”

      Shin recognized the words for the olive branch that they were. Yuki still hoped that Shin might serve their defense against the emperor and his summoners. That she would continue her training and do what Yuki couldn’t.

      But Shin knew it didn’t matter. No matter what they found on Iru, her path was already decided.Shin would fight, but she’d never let herself fall so deep into the clutches of the realm again. If they were going to defeat the Maraman emperor, Yuki would need to find a different way.
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      “We need to head back to Samas if we’re planning a long expedition,” Colas said. “At best, our supplies would last a month on the water.”

      Beast shook his head. “We stole a juggernaut, one of her adepts, and robbed her of my immense talent. Yuki will turn my dick into sawdust the moment she sees me.”

      Colas waved the concern away. “She couldn’t find it even if she squints. Besides, we’ll park the juggernaut out of sight and take a ship in. I can be in and out of Dahl with supplies before word reaches anyone. It’s what I did before you came into my life and upended everything.”

      Beast was comforted by the sturdy feeling of the wheel in his hands as he considered Colas’s argument. Manning the helm was not Beast’s job, but he found that steering his monstrous ship through the open ocean helped him to think. He liked the way the well-worn wheel felt, liked imagining what far off places the wheel had taken the juggernaut. “We’d burn through our remaining supplies getting back, right?”

      “Just about.”

      “So what happens if we return and every port on Samas is overrun with demons?”

      “Do you really think that could happen?”

      “We helped them evacuate Bulas. Bulas, Colas. If the jewel of Samas can fall in the time it takes me to capture one juggernaut, who knows? There are several islands within a week of each other marked on those Maraman maps. I think our odds are better with them.”

      Colas thought for a moment before putting up a final argument. “None of us can read Maraman. And yes, there are obviously islands, but you’ve seen the notations. The Maramans have already visited those islands, and we don’t know what they’ve left behind. For all we know, the symbols say, ‘We planted a demon family here!’”

      “True, but there are multiple islands. Islands where we don’t know for sure the authorities would kill us on sight. Surely, we can find someplace.”

      “There’s no guarantee that there’s ale on any of these islands,” Colas said, but Beast could tell by her tone that she’d exhausted her arguments.

      Beast laughed. “True, but Gorou informed me that Peter used to make his own mead. It’s not ale, but it’ll do.”

      “Peter, our best navigator, Peter?”

      “No, Peter, our mead maker. That’s his job now.”
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