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

      

      “You should do it, babe.”

      

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

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

      It was a worry for later.

      If there was a later.

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

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

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

      Had someone within the singun turned toward the sun?

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

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

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

      She’d expected an annoyance. A slight delay.

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

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

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

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

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

      Fear nestled in her heart.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Wait and suffer.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      There was one last task to complete. A sacrifice.

      The last one she could make.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The glint in their eyes spoke only of trouble.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She ran.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      But he knew in his heart this one was different.  

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

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

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

      Until today.

      Today, he conquered the Red Aces. 

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

      Benji.

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

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

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

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

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

      He was Beast’s friend. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The sentinels shifted their formation to address the potential threat.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      But he wasn’t.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The power of faith. 

      The power of the Path.

      “Kill him,” Beast said and turned away. 

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

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

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

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

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

      The sort of attack only a sentinel could perform.

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

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

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

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

      Around the circle, Beast’s mugon cheered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Still, he sometimes wished for more.

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

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

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

      He just couldn’t inspire.

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

      Inspiration was for children.

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

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

      There were three sentinels in the spring when he arrived.

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

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

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

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

      “How far away?”

      “No more than a league, sir.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Sato nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The magistrate knocked, his firm rap demanding entry. 

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

      “Good evening, magistrate. That time again?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Are they gone?” her mother asked.

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

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

      Her parents regarded her, surprised at her unaccustomed outburst.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Somehow.

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

      But it was enough.

      She fell asleep with a smile on her face.
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      “You’re still putting yourself into a compromised position.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      They failed.

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

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

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

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

      All except for Beast. 

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

      He was all that was holding the remaining mugon together.

      Any moment now Benji should arrive and turn the tide.

      Just as they had planned. 

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

      Any moment now. 

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

      Instead, he heard a bird call. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      It would be their undoing. 

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

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

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

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

      A true warrior needed no weapon.

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

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

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

      Beast, the bandit king.

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

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

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

      Impressive tactics for vermin.

      Not that it would do them any good.

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

      Two sentinels broke rank and galloped ahead, bows drawn. 

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

      The remaining bandit archers fired arrows in desperation, but they had no chance. Their bows, clearly fashioned by inexperienced hands, lacked the distance to reach the sentinels. The bandits pulled as hard as they could, but their arrows fell pitifully short. 

      For the sentinels, the danger was no greater than an afternoon of practice. They remained out of range, dropping each of the bandit archers in time. To the bandits’ credit, they didn’t run.

      Of course, they had nowhere to run.

      When the last bandits with bows fell, Sato’s archers secured their weapons and returned to the ranks. They hadn’t even broken a sweat.

      The bulk of the bandits retreated further into the cover of the trees, a position that would prevent the sentinels from utilizing their war horses. The bandits likely thought that they had a better chance of winning this fight on foot.

      They were mistaken.

      Sato’s sentinels dismounted and charged into the grove. Though outnumbered, the sentinels moved with brutal efficiency, cutting down their enemies with quick, effortless cuts. They fought harder when they sparred one another. Economy of movement translated into a bloody choreography in which each sentinel played their part perfectly. As their foes dwindled, the sentinels switched tactics and forced the remaining bandits into the center of a quickly closing circle. 

      By the time Sato dismounted and caught up to his unit, they had four bandits on their knees and stripped of their weapons. Sato regarded them briefly and then looked out at the water. In the distance, he could see what looked like one of the ferry ships used to shuttle goods and people from island to island. It must have been blown off course. No trading lanes were nearby.

      Sato assumed his most authoritative voice. “By the power granted to me by the Firstborn of the sun, you are under arrest. No citizen who is not sworn as a sentinel may bear weapons. The penalty for this crime is death. So says the Path. I shall give you a choice in the manner of your death. Cooperate, and I shall grant you a warrior’s death you don’t deserve.” He paused. “Resist and suffer.”

      One of the bandits spat on Sato’s boots. Almost as quickly as the bloody sputum hit Sato’s toe, Roko’s sword flashed out and sliced the woman’s ear off. She screamed briefly, but then clamped her mouth shut and glared at Sato. Fortunately, if looks could kill, he would have died a long, long time ago.

      “You all have plenty of appendages to spare, but all the same, why don’t you let the general ask his questions, and maybe think twice before you share any more bodily fluids with him.” Roko’s voice was less formal and even more intimidating for it.

      Sato paused to let their situation sink in.

      He looked out to the water. The ship he’d spotted earlier had moved fast and was closer now. It looked like Sato was right about it being off course, as it appeared to be tacking furiously in order to return to the shallows of the ferry lanes. 

      Sato turned his attention back to the bandits. “Where is your base of operations on Iru?”

      They said nothing, and Sato nodded to Roko. He listened to the brief scream as another ear was removed from a different bandit.

      “Same question.”

      Silence.

      A scream.

      “Same question.”

      Silence. Roko moved toward the last one, sword ready.

      “Wait!” the only bandit that still had both ears yelled.

      Sato waited.

      “We don’t have a base on this island, we—” The man’s voice cut off as the first bandit to lose an ear plunged a hidden knife into his throat. They both died an instant later as Roko killed the woman. No peasant could carry a weapon in Sato’s presence and live to tell the tale.

      Sato looked between the two bandits who were still breathing. Clearly, the woman had been the backbone of this group, as both remaining men looked ready to break. Once again, Sato looked out to the ocean and saw that the ship was well on its way back to the shipping lanes. Something clicked into place. He was a fool for not seeing it earlier.

      “You have your own ships,” Sato stated calmly.

      Both men exchanged looks of surprise before looking down at the ground.

      “How many do you have?”

      They were very cooperative now. “We don’t know, sir. We just get instructions and go where we’re told. If we need a ship, one is waiting for us. If we need horses, they will be waiting, too,” one bandit answered with no hesitation. His comrade nodded along.

      “No permanent base of operations either?”

      “No, sir.” The bandit’s tone was all respect. “There are many camps in many places, but they also move and disappear with the seasons.”

      A realization formed in Sato’s mind. One that both frightened and excited him. “Last question: who leads you?”

      They shook their heads in unison.

      Roko’s sword came up, but Sato raised his hand to stop him. He regarded both men for a long moment, noting the conviction in their eyes and the pride that they displayed, knowing that they would endure great pain to keep their leader safe. Sato sighed. They followed someone they were willing to die for.

      How did a leader earn such devotion?

      “You may have strayed from the Path, but you honor yourselves and your leader with your conviction.” Sato drew his sword. “I will grant you a swift death.”

      In one motion, both men’s heads were removed from their bodies.

      Sato looked to Roko. “They have ships, and they have leadership. These bandits are much more organized than we suspected. I must ride to Bulas immediately to inform the Firstborn. You will finish the rest of the patrol.” Sato gestured to the remaining corpses littering the tiny battlefield. “But first, remove the heads and tie them to the horses. Ride up and down the supply lines to make an example of those who seek to break the law. So says the Path.”
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      “Remove their heads and drag them past the other farms. In death, they will serve as a final reminder to others of the cost of disobedience. So says the Path.”

      The magistrate’s words buzzed in Shin’s ears and made her head feel like it was floating away from her body. She stifled another sob, lest the sounds alert the sentinels to the tiny crawlspace between the ceiling of the farmhouse and the roof above it that served as her hiding place.

      Remove their heads…

      Sleep finally faded from her mind as her real life became a nightmare.

      The sound of the door to her small home splintering under sentinel boots had ripped her from a peaceful slumber just minutes ago. Before she could make sense of all the stomping and crashing, her mother was dragging her from her bed and shoving her into the hiding place they had created for just such an occasion.

      “We love you so much,” Mother had said.

      Father was right behind Mother. “Don’t make a sound and don’t worry. Everything will be fine.” He had been hopeful, reassuring. She believed him.

      Even now, she still believed him.

      She had to. Hope was her only shield against the sharp swords of the sentinels.

      She couldn’t see what was happening in the moonlit yard, but she heard everything. She listened to the magistrate, so cordial just a few hours before, listing off her family’s crimes. Their hidden food had been found. 

      Her father tried to charm his persecutors, but even his silver tongue couldn’t sway the magistrate or stay the swords of the sentinels who accompanied him.

      She strained to hear the endless speeches of the magistrate, his torrent of words that meant nothing. And in reply, the deafening silence of her parents was sickeningly punctuated by two dull thunks.

      It couldn’t be real.

      Any moment now, she would wake up and it would be morning. Mother would be making breakfast, and Father would already be in the fields. 

      She imagined rushing out. She would dance through the moonlight, a death-dealing shadow, dispatching sentinels one by one with nothing but the digging fork that her father had taught her to use like a spear. 

      It was an absurd fantasy, a desperate dream. If she emerged, she would be cut down, her lifeless body rotting in the heat of the next day’s sun alongside her parents.

      And now it was over, and her fear kept her rooted in place. Her only company was the shame at her cowardice.

      The sounds of the sentinels galloping down the lane shook her out of her reverie. She smelled burning wood. A new fear filled her, but this one sharpened her senses and cleared her mind. She became very aware of how tightly packed she was into the ceiling of a burning building. 

      Shin wriggled backwards until she could reach the false panel beneath her and shoved it open. She toppled forward as the panel popped out and instinctively tucked her head forward into a roll as she hit the floor. The fall still hurt, but at least she didn’t land on her head.

      Shin stood, coughing through the smoke that had already drifted up to the small, loft-style top level of her home. The fire had been lit near the front door and was spreading into the kitchen. Moving more out of instinct than any conscious plan, she crawled under the railing and dropped to the main floor, as far away from the spreading flames as possible. She opened the rear window of the house and flopped into the cool night air.

      “Lieutenant Walric said you’d be coming out soon.”

      The calm voice made Shin’s heart leap into her throat. She scrambled to her feet, and one of her hands brushed against the rocks she had picked from the field. In one motion, she grabbed the first rock that came to hand and hurled it in the direction of the sentinel’s voice. She heard a satisfying grunt as the man staggered back from the unexpected blow. 

      Shin sprinted towards the barn.

      “How the⁠—”

      Her family might not be allowed swords, but that hardly made them defenseless. She was adept at hunting squirrels and rabbits with rocks. That close to the sentinel, she would have been more surprised if she’d missed.

      As soon as Shin reached the darkened interior of the barn, she grabbed the digging fork she had fantasized about before, then made a direct line to a small hatch in the back wall. Her father had built it when they began hiding food from the magistrate. Much like the hidden compartment in the ceiling, her father had hoped that they would never get caught but planned for Shin’s safety if they did. 

      Shin heard the sentinel’s boots on the wooden floor of the barn as she crawled through the hatch and hoped that he didn’t see the sliver of moonlight in the darkness as she closed the door softly behind her. She didn’t wait to find out. She continued into the forest behind her house. Heart pounding, she forced herself to search for the landmarks that her father had made her memorize.

      She’d thought he was foolish for making her do this so many times.

      Now, she was grateful for his foresight. Her body followed as if by instinct. She didn’t need to think.

      The tree whose trunk split into an almost perfect Y. Hard left. 

      The boulder bisected with a line of quartz. Bear right. 

      The sentinel crashed through the trees behind her. Shin wasn’t making any effort to be quiet, since she knew he would be able to track her through these woods no matter how careful she was. Speed was her greatest ally now. 

      She was almost there. 

      Shin followed the path until the old, grizzled oak tree stood directly in front of her. She then found the gap in the encroaching brush and squeezed herself onto the hidden path that paralleled the well-trodden one. It brought her safely to the base of a giant oak. She crawled on hands and knees to struggle through the last of the brush, and had to leave the digging fork behind. When she finally reached the tree, she paused for a moment, listening for the sounds of pursuit.

      She heard the sentinel break through the trees and onto the path that led to the oak. She started climbing the tree. 

      “I see you, girl. You might as well come down. You can’t escape me up there.” 

      Shin didn’t bother answering. Her only goal was to get high enough into the branches that he wouldn’t have a clear shot if he carried a bow. He’d have to approach.

      “Fine.” The sentinel sounded bored and resigned, as if he was more put out by climbing the tree than having to end her life. 

      Shin climbed high enough that she couldn’t see the sentinel. She stopped climbing, huddled in the dark, and listened for the sounds of death. 

      She didn’t have to wait long. 

      First there was the crack of the thin branches, covered in leaves and twigs, that were set so carefully across the narrow deadfall. Next came the terrible screams of the sentinel being impaled on the sharpened sticks at the bottom of the six-foot hole she and her father had dug. 

      The screams didn’t last long, and Shin didn’t check on the sentinel. She wasn’t sure if she could bring herself to peer down at the consequences of what she had done. She scrambled down the tree, gathered up the digging fork, then headed deeper into the woods. She moved more quietly now. There was no guessing how many sentinels had been left behind to deal with her, but she didn’t want to find out. There had only been one trap. Where she had once relied on speed, her alliance now shifted—stealth and shadows were her greatest friends now.

      Her father had said that if they were ever found out, the best place for her to go was Dahl. It was the only city on Ilos, and while it wasn’t as large as the cities on the other islands, it was plenty large enough for her to get lost in. Any of the family farms nearby would turn her into the sentinels to save their own lives, and she couldn’t blame them. 

      Dahl was the only place for her to make a fresh start. 

      She wasn’t sure how long she walked numbly through the night, one foot in front of the other in a rhythmic plod that leeched away the horror of what had befallen her family. It must have been a few hours, though, because she stopped short at the edge of the forest. In the distance, she saw the main road that led to Dahl across a small field. The city itself was only a few hours down that road. She was about to break from the cover of the trees when the sounds of galloping horses made her scramble deeper into the woods. 

      The sentinels passed without stopping, but the sight of them made her shiver. The numbness she had felt since escaping her pursuer suddenly broke. She fell to the ground, tears falling down her cheeks as she thought of her parents. She lay there on the forest floor and cried. 

      When she got herself under control, she gathered up some leaves and dirt and made the softest bed that she could manage to wait out the day. She would finish her journey under the same cover of night that had helped her escape from the sentinels. 

      That night, she watched the moon as it set over the fields of a stranger. They were so much like the fields she had worked her whole life. The fields she had called her own.

      Perhaps her life with her family hadn’t been much. But it had been enough for her.

      And now it was gone.
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      The leader of the Red Aces stood before Beast and thrust a filthy finger in his direction. 

      “Don’t patronize me! This is no parlay!” 

      Spittle flew from the man’s mouth and his finger shook with anger. In other circumstances, the man might have been an imposing figure. He was lean and tall, with coarse hair and a scar that cut across his left cheek. His clothing was worn, his hat splattered with blood, his boots scuffed and dirty.

      Fear had stolen the man’s dignity, though. Whatever power this man had once held was gone, as dead as his bandits back at the site of the failed ambush.

      Beast smiled his easy smile, the one that promised either a good time, or a violent one.

      In Beast’s world, the two were often the same.

      What was the man’s name again? He hadn’t paid much attention during the formal introductions. He had once led the Red Aces. Still claimed he did, of course, but that was only because he was ignoring the facts.

      Beast spread his arms out expansively. “Our desires are the same. Your Red Aces are the last meaningful group of independent bandits in all of Samas. You can claim you’re free, but what does that earn you now? Look at your followers.” 

      The bandit leader sneered, but he still glanced back at the pathetic remains of the Red Aces gathered behind him. The truth of the matter was laid bare for anyone to see. 

      Beast spoke calmly. Little terrified the masses as much as a calm giant towering over them. Anger and bluster were tools of lesser men. “Your men are emaciated and even beggars would refuse to wear their rotting clothing. A drunk sentinel armed with a blunt dagger could kill the rest of you without having to sober up.”

      Beast let his words sink in. “Now, look at us.” He gestured to his own warriors, but stood just a bit taller himself, keeping most of the attention focused on him. At over six and a half feet, muscles bulging through a too-tight tunic, and a beard that grew into a neat point at the center of his chest, it was hard not to be the center of attention. His hair would hang almost to the ground if it weren’t tied into a mess of different braids and ponytails. His cobalt blue eyes made it clear he was not born on this soil. A mystery, living and killing in such an isolated land.

      “We are well fed, well provisioned, and strong,” Beast continued. “We hide from the sentinels, not like a mouse but like a snake, so that we may strike out at will. Can you say the same?”

      He paused again. Then he leaned forward, casting a shadow over the smaller leader. He repeated his question. “Can you say the same?”

      For a moment, Beast thought the man might see reason. The leader wavered, his eyes comparing his own bandits to Beast’s.

      But some men were born fools.

      The leader shook his head. “We barely have enough for ourselves, and you believe that sharing a cut of what we take is going to make our problems go away? No. We won’t bow to anyone.” The leader’s voice grew in volume, if not conviction. He looked around to gauge his warriors’ reactions. When he noticed none of them were meeting his gaze, and that some were even inching further away, his eyes widened in panic. 

      But only for a moment. Fear of loss quickly turned into determination. His hand dropped to the hilt of his sword. 

      “You don’t want to do that,” Beast said, hoping he would. It had been hours since he’d overcome the ambush on the road, and he was already thirsting for a worthy duel.

      “Get them!” the man screamed in anger, drawing his sword. 

      Beast took a measured step back. Five Red Aces formed the leader’s “honor guard.” The remaining Red Aces survivors were all back at their camp, a mile away. All of them drew their swords, but only the leader made any motion towards Beast and his two guards. 

      Beast’s grin was vicious. The other Red Aces wouldn’t get involved. He had yet to replace his broken battle axe, but that bothered him little. 

      Oblivious to the fact that his men had not joined the charge, the leader raised his long sword high above his head with both hands.

      Beast waited for the man to commit to his strike, then slid out of the way. The move required speed, but it was the timing, the anticipation of his enemy’s movements that made Beast so deadly. One moment he was in front of the man and the next he was behind. His massive arms wrapped around the bandit leader in a crushing embrace.

      His victim tried to scream, but Beast’s arms forced the air from the leader’s lungs. Beast reveled in the moment briefly before bringing his full strength to the task. There was a sickening crack as the man’s ribs broke, puncturing lungs and other vital organs. The leader struggled for another few seconds, but his movements gradually lost their vitality.

      Then he was still.

      Beast dropped the lifeless husk on the ground. He turned to see the same thing he always saw when he destroyed a leader in front of his troops. Fear of their own fate. Awe at the mighty power before them. “It looks like we have some new recruits.” 

      The Red Aces shuffled a little, then sheathed their swords and made sure to keep their hands far from the hilts. 

      “Sheyric,” the Beast said to one of his honor guards, “have these recruits bring you and the rest of our mugon back to their camp. They’ll help you explain the new situation to their comrades.” 

      Sheyric, a man of few words, simply nodded and motioned for the Red Aces to follow him. Beast didn’t bother having them remove their swords. This parlay couldn’t have gone many other ways. The only real question had been if the leader would capitulate willingly or not. The Red Aces were so broken and hungry they didn’t have much fight left in them. If any of the remaining Red Aces found the courage to resist, then Sheyric could cut them down without even breathing heavily. The man was a savant with his sword.

      As Sheyric disappeared from the clearing, Beast sat down heavily on one of the logs around the campfire. Even after so many battles, when the rush of combat was over, weariness set in.

      “That was the last of them,” Benji said.

      “Vermin,” Beast spat derisively, “but maybe we can show them what it means to be true warriors. Come, the mugon are waiting and if they know what’s good for them, they’ll have my dinner ready.”

      Benji chuckled at Beast’s gruff facade. “We’ve done well and have earned some rest.”

      “Enjoy it while you can. The recruitment might be done, but now the hard part begins.”
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      Sato, still tired from the previous day’s ride, rose before the sun and watched the daybreak as he went through his forms. His body was stiff, but that only meant he needed the movement more. When he finished his routine, he stowed his gear and returned to the saddle.

      The farther he rode, the more pleased he was that he had taken the time to work what kinks he could from his body. He rode hard, pushing his body and his horse, Nightmane, right to the edge of breaking. But no further. Despite his urgency, he did no one any good if either of them got injured.

      By midday, his careful pacing was rewarded as he came into view of Bulas, the capital of Samas and the home of the Firstborn. The jewel of the nation. Outside its walls, peasants toiled to earn the protection afforded them by the sentinels. The hard work of one group was rewarded by the other putting their very lives on the line. Within, though, was an oasis of peace and prosperity. A vision of what the future could become if all would learn to follow the Path.

      The fields around Bulas were busy as farmers brought in the harvest, large teams working enormous plots under the watchful eyes of their overseers. Sato grimaced as he watched the farmers labor in the dirt and the muck. Essential as they were, there was still something unclean about their lives.

      At the city walls, two lines led to the gate. One was filled with farmers hauling their harvests, clutching the papers tightly in their hands that allowed them temporary access to Bulas. The other was for citizens of Bulas and sentinels. Sato rode for that line. Most days, he would have waited in the back, as was proper, but today his urgency took precedence. He weaved Nightmane forward until he was at the front of the queue. Any complaints were silenced when they saw who he was.

      The sentinel at the gate recognized him and let him through without question.

      Sato cantered his horse through the streets of Bulas toward the sentinel stables. When he arrived, he told the stablemaster a shoe needed attention. Then he handed the reins to a stable hand, petted Nightmane’s nose, and fed him an apple he’d been saving for the end of the ride.

      “Thank you, my friend. Rest well, and I’ll see you soon,” Sato said. He allowed himself a small smile at his long-time companion’s whinny of thanks.  

      With Nightmane squared away, Sato walked swiftly from the stables toward Bulas Keep, where he could report to the Firstborn. As he passed through the halls of the ancient keep, sentinels on guard snapped smart salutes and opened doors for him. The stonework was immaculate, the architecture worthy of poetry. Sato, as he always did, took a moment to look around and appreciate how the perfectly ordered keep reflected the Path and the sentinels’ place on it. After a brief wait for another audience to finish, he found himself inside the receiving chamber, bowing to the Firstborn of the Eternal Sun, ruler of all of Samas.

      “Sato! As always, it is a pleasure, but I wasn’t expecting you for another week.” The Firstborn took in Sato’s clothing, still dusty from the road. Among lesser officials, such an appearance would have likely earned a quick and permanent expulsion from the court. “What news requires such haste?”

      “I bring an urgent report about the bandits.”

      The Firstborn was just beginning to show his age, but the grey at his temples and the frown lines that crinkled around his eyes as he regarded Sato did nothing to diminish the steel evident in the man’s demeanor. “Too important for you to seek a bath and a fresh uniform before coming to see me?”

      “Yes, sire. Apologies for neglecting a tenet of the Path but—” Before he could finish, he was cut off by an irritated sigh and a resigned smile from the Firstborn.

      “Honestly, Sato, you’d think by now you’d know when I’m joking.” The Firstborn laughed, a warm sound that filled the chamber. 

      “Sorry, sire, it’s just that this information is very important.” Did the Firstborn not understand this information changed everything? Sato had ridden hard for days to deliver the news.

      The Firstborn ignored Sato’s obvious impatience. “You have always been one of my best sentinels, Sato, but don’t forget the Path requires interpretation, not just blind obedience to the letter of the law. Take tenet number three, the spirit. There is not much in this world that feeds the soul the way laughter does, don’t you think?”

      “I find meditation and reflection to be more nourishing, sire,” Sato responded. Through his annoyance, he forced a smile onto his face to reflect the older man’s impish grin.

      “Ha! See? Your tongue can be as deft as your sword.” The Firstborn’s eyes twinkled with undisguised mirth. “Now, tell me, what have you learned of these bandits?”

      “The reason we haven’t been able to find a base of operations on Iru is because there isn’t one. They’ve built ships capable of traversing the deeper, rougher waters beyond the shipping lanes. They use them to travel between the islands without our knowledge.”

      The Firstborn stroked at his long beard. “You’re certain? Building such ships without being discovered seems nearly impossible.”

      “I saw one with my own eyes, sire.”

      The Firstborn nodded thoughtfully and motioned for Sato to continue.

      “Additionally, their command structure is unlike any I’ve studied. They receive instructions anonymously, carry them out, and then are resupplied and sheltered seemingly without any chain of command.”

      “Singun,” the Firstborn interrupted quietly. 

      “What?” 

      “Such a structure is called a singun. Independent units where the left hand never knows what the right is doing. A tactic born from the legends of the sin.” 

      “It’s cowardly,” Sato responded sharply. “How can one lead, if one is not seen?”

      “Indeed, it certainly strays far from the tenets of the Path. Please go on.”

      The Firstborn’s typical joviality had vanished, and Sato caught a rare glimpse of the steely demeanor that it covered. The eyes that usually danced with mirth were now a window into the mind of a peerless strategist. 

      Sato’s news had alarmed the Firstborn. The man’s mask rarely slipped, even around those closest to him.

      Sato continued his report. “Given this new information, I believe we will require more sentinels and more supplies. Regular patrols will not be enough, but will need to be maintained while we form a dedicated force to address this.”

      The Firstborn thought for a while. Eventually, he reached his decision. “You’re right about the severity of the situation. Bandits have always been a nuisance, but these recent attacks do seem to be evidence of a greater threat. However, your solution lacks imagination.” He paused. “Let me ask you: do you believe our current methods of intervention will be effective against these bandits?”

      Sato considered the question briefly, but the answer was easy enough. The Firstborn’s question sliced to the heart of the matter. If traditional methods worked, the bandit problem would have been taken care of by now. “No, sire, I do not.”

      “Neither do I. We need to break the bandits’ organization open, not by overwhelming force, but by cunning. Your request for more sentinels is not the answer. Bandits, for better or for worse, will always exist. But these tactics are the result of a rare level of leadership. These commanders must be our true target. You need to hunt them, and you need to kill them. A smaller group would work best. Excellent riders, as they may be required to travel long distances at short notice.”

      Sato nodded, making mental notes as the Firstborn spoke. Already he had a list of potential names—honorable sentinels who were almost untouchable with a blade and peerless in the saddle. 

      “And one more requirement,” the Firstborn said, the mirth returning to his face. “They will need to be the most cunning that you can think of.” 

      Concern tightened his throat. “Cunning, sire?”

      “You may need to draw from among those who are willing to interpret the Path… more broadly, shall we say.” 

      His heart dropped. “Why?”

      “These sentinels need to be prepared to comb through some of the seediest aspects of our nation to root our enemies out.”

      “Seedy, sire?” 

      “Indeed. These bandits aren’t recruiting from noble households. Your first task will be to create a list of such sentinels and provide it to me. I’ll expect it no later than tomorrow morning.” He looked again at Sato’s appearance. “And only after you’ve rested and bathed.”

      “Sire—these types of sentinels, I—” Sato hesitated.

      “Is there a problem, Sato?” The Firstborn’s look of innocence might have convinced others, but not him. “I was under the impression that you were familiar with all the sentinels under your command, be they shining examples of the sun or slightly more… dingy.” 

      “I am, sire. That’s not the problem. I’m just not sure who, among my competent commanders, would be willing to lead them.” He shook his head in disgust. “No honorable officer would ever volunteer for such a duty.”

      The Firstborn of the Eternal Sun and leader of the nation of Samas simply smiled at Sato.

      Realization dawned on Sato and he groaned. 

      “Oh.”
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      Shin woke to the fading light of dusk as it receded across the forest floor. She grumbled, her body demanding a true rest. But drifting back to sleep held no appeal. Not if it meant more of the dreams that had plagued her slumber.

      Well, one dream, she thought bitterly. Just different versions of it.

      In some she burst out of the house, digging fork in hand, laughing maniacally while dispatching all the sentinels, only to find that each she killed bore the face of her parents. In others, she ran out of the house and was cut down one limb at a time. The sentinels laughed as she tried to crawl to her mother and father. 

      The worst, though, was when she emerged from her home to find the sentinels departed and her parents’ severed heads impaled on pikes in her yard.

      “Why didn’t you help?” her mother’s head wailed. 

      Her father’s head just smiled his affable smile, the blood-stained teeth doing their best to let his daughter know that everything would be fine.

      Shin shivered at the memories and rose from her makeshift bed. Her mouth tasted bitter and her head had that light and airy quality that accompanied a lack of sleep. She opened and closed her mouth a few times to work more moisture into it. Reaching into the pocket of her trousers, she found what remained of the berries she had found the night before. She ate them greedily, but the rumbling of her stomach told her that food would have to be a priority tonight. After she filled her belly, she could worry about her future. 

      One thing at a time.    

      Shin looked around for a suitably sized stone. As the forest floor darkened with the setting sun, she realized that her chances of finding a weapon, let alone tracking prey, were quickly fading.

      For a moment, Shin stood motionless as desperation welled up inside of her. 

      It wasn’t just about being hungry. Hunger was her constant companion.

      Hunting had been a task. A solid next step, a plan she could complete even as the rest of her life crumbled around her.

      But the sun, the cursed eternal sun, didn’t even allow her that. 

      Her desperation grew claws, tearing at her will until it transformed into panic. The same wracking sobs she had choked down the night before built again. She lowered herself into a crouch while she hugged her arms tight around her body. She tucked her head into her chest as she closed her eyes against the tears.

      The forest faded around her, replaced by a happier memory: her earliest attempts at sewing with her mother. Mother’s hands were sure, mending torn clothes until they were nearly as good as new. Beside her, Shin kept poking her fingers with the needle, drawing small drops of blood.

      With a digging fork in hand, she could dance her father’s forms all night without tripping once. But with a needle, all her fingers became thumbs.

      She’d been younger then, more easily prone to frustration. Tears had welled up in her eyes, and she’d asked if she could quit to do something else.

      Mother shook her head. “If you quit, you’ll never start again. You’ll never learn.”

      Across the room, she saw her father’s smile. The real one, not the horrific caricature from her dreams. The memory gently faded, suffusing her with new strength. 

      She rose unsteadily to her feet and took a deep, calming breath. 

      There would be time to grieve her parents later. Those emotions weren’t going anywhere. For now, she would call on the memories of love and support that had given her strength her whole life. She picked up her digging fork and walked to the edge of the forest. The moon was almost full now, rising in the sky and bathing the countryside in its calming silver light. Shin took her time making her way across the field. Turning an ankle now would make the relatively easy walk into the city a grueling affair.

      As she picked her way across the field, she cursed her continued poor luck. Most farms had harvested their crops within the last few days. She could see the neat rows, teasing her with their barrenness, in which plenty of food would have been waiting for her just days ago. Her stomach grumbled again, and she wondered just how she was going to find something to eat once she got to the city. 

      She had no money, nor any friends or family there.

      Shin imagined living off the land. She knew how to hunt and knew what wild foods were safe to eat. Perhaps Dahl wasn’t the place she was meant to be.

      She imagined living alone in the wild, with only herself to worry about.

      By the time she noticed the steady drum of hooves on packed dirt, it was almost too late. She threw herself to the ground, pressing herself into the dirt. Her breath sounded like a blacksmith’s bellows in her ears, and it seemed impossible the whole countryside didn’t hear her. She lay still for an agonizing amount of time before she heard the horses pass by, heading away from the city. To be safe, she waited a few minutes longer.

      When the sounds of the horses finally faded into the distance, she propped herself onto her elbows and looked out to the road. As the sentinels passed out of view, her fear took on an edge of anger. The idea that they could strip everything that she loved away from her and simply carry on to the next farm infuriated her.

      Alone, she might be safer.

      But perhaps in Dahl she could find the means to strike back.  

      The road was far closer than she had thought, and she gave her head a mental shake for being so careless. Shin decided she would be better served walking through the fields that paralleled the road than by walking on it. Better to sacrifice some speed for the ability to hide at a moment’s notice.

      In time, the road curved and the walls of Dahl came into view. When the wind picked up, she caught the scent of salt in the air, though she couldn’t yet see the water. Dahl stood on a rise in the land, the drop-off at the back of the city augmenting the already impressive walls with a natural defense. The fields below stretched out and on a clear day, one could easily make out the ocean in the distance. The main road she followed led up to the gates and then circled around the walls to the port to the east. 

      Shin was just beginning to puzzle out how she was going to enter the walled city when she noticed two inky blobs detach themselves from one of the grassy hills on the opposite side of the road. They were both taller than her, but had the slight frame and awkward proportions that seemed reserved for adolescent boys whose muscles had not yet caught up to the scaffolding of their bones. At first, Shin was surprised when she saw what looked like long knives sheathed at the small of their backs, but she quickly guessed what she was looking at.

      Luan.

      Shin had heard stories of orphaned children forming groups in the cities, arming themselves and turning to thievery to survive instead of begging. The sentinels, when they caught the luan, killed them, as was dictated by the Path. Fortunately for the luan, they knew the streets so well they were difficult to find. Luan were a constant, if small, thorn in the sentinels’ side. Right now, that made them some of her favorite people in Samas. 

      She picked up her digging fork, then dashed across the road and into the field behind the two luan. Her progress was slow. In the open field, the only way to ensure that the two figures didn’t see her was to crouch down low and scramble as quickly as she could. She followed her prey as they veered away from the road and into the shrub lands that surrounded Dahl.

      When the two figures stopped to relieve themselves in a small creek that trickled out beneath the walls of Dahl, Shin took the opportunity to stand behind a larger cluster of bushes and stretch her aching legs. Though the lower half of her body was on fire, she knew she had made the right decision when she saw a small group of sentinels stationed at the gates of the city. She peeked around the bush to check on the luan.

      They were gone.

      How? They were too far from the walls to have slipped inside already, and she’d only taken her eyes off them for a moment.

      “Didn’t think it would be some lost farm girl following us.”

      Shin jumped, and she instinctively brought the digging fork up to defend herself.  

      “Would you look at that? She’s got some fight in her,” said another voice.

      Shin’s heart hammered in her chest, but she forced herself to study the two boys in front of her. They were tall and gangly, and both were trying desperately to sprout hairs on their chins. Despite the mocking tone, both had taken a step back when she raised her weapon. They each drew their crudely made weapons. Still feeling the dull ache in her thighs, Shin wondered how long they had known she’d been following them, and how foolish she must have looked attempting to stay concealed.

      “Listen, we aren’t looking to fight, but we need to know why you were following us,” the first boy said. He had shaved his head save for a long braid down the back and appeared to be in charge. 

      “I need to get into the city. My parents were—” She faltered and tried again. “I’m alone and need to stay out of sight.”

      “Why should we trust you?” the second boy sneered. “For all we know you’re spying for the sentinels.” He had a small gap in his teeth and she was suddenly compelled to make it wider.

      Shin jabbed at him with her digging fork, just like her father had taught her. Gap-tooth tripped over his own feet as he just barely parried the attack, losing his grip on his weapon as he did. Surprised by the suddenness of her strike, Braid hesitated a moment too long before bringing up his knife. Shin took the momentum of her parried blow and turned it into a blow with the butt end of the fork, hitting him square in the temple. He crumpled. 

      Before Shin could pivot back towards Gap-tooth, he wrapped his arms around her. Though her arms were pinned, she was able to move the fork so that it crossed her body diagonally. By shifting her weight and twisting, she was able to drive the fork into the ground behind Gap-tooth’s ankle. With all her might, she pushed backwards, causing him to fall over the fork. He took her down with him, but she landed on top and the impact broke his grip. Shin scrambled to her feet, recovered the fork, and aimed it at Gap-tooth’s chest.

      “By the sun, we give! We give!” Braid was shakily getting to his feet. Shin was surprised to note that he appeared to be laughing a little. “How’d you let her take you down like that, Davin?”

      “You’re the one whose brain she just scrambled,” Davin said as he dusted himself off. “Not like there was much there to scramble in the first place.”

      “Stay back!” Shin warned, still brandishing her digging fork.

      “We’re back, don’t worry. You attacked us, remember? We were just trying to figure out why you were following us. I’m Corin, by the way.”

      Shin slowly lowered her weapon, suddenly embarrassed by her rash anger.

      “You shouldn’t have accused me of working for the sentinels,” Shin said.

      “Sorry,” Corin said sheepishly. “I guess I wouldn’t have liked that either. But we were worried with you following us like that.”

      Shin sighed. “I understand. You were just being careful. Would you still consider helping me?” She paused, feeling suddenly vulnerable. “I’m really not sure what I’m doing.”

      A look passed between the two boys. Corin spoke first. “Sure, we have a way in. It’s a tight squeeze, but the trap door we built into our home isn’t too far from the entrance. You’ll just have to crawl through a little water.” He was already heading towards the city walls as he explained.

      “You’re going to help me? Just like that?”

      “Of course.” Davin spread his hands and smiled as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

      “Why?”

      “Shit happens,” Corin said, “and it looks like it happened to you pretty recently. Not many other reasons why a farm girl would be out here all alone, threatening us with a digging fork. Do we need a better reason?”

      Shin looked up at the moon and fought the surge of emotion that threatened to overwhelm her. She supposed it wasn’t much to them. But for her, on the darkest nights of her life, the simple kindness warmed her more than the sun ever had.
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      That night, Beast’s mugon feasted.

      A rare treat, but one well earned.

      Every significant group of bandits now answered to one man. Years of battle had led to this point, and the journey was just beginning. Today, though, was a landmark. A turning point. One Beast celebrated with ale and roasted meat.

      Beast let the celebration begin without him. He visited the tents of the injured, not to provide words of comfort, but to bear witness. The injured mugon quit their groaning when he entered. He asked what he could do for them and noted their answers. When he had visited them all, he returned to the fires. 

      He soon found a cup in his hand, and he raised it to toast the mugon and what they had accomplished. After, one of his lieutenants raised a toast in return, which he bore with a smile. Beast mingled for a bit, but before long his stomach growled, and the frequent toasts of his mugon gave him no time to fill his belly.

      They respected him and fought for him. But his mugon were not his friends or his equals. So, when the time came, he slipped away without a sound. He found a place where he could observe the festivities without being bothered by others.

      In time, a voice spoke from behind him. “Mind if I join you?” 

      Beast looked up at his new companion and grinned. Though his average height and easy manner led many to underestimate him, Benji was the only warrior Beast respected almost as much as himself.

      The one man he did call a friend. 

      In battle, Beast was a force of nature. He possessed unparalleled ferocity with the skill to match. But killing sentinels was less than half the fight. Beast was the brawn and the figurehead, but the mugon owed their existence to Benji. Benji developed the training they used. Benji was the one who had thought of using ships and moving camps. And it was Benji who moved mugon, food, and supplies around Samas as though they were pieces on a chessboard.

      For all that Beast had accomplished, he couldn’t have done it alone. 

      But he’d never tell anyone else that. He gestured to the grass beside him. “Please, sit.”

      Benji did, delicately balancing the plate full of food as he joined Beast. “Thought you might actually join them this time.”

      “And never get a chance to eat?”

      “You can’t blame them for wanting to bask in your glory.”

      Beast shook his head. “This is their day.”

      “Not to hear them tell it. I heard you killed over a hundred Red Aces on your own.”

      Beast harrumphed. “Soon they’ll be saying that I fucked the Firstborn.”

      “You haven’t?”

      Beast laughed. “Not with my dick.” He looked out over the assembled warriors. A motley crew, perhaps, but they represented a change in Samas. Never had a rebellion come so far.

      A comfortable silence settled between the two men, and Beast took the opportunity to dig into his meal in earnest. After a few moments, Beast sensed Benji looking at him. It was a look that Beast was used to, but one he’d never gotten from Benji. There was a first time for everything, Beast supposed. 

      “You’ve never asked,” Beast said, breaking the silence.

      “We always had more important things to worry about,” Benji replied. 

      Beast gave a mental shrug. It was a night for firsts. “Go ahead.”

      “Do you ever wonder where you come from?” 

      Despite knowing the question was coming, Beast still fought to keep his hands from clenching into fists when someone brought up his past. 

      Few dared to do so.

      “Why, Benji, as you well know, we all come from the eternal sun,” Beast said, gesturing expansively to the night sky above. “We are placed on Samas with the glorious purpose of following the Path in service of the Firstborn.”

      Benji chuckled. For a moment, it looked like he would drop the issue, but then he summoned the courage to continue. “You don’t look like the rest who walk the Path. I’m not even sure you’d fit on it.”

      It was Beast’s turn to laugh. “I don’t know where I came from, but it wasn’t Samas. My first memories are a blur. I was raised by a poor family on Ilos, their about as far away from Dahl as you could get and still be on the island. As I grew older, I began helping with the chores. I was bigger than my adopted siblings, so was always tasked with the hardest jobs. At first, I thought it was because of my size, but I slowly began to realize that the pissant farmer that took me in simply favored his real children over me. When the sentinels began to squeeze more and more from them, I was the one who went hungry.” Beast paused his story long enough to spit on the ground in memory of his late adopted father.

      “I don’t imagine you two ever mended your relationship,” Benji said. 

      “His was the first life I took. As I continued to grow, he saw me as a liability. One night, after I had been banished to the barn to sleep amongst the cattle, I saw a lone rider approach the house. I snuck back inside and overheard the bastard negotiating the price to sell me to a high-ranking member of a mining guild.”

      “So, you stepped inside to calmly express your disapproval of the proposed arrangement?” Benji asked.  

      Beast’s predatory grin made Benji recoil. 

      “I did step inside, but it was to strangle the life out of the rider that came to collect me. I wasn’t fully grown yet, but I was still bigger than most men. My adopted father tried to pry my hands off but too late realized the futility of the attempt. I tossed the rider aside, and the coward took off running. Then I beat that farmer to a bloody pulp. Before he died, I made him tell me where I came from,” Beast said with a grim smile. 

      “And?” 

      “He found me amongst the wreckage of a strange ship that had washed up on the southernmost shore of Ilos. He took me in for his wife to raise so that he would have another set of hands on his farm.”

      “I see,” Benji said, slowly. 

      “Raises more questions than it answers, doesn’t it? No grand plan, no manifestation of the sun bringing me to the shores of Samas for some great purpose. Just a stranger in a strange land. So, I made my own purpose.” 

      “And now you’re the Bandit King.” Beast looked up to see Benji grinning at him. “Have you thought much about tomorrow? Are you going to take a few days and celebrate your accomplishment?”

      Beast sipped his ale. “I had thought to spend some time settling the new arrivals. We have Red Aces to teach in our ways, and our people could use some rest. Maybe hit a few easy caravans but keep quieter than we have been.”

      Benji didn’t say anything, but his look said enough.

      “What do you propose?” Beast asked.

      “The sentinels won’t rest, so neither can we.”

      Beast waved the concern away. “They don’t even know what they face yet.”

      “They might. One of our groups was caught trying to escape from Iru. They were all slaughtered.”

      “You think they spoke?”

      “Not of anything that matters. They didn’t know enough. But it’s a mistake to underestimate the sentinels.”

      Beast scowled. “That is one mistake I certainly don’t make.”

      “And I’m here to remind you of that. Our victory today gives us momentum. We need to seize it.”

      Beast chewed the last of the meat off a bone and put his plate down. Few rewards meant as much to him as a full meal.

      Which was the whole point of the mugon. The ability to take what one earned. A new way to live in the world, one that didn’t bow to the light of the Firstborn or his corrupted sentinels.

      “So, what will you do?” Benji pressed. From anyone else, Beast might have killed the messenger simply to erase the annoyance. Benji alone had the right to speak to Beast so bluntly. “You have an army now. You can’t just let it sit unused.”

      “I’d hardly call the mugon an army,” Beast said.

      Benji waved aside the point as the distraction it was. “You have the advantage now, but it won’t be long before the sentinels poke a hole in our defenses.”

      Beast grimaced. “Then we need to move to the next stage of my plan. We need land of our own. A place to defend.”

      “And then the sentinels will have a place to attack. For now, we live because we never stop moving.”

      That was the crux of the problem. To become more than bandits, they needed land. But the moment they seized land, they became an enemy the sentinels could beat. Beast gestured at his warriors. “What would you suggest? We would need lifetimes of training to defeat the sentinels on a fair battlefield.”

      “What if I told you there was a way?”

      “If you were anyone else, I’d call you a liar.” Beast eyed his friend. “But you have something, don’t you?”

      “I have a connection that I think you’ll find useful,” Benji said. He swallowed. “But I’m not sure you’re going to believe me.”

      Beast waited.

      Benji swallowed again. “I can put you in touch with the sin. And together, you can force the Firstborn, and all of Samas, to bow before you.”
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      Sato sighed contentedly as he soaked in the hot springs just outside of Bulas and contemplated the Firstborn’s request. He could have had some of the servants that worked in Bulas Keep prep the bath house for him, but Sato always felt cleaner when he took his baths out in nature. The short walk to the isolated springs also provided him the time and solitude needed to compile the list of sentinels that would make up his new squad. By the time he had reached the water, that part of his task was complete. Now, Sato had to wrap his head around the hard part.

      How was he supposed to lead those kinds of sentinels? 

      Sato had trained and bled daily to earn his place as one of the Firstborn’s top generals, and one of the privileges of his position was that he got the first pick of sentinels under his direct command. His honor guard, plus the men and women he led on patrols, were all strict observers of the Path. Those that he believed apt to stray, he sent to patrol the other islands under the command of his lieutenants, who needed the experience of dealing with problem soldiers. 

      As he went through the list of sentinels in his head, his anger grew. Every one of them had been disciplined by Sato at one point or another. In each case, they’d never been disciplined again.

      As much as he wished it was due to his leadership, he didn’t believe it. Not of those names. No, the reason they hadn’t been disciplined further was because of the Firstborn’s other requirement: cunning. They’d learned how not to get caught.

      Sato sought some semblance of peace. He focused on the hot water as it loosened the knots in his muscles and imagined that it was loosening the knots in his mind as well. Once he felt his mind, body and spirit were connected once more, he rose from the spring, prepared to seek out a solution.

      He toweled himself off, dressed quickly, and made his way to his chambers. The Firstborn would be waiting for him.

      Sato checked his appearance in the mirror in his room. Though not given to vanity, an audience with the Firstborn was an honor most in Samas never received. Sato had skirted the edges of the Path yesterday, appearing in such a disheveled state.

      Satisfied, Sato walked the labyrinthine passages through Bulas Keep to the Firstborn’s receiving chambers. He expected a short wait, as was customary for those expecting to speak to the Firstborn, so he was surprised when there was no line.

      One of the guards answered Sato’s unspoken question. “He’s not receiving visitors this morning, sir. He’s training.”

      Sato gave a small bow of acknowledgment and turned to leave. Patience was not his strongest virtue, but one he would need to practice today. The guard interrupted him. “The Firstborn did leave specific orders that if you were to appear, you were to join him in training.”

      Sato bowed again and made his way to the training hall. The guards outside let him in without comment.

      Inside, Sato was almost overpowered by the scent of sweat. Though clean, the training hall of Bulas Keep was unlike any other room in the fortress. Here, generations of Firstborns had trained, sharpening their bodies in preparation for the burdens of leadership. The room was without pretense. A few simple scrolls, with the symbols of the Path, were the only decoration. Practice weapons of all kinds hung in racks around the edges of the room.

      In the center of the space, the Firstborn trained with another sentinel, an expert swordsman Sato believed was almost as good as he was.

      When the Firstborn spotted Sato, he dismissed his training partner and gestured to the rows of practice weapons. “Sato, it has been too long since we trained together.”

      A dozen objections ran through Sato’s mind, but there was no denying the Firstborn. If the light of the eternal sun wanted to spar, Sato had no choice but to pick up a sword.

      He tested a few wooden blades before finding one with a balance he liked. He took a few quick practice swings, then stepped onto the mat with the Firstborn.

      This wasn’t the first time they had sparred. The Firstborn had been a regular partner since Sato had been a young man. But Sato had never felt truly comfortable with the duels. He always held back, afraid to injure the Firstborn.

      The Firstborn possessed no such hesitation. He attacked, and Sato was forced to defend. The attack was simple to avoid, and for a moment, Sato worried the Firstborn was getting too old to be sparring at such an intensity.

      But it was only a feint. After the first few passes, Sato noted the small changes in the Firstborn’s stance. A subtle tightening of his grip, a slightly deeper bend in his legs, and an almost imperceptible narrowing of his old friend’s eyes. 

      Sato braced himself.

      The Firstborn exploded in a flurry of strikes at full speed. The practice sword was a blur in his hands, but Sato deftly countered each strike as he strategically gave ground. His final parry became a riposte as Sato saw the opening he was looking for and scored a blow against the eternal sun’s most favored. 

      “Ha!” The Firstborn laughed ruefully. “I’m not sure why I thought I could surprise you. You always seem to see three moves ahead.”

      “Thank you, sire. I like to think I know how to read my opponent.” 

      “Indeed, and how do you do that?” 

      Sato suspected that the Firstborn was now the one who was seeing a few moves ahead. He answered cautiously. “Experience and nothing more. A practiced eye can predict the outcome of a battle before the first move is even made.” 

      “And this fight, against a new breed of bandit, would it not benefit us to look a few moves ahead?”

      “Of course,” Sato answered carefully. 

      “And yet you still come here to argue against the type of sentinels that would allow us to do that.” 

      Sato opened his mouth to protest, but quickly shut it. The Firstborn, as was his way, had understood Sato’s intent without him needing to say a word.

      Again, Sato felt as if he was forced to give up ground in their verbal sparring match. “They have strayed from the Path,” Sato argued. “If you would simply allow me to lead my honor guard, without the responsibility of patrols, we will sniff these bandits out and make short work of them.”

      “You can search all you want. But without the types of sentinels you detest, you’ll never make progress. Your warriors don’t think like bandits. They don’t have the connections around Samas to pursue worthwhile leads.” The Firstborn scoffed, “Sato, a good leader learns to use the tools afforded him. However distasteful they may seem.”

      Sato fought the urge to push back and instead took a calming breath so that he could consider the words of his mentor.

      “The tenets of the Path dictate honor and discipline. Those are the tools we have used to succeed for generations,” Sato replied, calmly this time.

      “The Path dictates that all sentinels train and master the sword. Do you think you could defeat me, who has mastered the sword, with a spear?” the Firstborn asked.

      “Of course,” Sato answered without hesitation. False modesty was simply a polite way of lying.

      “How? The Path dictates that you master the sword. The spear is never mentioned. So why do you know how to use it?” 

      Sato saw where the Firstborn was going, but the trap was already set. “I chose to master as many weapons as I could, to better help me serve the Path.”

      “As an officer, sentinels are your weapons. So, why not learn to master different types of sentinels as well?”  

      Sato finally understood the Firstborn’s deeper intent. He meant for this assignment to broaden Sato’s rigid view of the Path. Not everyone upheld the same standards he did and leading such citizens might someday be a greater part of his responsibilities. Likewise, the sentinels under his command would enjoy the benefit of serving directly under a commander who followed the Path rigidly. In time, they would grow to see the error of their ways. 

      “I fear sentinels of this ilk will not follow me willingly,” Sato said. False bravado was no better than false modesty.

      “Did we not just speak of mastering your tools?” 

      Sato cursed himself for a fool. He’d missed the easiest solution completely.

      “Captain Roko,” Sato said. 

      “He’s always served you well and is beloved by any sentinels he commands,” the Firstborn replied.

      Captain Roko would be an integral addition. He could serve as an intermediary, a buffer between Sato and the others.

      “Thank you, sire. Would you permit me to return to my chambers? I would like to begin selecting my unit.”

      “Please, go, I don’t need to be embarrassed on the training floor any more today,” the Firstborn said, waving him out dismissively.

      “Thank you,” Sato said, knowing he should react to the joking nature of the comment but too eager to begin his task to do so.

      He quickly left the room and journeyed to his own chambers.

      Sato couldn’t claim to be pleased by the assignment, but he appreciated the deft touch the Firstborn brought to problems. It was not lost on him that this was precisely the kind of grooming that would make Sato a top choice to replace the Firstborn in time. He didn’t have to like it. What kind of sentinel would he be if he only obeyed the orders he liked?

      Someday, he would become Firstborn, and he would expand upon the teachings of the Path and enforce its standards to an even greater degree than his adopted father. Compromise wasn’t a trait that led nations to greatness.

      Sato sent a passing servant to bring messengers to his chambers. When he got to his rooms, he sat down at his desk to draft a letter for Captain Roko. It would take some time to call him back to Bulas.

      Once that letter was complete, Sato wrote out the names of each of the sentinels that he would recruit and, despite himself, realized that he was eager to take advantage of the unique skillsets of the soldiers before him. Although he would have much preferred to be charged with attacking his enemy head on, there was also honor to be found here. And if he succeeded, he would be the hero who vanquished a problem that plagued Samas. His ascent to the title of Firstborn would be practically guaranteed.

      A small smile crept to his lips as he once more uncorked the pot of ink on his desk, dipped his quill inside, and brought the tip down onto the paper. In the space above the list of sentinel names, he wrote two words in his neat handwriting and underlined them with one precise stroke.

      Sun stalkers.
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      Shin followed the two young men as they navigated the narrow passages that ran under the city. Tall as they were, the boys had to bend and stoop in certain areas, but their slight figures squeezed through the narrowest parts with ease. As the passage darkened, the boys produced small torches from their packs and lit them with a flint box. Before long, they came to a wider chamber. Her companions stretched out their muscles, and Shin did the same.

      “Not a pleasant way to leave town,” Shin commented.

      “No, which is why we don’t use it often. We’re generally able to feed ourselves through other means, but it’s been a tough month,” Corin said, holding up the string of fish they had caught.

      At the mention of food, Shin’s stomach growled noisily.

      “Been awhile since your last meal, I’d bet. Once we get inside, we can get you something to eat,” Davin said. He walked over to the far wall, casting his torch in front of him.

      Davin fished inside a crack in the rock until he pulled out a thin rope. He gave it a deft tug and a rope ladder, concealed in the shadows above, unfurled before them.

      “Follow me,” Davin said. “Corin will come up last and reset the ladder.”

      Davin climbed nimbly up the ladder despite holding the torch in one hand. He moved with such grace Shin had trouble believing he’d been such a terrible fighter. Shin followed, only to find herself swaying uncontrollably until Corin had mercy on her and offered to hold the digging fork. Shin hesitated. Her compromised position forced her to trust these strangers. Dangling in midair she had little choice but to give up her only weapon. 

      When she heard a hatch being opened above, she was barely halfway up the ladder. A bright light shone down.

      “We sent you for fish, not strays,” an annoyed voice said as Shin struggled to pull herself up through a hole in the floor.

      “I know, Mateo, but she was alone and needed help. And she can fight.” Shin assumed that Mateo was the group’s leader.

      “We’re already hungry. Will her fighting provide us with more food?” Mateo asked.

      Shin pulled herself to her feet and saw Mateo sizing her up. Though close in height to the other boys, he was much larger, and likely older, than Corin and Davin. He possessed a heaviness in his chest and shoulders that showed he had been moving through manhood for a few years already, while the others were just courting it. With his arms folded across his chest, Shin saw that there was definition in his forearms that reminded her of her father. His dark eyes showed no hint of the annoyance in his tone, and Shin got the impression that he closely guarded his emotions out of habit.

      “I can pull my own weight,” Shin replied. Behind Mateo, a group of younger children had gathered. They were a motley collection.

      “I guess we’ll see,” Mateo said. “What’s your name?”

      Shin took a full breath in what felt like the first time since the sentinels visited her home. He was allowing her to stay. Had he not, she wasn’t sure what she would have done next. But now she had hope. “My name is Shin.”

      “Welcome home, Shin,” the luan said as one. It had the feel of a ritual she had unknowingly completed.

      “Thank you?” Shin said, unsure of the appropriate response. Most of the surrounding group smiled and then dispersed. Most of them really were children, probably ten and under. Corin, Davin, and Mateo were the oldest.

      “Here,” Corin said, handing her the digging fork. Shin took it, gave Corin a small bow, and turned back to Mateo, who was still regarding her with his arms folded.

      “Is that your preferred weapon?” Mateo asked.

      “Yes, my father taught me.”

      “A farmer?”

      “He was.” She frowned. How had he guessed?

      As though anticipating her question, Mateo smiled and motioned for Shin to give him the digging fork.

      She tossed it to him.  

      He caught it and in one fluid motion stepped into the exact same forms Shin had been practicing since she was old enough to hold the digging fork without stabbing herself. His technique was better than hers, though. His strikes were clean and precise, and he never once came close to losing his balance. After a final flourish, Mateo tossed the fork back to her. “My father taught me, just as his father taught him.”

      Before she could ask any further questions, she was interrupted by Davin and Corin’s rambunctious hollering.

      “That was incredible! Why haven’t you ever taught us how to do that?”

      “Because then you idiots would have tried to use it. You’re here to pick pockets and steal bread, not brain people over the head with blunt objects. And theft is exactly what you two are going to teach Shin. If she wants to pull her own weight, she’s going to need to learn how to pull some coins from some oversized purses,” Mateo said. “Show her around and then get her something to eat. I could hear her stomach back when she was in the cave.”

      “What is this place?” Shin asked.

      Corin answered. “It used to be a mill, before the top floors burned down years ago. Because it’s in such a rough part of town, no one bothered to clean it up, so we moved in. Rumor has it the owners were planning on moving anyway. Fortunately for us, the fire was mostly contained above us, and didn’t do much damage down here.”

      “So we’re in the basement of a building that everyone thinks is destroyed, in a part of town that no one cares about?” Shin observed. “I’m guessing you don’t get many visitors.”

      “Exactly. And it has the passage out of the city,” Davin said, as though he was explaining the obvious to a child. “We’ve been here a while, but we’ve never had much trouble with the sentinels. Not that they’re too concerned with us, what with all the problems the mugon are causing throughout Samas.” There was an edge to Davin’s voice, but she couldn’t guess why.

      “Davin, she doesn’t care about any of that. She just wants to eat,” Corin said.

      She practically nipped at his heels as he led her toward the kitchen.

      Corin deftly cleaned the fish while Davin prepared a spit over a giant fireplace that served as a multi-use cooking area. Shin saw a grill as well as some pots tucked neatly into shelving beside the fireplace. Soon, the fish were rotating on the spit and the boys were dicing vegetables and slicing bread.

      “Sorry, there are no potatoes, but it’s been a light month. I’m just glad we got this fish back in time for breakfast,” Corin said.

      “Where do you get your food? Mateo said you steal it…” Shin trailed off, hoping they would correct her.

      “That’s right, whenever possible. We also pickpocket all the valuables we can get our hands on. There are a few fences in town we’ve made arrangements with. They trade us food instead of money, which wouldn’t do us that much good anyway. It would raise some eyebrows if we shopped the markets with no adults around,” Corin said.

      “I’ll have to steal as well?” Shin asked, and Corin misunderstood the hesitation in her voice.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll teach you how. Mateo won’t put you on the streets until he knows you’re good enough not to get caught. All that stuff about pulling your weight is just the way he is. He’ll give you time to learn.”

      “Oh… good,” Shin replied. She had never stolen anything in her life, and she wasn’t sure if she could. Stealing was against the tenets of the Path.

      And it was stealing from the sentinels that had gotten her family killed. 

      More company arrived and her fears were pushed aside. Soon the large room was full, maybe twenty luan in all, and breakfast was served. Everyone grabbed a plate and some food and plopped down wherever was convenient. Shin forced herself to eat slowly, but despite her best efforts, she finished her meal well before anyone else. Before she could stack her plate to be washed, though, several of the smaller luan came by and scooped a bit of their meals onto her plate so she could have seconds. She started to protest, but the kids ran away giggling. They stacked their own plates and scampered off to play.

      “You looked hungry, so I asked them to share with you,” Mateo said, sitting down beside her. “Don’t expect it too often, though. They’re much more likely to steal the food off your plate when you aren’t looking.”

      “Thank you, for that and for taking me in. My parents⁠—”

      “It’s fine,” Mateo cut her off, “we can talk about them another time. For now, eat and rest. Tomorrow, those two fools will teach you about the seedier side of city life. Silly as they can be, they’re good at thieving. You have to be to survive this long.” He paused, as though debating whether to say what was on his mind. “And if you’d like, I could use someone to spar against. I’m a little rusty and need to practice before I start teaching Corin and Davin how to fight.”

      “I thought you said it was more important for them to pick pockets and steal bread?”

      “For now, it is.” A concerned look passed over his face. “But I worry that the time is coming where that won’t be the case.”

      Before Shin could ask what he meant, Mateo got up and stacked his finished plate with the others. She had so many questions about Mateo, this place, and the mismatched family he led. But with her hunger satiated, Shin’s eyes felt very heavy, and before she knew it, she was slumped down at the table. 

      Through the haze of drowsiness, she made out voices, and then someone was lifting her. She thought about resisting, but any kind of action was beyond her. Her body was placed gently onto a soft surface and her consciousness faded completely to black.
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      Beast dipped his hand into the dark waters of the ocean and watched as it split the waves. 

      After hours of thinking he was going to be tossed from the sun-cursed boat, the calm waters were a blessed, if boring, change. Unfortunately, the distraction only entertained him for a few moments. He jumped up and paced the length of the tiny vessel, rocking it from side to side. The skiff felt like an open-air cage on the water, limiting Beast to two steps before he had to turn around and walk the opposite direction. Benji, used to Beast’s sudden bursts of energy, ignored his commander and kept the tiny boat from tipping.

      Apparently, Benji was an expert sailor. A skill Beast had never known about.

      One step. Two Steps. Pivot. 

      “Where are you taking us? We’re heading south from the southernmost point of Ilos, which is as far south as you can go in Samas. There’s nothing but endless ocean in this direction.” 

      One step. Two Steps. Pivot. 

      “Did you think the home of the sin would ever be found on a map?” Benji asked calmly.

      “Up until a week ago, I thought the sin were nothing more than a myth used to scare children,” Beast answered. He looked out over the endless expanse of water. “I’m still not sure I’m wrong.”

      Benji ignored Beast’s agitation. “Sit down, already. If you keep pacing like that, we’ll be swimming the rest of the way.”

      Beast watched Benji for a moment and realized his pacing was causing Benji to slowly lose his battle with the tiller.

      Beast hated sitting down, but he hated swimming even more.

      So, he sat down carefully, settling directly in the center of the skiff. He settled for fiddling his fingers. “I don’t like it,” he said, and gestured to Benji’s hip, where no sword hung. “They ask for too much trust for a simple meeting.”

      “We may be unarmed, but they are allowing us into their home. Trust is being extended by both sides.”

      Beast nodded, though he wasn’t convinced. Approaching unarmed was asking for far more trust, in his opinion. “Remind me how it was that you were able to secure this invitation? I was under the impression that living myths don’t freely toss out welcomes to strangers.”

      “I used to do some work for them.” Benji’s eyes twinkled with mirth at Beast’s suspicion.

      “You never thought to mention this to me?” Beast asked.

      “No.” There was a flat finality in Benji’s tone.

      “Why not?”

      “I prefer my tongue in my head.”

      Beast nodded. If the sin were even half as dangerous as the stories implied, Benji’s discretion was wise.

      But being approached by them for contract work seemed dubious.  

      Ahead of them, the air shimmered slightly, and suddenly an island filled the horizon in front of him.

      Beast had seen the horrors of combat. He’d watched countless souls leave their bodies, and he’d seen the depths of depravity humans could inflict upon one another. Through it all, he’d been implacable, a force that could not be shaken.

      But to see an island appear where there had not been one only moments before, that was almost enough to cause him to jump ship and swim back to Samas as fast as his untrained stroke would carry him.

      “How?” Beast asked. 

      “The sin call it sacrifice.”

      “Are all the legends true?” Beast felt no shame at the fear in his voice. He’d yet to find a warrior made of flesh and bone that intimidated him, but he didn’t know how to face half-breed demon spawn or warriors that could turn into mist. 

      “I would hazard that the truth of the sin lies somewhere between what we understand of the natural world and the legends we’ve all heard.” Benji said. “Would you mind pulling us in? We’re approaching the shallows.” 

      Beast nodded and deftly hopped over the side into the waist-deep water. The task focused his pent-up energy, and he had the boat dragged onto the sandy beach in no time. Benji, with his usual cat-like grace, navigated the small skiff and hopped off the bow onto the beach.

      One moment, they were alone.

      The next, four black-clad warriors rose from the sand like wraiths and surrounded them. Beast instinctively dropped into a fighting stance and circled slowly, doing his best to keep his eyes on all four figures at once. Benji put his back to Beast’s and matched the circle.

      “Weren’t we invited?” Beast asked Benji. 

      One of the sin responded, a man to Beast’s left. “Even those invited must prove themselves.”

      Beast smiled as his body tingled. “Good.”

      He leaped at the attacker to his right while watching the man who had answered his question on his left. The figure he charged reacted well. He tried to sidestep the attack, but he misjudged Beast’s size. Beast simply reached out, hooked his massive arm around the smaller figure’s waist, and dragged the warrior away from his allies. 

      The cowled sin tried to spin free of Beast’s arm, but Beast easily overpowered him and pulled him into a two-handed hug. The man adjusted quickly, throwing his legs high around Beast’s waist and trying to squeeze the breath from his lungs. It was a good effort, but futile. Beast dove, arcing so that the entangled man landed flat on his back. The man hit the ground with the full weight of Beast on top of him. He lost consciousness immediately. 

      Beast popped up and turned towards the remaining attackers. Benji deftly held off two as they pressed the attack. He was on the defensive, but his assailants weren’t penetrating Benji’s excellent guard. Eventually, they would wear him down, but for now Beast could concentrate on the last attacker.

      Who he couldn’t find anywhere.

      He didn’t have to wonder long as, too late, he caught a flash of movement to his right. Pain exploded in his cheek. The foot that authored the pain was attached to a small woman, who rolled out of the flying kick and hopped to her feet. Beast rubbed his cheek. “Ow.”

      Above the veil that covered her mouth, Beast saw her eyes widen in surprise. 

      “I take it that particular move usually ends most of the fights you’re in?” he asked.

      The woman rushed forward and threw a flurry of blows at Beast. 

      By the sun she was fast! 

      Beast blocked as many of the strikes as he could, but the ones that snuck through started to hurt. Finally, Beast caught one of her arms and pulled her straight into a punch that put her on the ground, dazed. 

      Beast wasted no time rushing to Benji’s aid. The fight ended soon after.

      “Thought you might like this part,” Benji said as he spit blood from his mouth.

      The sin groaned as they picked themselves up from the sand. Beast frowned. They were skilled warriors, but hardly the legends Beast expected. “You knew this was going to happen?” 

      “I suspected. They use these trials to test the mettle of those invited for an audience.”

      “And you didn’t think to tell me? What if we had lost?”

      “Speaking of the trials is forbidden. And anyway, it isn’t the winning or losing that matters, but how we fight,” Benji answered, finally catching his breath. “I lost when they first summoned me.”

      “Most everyone does,” a woman said. “It’s been many years since I have witnessed a victory.”

      “I don’t lose many fights,” Beast answered, casting around for the source of the voice. 

      “I can imagine,” the voice whispered in his ear. 

      Beast spun around and jumped backwards, putting distance between himself and the dark figure that suddenly stood beside him. 

      “I am Yuki,” the woman said. “I lead the sin.”

      Beast regarded Yuki with a critical eye. She was a small woman, but the air of power around her was palpable. Her veil was lowered around her neck and her youthful smile and smooth features were at odds with what seemed to be centuries of wisdom resting behind her eyes. Her long, dark hair was tied in a braid that hung down to her lower back. 

      “I like to fight,” the Beast answered. 

      “Indeed, but that is not unique or impressive. Your martial skills are considerable, but it is your actions to date that have caught my attention. Your vision of a united force of bandits should have been impossible to make a reality. And yet, against all odds, you succeeded. I believe that you and I may be able to help each other.” 

      “I find that hard to believe. Given your abilities,” Beast gestured around, at the island hidden through means he didn’t understand, “I’d think my dream of putting food in the bellies of the hungry would be a little below your purview.”  

      Yuki’s gaze seemed to bore into the dark corners of his heart. “Is that all you really hope to accomplish? Because I don’t believe you. You saw a vacuum of power and filled it. You saw the unfairness in a system that did not serve you and you fought against it. What you’ve created is not the end of your ambitions, but the beginning.” 

      Clever woman. “So, what is the end?” 

      Yuki evaded his question. “Do you know why the sin were created?”

      “Until today I thought it was to punish little boys and girls who didn’t eat their vegetables.” 

      Yuki laughed and shook her head slightly. “Perhaps the legends would have it so, but our true purpose is, when necessary, to stand against the sentinels. To balance the scales. To protect our world.” 

      Beast almost laughed at the absurdity of the statement. “You’re doing a shitty job, then.” But Yuki wasn’t jesting. He growled. “Stand against? No. You don’t ‘stand against’ the sentinels. You strike fast, take what you can, and then run before they have a chance to turn it into a real fight.”

      Yuki nodded. “And what if your tactics could evolve? What if the sin gave your warriors the skills and techniques to not just steal from the sentinels, but to fight against them?”

      “They would do anything for the chance to hurt the people that have had a boot on their throats for their entire lives. But is it actually possible?”

      “Of course. I will not deceive you. We can offer our training to all, but it isn’t for everyone. Most will improve a little, and that will be all. But some, some will unlock a potential that has the power to change our world. Those are the warriors who will join the sin.”

      “Need to bolster your numbers?” Beast asked. 

      “If we are to hold the growing power of the sentinels in check, then we must be more… aggressive in our recruiting than we have been before.” 

      “And what about Benji? Will you continue to allow one of your sin to work for me, now that he’s brought me here?” Beast asked, expecting more of a reaction from Yuki, but she just smiled placidly. 

      Benji answered that. “I wondered when you would figure it out. Are you offended by my deceit?”

      “You’ve been a good friend and an asset beyond measure since I met you. You’ve freely shared tactics that made my ascension possible. Tactics, I now realize, that probably came from the sin. I don’t like being used as a tool, but I used you just as much.”

      Benji looked obviously relived. “Good, I’m glad.”

      Beast felt the same, but he also needed to make something else clear. “Lie to me again and I will kill you.”

      The relieved smile never left Benji’s face, but he bowed his head slightly towards Beast. Beast had no doubt the man understood him.

      Beast wondered just how much about these sin was legend and how much was truth. If this Yuki spoke true, there was value in an alliance. If his mugon could stand up to the sentinels, it would bring his dream that much closer to reality. “Now that that’s settled… Show me what you can do, and we’ll see if I believe my mugon should experience your training.”
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      Sato pulled his eyes away from the pale moon that hung mockingly in the midday sky. He had been distracted all day trying to remember the superstitious name that the peasants had for it.

      The sin moon. Sato snorted. A foolish name.

      The Firstborn’s mention of the mythical warriors a few days ago had been so offhand, Sato had barely registered it. Then he’d been so consumed by his new task that he hadn’t thought of it again. The ghostly moon had shaken loose the small bit of memory he’d filed away and brought it to the fore again. 

      He shook his head. Soon he’d be jumping at shadows.

      Still, fictional or not, the tactics being used by the bandits did resemble the old stories. Perhaps their leader found inspiration in the bedtime tales. Sato made a mental note to investigate some of the legends of the sin. Tactics could often be found in surprising places.

      Sato turned his thoughts to the sentinels riding behind him. Six men and four women accounted for the ten names on his list that had been stationed within Bulas. They had all been surprised to be summoned by Sato, and even more surprised to be given a special assignment within a unit that Sato would personally oversee.

      They’d all crossed paths before, and no one had enjoyed the experience.

      Sato hadn’t given the warriors any details. His only instructions were to be ready to ride in two days’ time. Even now, he left them in the dark, and he could practically see the wheels turning in each of their minds.

      They disgusted him.

      Two of them had been moonlighting for local craftsmen to pay off gambling debts. Several had connections with fences in Versun, and he was fairly certain one or two of them were actually still drunk in the saddle. All that stood in their favor was that each of them was wily enough not to get caught a second time. And there were some decent swords among them. If he could figure out how to return them to the Path, perhaps they would become worth the air they consumed. 

      The remainder of his new force would meet him at a camp, Highrock, on the southern coast of Iru, that he often used while on patrol. If the ravens he’d sent were obeyed, Sato expected to see everyone within the next three days. Once there, he would have his work cut out for him. The sun stalkers were an unusual unit, but they still needed discipline if they were going to function.

      And that was a problem.

      He had no idea how he would teach any of these sentinels discipline. He’d have an easier time teaching a horse to walk upright on two legs.

      On a whim, Sato threw up a signal and brought his horse to a clean stop.

      Eight of the ten sentinels executed the common maneuver without much embarrassment, but two men missed his signal. One skidded past the formation, almost unhorsing another sentinel. The other stopped his horse in time but was thrown headfirst over the front of his mount. Most of the other sentinels guffawed at the display. 

      Sato sighed. “Crispin. Alonzo. Explain why you did not heed my order.”

      Crispin, the one who had almost unhorsed another sentinel, spoke for them both. “Well, sir, to be fair, we did heed them. Just not in time.”

      Sato rubbed his forehead, upset at the sudden headache that wrapped around his skull.

      “I’ve watched the two of you treating this ride like a pleasurable afternoon with a lover. When you ride in formation, it is your responsibility to watch the terrain and your leader.”

      “But we aren’t on patrol! I didn’t think we’d started our training yet. Besides, Alonzo is mute, sir. I have to watch him in order to communicate!” Crispin’s reply sent a fresh wave of pain cascading through Sato’s skull. Crispin’s attempt to turn his friend’s disability into an excuse for poor behavior nearly sent him over the edge. He grimaced and took a deep breath before speaking. 

      “When you became a sentinel, you swore an oath to walk the Path. Always. Not just when you’re on patrol or heading to battle. Always. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, sir!” the sentinels responded as a group. Despite their verbal acknowledgment, Sato thought he saw murder in some of their eyes.

      No, this would not be an easy command.

      “Very well, let us continue. We still have most of a day’s ride ahead of us,” Sato said.

      When Crispin started to mount his horse, Sato stopped him. “Crispin! Just what do you think you’re doing?”

      Crispin looked around, confused. “Getting on my horse?”

      “Don’t. Seeing as your horse was better able to follow orders than you, I’ve decided to reward it with an unburdened trip. Alonzo, you too. You gentlemen will be walking to Highrock.”

      Unwilling to risk Sato’s wrath, the two men complied and then stood off to the side of the road.

      “I expect you in camp by nightfall,” Sato said. Then he spurred his horse on and the remaining sentinels left his two examples to their walk.

      From then on, Sato was pleased to note that any time he looked behind him, he saw a group of focused sentinels. 

      That most of them seemed focused on his back, no doubt imagining what it would look like riddled with daggers, was still an improvement. Before long, Highrock could be seen creeping up over the horizon.

      Despite its name, Highrock wasn’t a mountain camp. It was a steep hill that sprouted up in the middle of the mostly flat grasslands of southern Iru, so abruptly that it almost seemed like a mountain. The steep slope ended at a plateau about a quarter mile across that gave an excellent view of the surrounding area. Best of all, there were multiple hot springs that the sentinels could make use of.

      Once they reached the camp and pitched their tents, Sato began their training. Mostly, he observed as his warriors sparred. He noted their strengths, as well as any deficient skills. Sato grudgingly admitted that a lot of the issues he saw were small and could likely be chalked up to a lack of practice due to their city postings. It was good to know that, despite the ways in which these men and women had strayed from the Path, at their core they were still sentinels. Rough around the edges, perhaps, but still the best warriors Samas had ever produced. 

      As the sun was setting, two exhausted figures staggered their way into camp. 

      Alonzo walked to Sato and bowed deeply. After holding the pose for a moment, he rose and looked Sato in the eyes. Sato nodded his acceptance of the man’s apology. He then turned to Crispin. 

      “You want me to apologize? To beg forgiveness of the great General Sato? Would you also like me to thank you for the privilege of walking for half a day?” Crispin’s road-weary face was turning red with anger.

      “I suggest you amend your tone, sentinel,” Sato said, his voice ice against Crispin’s fire.

      “I don’t think I will. I sure as hell didn’t want to be posted under you. None of us did. And you still haven’t given us a hint what all this is for.” 

      “Your duty is to serve the Firstborn.” 

      “Don’t quote the Path to me! I know the Path, you rigid bastard.”

      “Calm yourself before you say something you regret.”

      Crispin was on the verge of losing control.

      Sato, though, already had. He didn’t want them under his command any more than they wanted to be under his. But he, at least, obeyed his duty. And they should be thankful for this opportunity. They needed a strong leader to bring them back to the Path, and he had been chosen by the Firstborn personally.

      Crispin didn’t back down. “Fuck you. I know things. Shit that many of your noble friends wouldn’t like getting out. I’m leaving. If you try to stop me, those secrets become public, and it’ll be your head that the Firstborn takes as retribution.” 

      “I challenge you!” Sato snapped, regretting his words immediately. 

      “Challenge? You challenge me?” Crispin asked incredulously. 

      Sato cursed himself for his blunder. The Path demanded Crispin accept any offer of honorable combat. A refusal would be a violation serious enough to expel him from the sentinels. But Crispin was clearly exhausted and Sato’s skill with a blade was well known.

      In the eyes of his new sentinels, Sato had just murdered Crispin.

      And these particular sentinels might not be willing to stand squarely on the edicts of the Path and watch that happen. 

      Sato itched to have a sword in his hand.  

      The sound of galloping horses broke some of the tension. A moment later, Captain Roko rode in at the head of five sentinels. They pulled their mounts to a stop outside the ring of warriors that had gathered around Crispin and Sato. 

      Roko hopped off his horse. 

      “Sato,” Roko said and saluted crisply. The captain’s easy familiarity jarred the sentinels just enough to defuse some of the tension.

      “Captain Roko, it’s good to see you,” Sato responded, using the interruption to buy himself some time. 

      Roko eyed the crowd. “It seems I arrived in the middle of something.”

      “This maniac challenged me to a duel!” Crispin cried.

      Roko laughed. “This maniac is your commander. What did you do?”

      Crispin stuttered, realizing coercion and blackmail of a general wasn’t a good look.

      Roko shook his head, then thought for a moment. “No matter. You are a sentinel under my command. As such, your failures are my own. I’ll fight for you.”

      Sato barely kept the surprise off his face. Roko’s quick thinking provided an elegant, if unusual, solution. He spoke, his voice more calm now that the threat of immediate disaster had passed. “As the subject of the challenge, you are allowed the choice of weapon. What do you choose, Roko?”

      Roko dramatically turned and walked slowly to his horse. 

      “Practice swords!” he declared, holding the wooden weapons over his head. 

      The crowd was silent for a moment, and then there was a smattering of chuckles. The sentinels relaxed even further.

      Sato allowed himself a smile and caught the wooden sword that Roko tossed him. Another unusual solution. But brilliant, all the same.

      One Sato never would have thought of. 

      They put on a show for the Sun Stalkers. The wooden swords cracked against one another for several minutes before Roko finally admitted defeat.

      Later that night, around the fire, Roko sat down next to Sato. “You know you’ll have to address that one soon,” Roko said, nodding towards Crispin. The sentinel had been sitting sullenly all night.

      “I know. But I may need some help. I’m not used to sentinels like these.” 

      Roko laughed. “You really aren’t. But if what you’ve told me in our orders is true, we’re going to need them desperately.”
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