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      Heather James’s feet ached as her high heels clicked against the scuffed wooden stage. Flashing lights tried to blind her, and in the process transformed the leering faces of the men in the audience into inhuman masks. She forced a coy smile as the final note of some horrid heavy metal song faded away.

      The patrons roared and cheered as she scampered offstage, her G-string stuffed with bills. She paused at the edge, turned back, and blew the crowd a kiss. Whether on the catwalk or a stage, Heather knew how to work a crowd.

      As soon as she moved out of sight, her sexy smile twisted into a deep scowl. Goosebumps prickled her porcelain skin in the club’s chilly air. You’d think management would keep it warmer in here. Of course, she understood why they didn’t. The cold air enhanced certain areas of the female anatomy.

      She looked down at her hard nipples and sighed. No one cared about anything beyond her body, her looks. From her days as the world’s most popular model down to this, stripping in a Vegas club to the cheers of two-legged pigs, only her beauty ever mattered.

      Heaving another sigh, Heather pushed through the door to her dressing room. As the club’s headliner, she received certain privileges and a private dressing room was one of them. A few minutes of peace away from the endlessly staring, prying eyes that followed her everywhere helped maintain her sanity. Heather slung a soft silk robe around her shoulders and immediately slumped. Of all the ways she’d envisioned life after her modeling career, long nights spent degrading herself for measly tips from sleazy lowlifes hadn’t made the list.

      Heather dropped into the chair in front of her mirror and kicked off the painful heels. Makeup brushes and hairspray cans, all cheap generic brands, littered the table. No sign of the Chanel perfumes and Dior lipsticks that used to fill her vanity.

      Bracing herself against the table, Heather met her own blue eyes in a mirror surrounded by harsh bulbs. Platinum curls tumbled over her shoulders and full lips gleamed scarlet. Even exhausted, her stunning beauty remained. The face that had once graced magazine covers and floated down haute couture runways was now reduced to gyrating for pocket change in a two-bit strip joint.

      The high and mighty Heather James, reduced to this. Talk about pathetic. Hot tears pricked the corners of her eyes. She blinked them back with a snarl that twisted her perfect face into something demonic.

      None of this was her fault!

      Determination hardened Heather’s gaze. She straightened, tossing her hair over her shoulder. The ones responsible for her current misery—Malice Kincade, Conryu Koda, and Maria Kane—would pay for what they did, for reducing her to this. She’d find a way to make them suffer as she had.

      Heather laughed at herself. Malice died months ago, depriving her of the chance for revenge, while Conryu had become the most powerful wizard in the world and dedicated himself to Maria’s safety. She understood how pathetic she looked lying to herself like this, but the daydreams provided a pleasant distraction all the same.

      She changed into jeans and a T-shirt, then collected her money before wrenching the dressing room door open. The dump didn’t provide a special entrance for the performers, forcing Heather to stalk across the dance floor and navigate around the perimeter toward the exit. Stale smoke scratched her throat. Raucous chatter and throaty laughter almost drowned out the thumping bass. A trio of half-naked dancers writhed on the platforms. Waitresses wove between tables, balancing trays of overpriced drinks.

      At least the current act kept anyone from noticing her. Finally, she reached the exit and stepped out into the dry, desert air. A few deep breaths cleared her lungs.

      The bouncer nodded to her as she passed, heading for the parking lot behind the club. Depressing as she found it, Heather looked forward to returning to her modest apartment and washing away the psychic grime.

      Heather James…

      She spun, lightning crackling around her hands. Anyone mistaking her slim figure for an easy mark would soon regret it. Though she couldn’t find work as a wizard—thank you very much, Malice—she stayed in practice and remained more than capable of taking care of herself.

      The lot appeared as empty of people as the rest of her life. Heather shook her head. She was losing it.

      Her hand hovered inches from the handle of her little black sedan when the same low voice murmured, I can give you what you want. Power... revenge...

      A shiver ran down her spine. No human voice had ever spoken in that tone. No, “spoken” didn’t capture the essence of what she felt. She’d been a wizard long enough to recognize psychic communication.

      “Where are you? What are you?”

      The voice chuckled, a dark, seductive sound. I know everything about you, Heather. Your past, your present, and what could be your future. I can give you the means to destroy those who reduced you to this sorry state.

      Heather had never trusted easily, and the last couple of years had done nothing to improve her disposition. “How? And more importantly, what do you want from me in return?”

      I can grant you power. More power than you’ve ever wielded.

      Heather snorted. “More power than Conryu Koda, the most powerful wizard in the world? I highly doubt that.”

      There exist many sorts of power. Mine has a subtler flavor. As for what I want in return, that’s simple: I want a pawn I can use to cause chaos on Null’s Earth. He does so despise chaos.

      Heather didn’t trust any of what the demon said. And she had no doubt a demon had somehow contacted her. Still, how much worse could serving a demon be than her current situation?

      The demon’s psychic laughter echoed in her ears. Go home and wait. I will reveal everything in time.

      The psychic presence vanished, leaving her truly alone. She pulled the car door open and slid behind the wheel. A few deep breaths calmed her. Lessons from her dark magic classes rushed back. Everything Mrs. Umbra had taught them suggested the path before her would end badly.

      But terrible idea or not, she intended to grasp this chance with both hands.
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      Two days on the floating island allowed Conryu to make a complete recovery from his recent battles with both the Horned One’s hellpriest and Abaddon’s. The main thing that helped his recovery lay snuggled up beside him in his bed. Maria’s head rested on his chest as she slept, her dark hair covering her beautiful face. He brushed the strands aside and wondered, not for the first time, how he’d gotten so lucky.

      They’d retreated to his cabin immediately after he finished sorting out the chaos in Central. With no cell service and no way for anyone to reach them, it made for a perfect getaway. Although she had hesitated to be out of contact for the entire weekend, Conryu didn’t care. He needed time to recuperate. The world would have to manage on its own for a couple of days. Besides, if the worst happened, even here the Reaper could still contact him through their link.

      Maria groaned and looked up at him. “I wish we could stay like this forever.”

      “You and me both.” Conryu kissed her forehead. “Unfortunately, until I’ve completely eliminated the threat of the demon lords, a couple days at a time is the best we can do.”

      “Yeah, I know. I guess almost getting killed by a member of our own armed forces has me feeling a bit bitter. Where will you search for the next temple?”

      “No idea. In fact, I hoped you might have a suggestion.”

      Maria sighed and snuggled closer. “Sorry, my research hit a brick wall even before the most recent situation.”

      “Maybe we’ll get lucky and Abaddon’s will be the last one.”

      Her laugh held no hint of humor. “Us and lucky don’t go together.”

      “I don’t know. I feel pretty lucky right now.” He kissed her again.

      An exquisite half hour later, they had dressed and left his cabin. Prime, his demon book familiar, flew out from the back room to join them. Though their minds were connected, he appreciated Prime providing at least the illusion of privacy. For his part, Prime often claimed a distinct lack of interest in closely inspecting human mating customs.

      Though Conryu hated to leave their little sanctuary, the time had come to find out what happened out in the world while they recovered.

      “Kai.”

      His ninja bodyguard appeared and bowed. Dressed in all black with only her eyes visible and a sword hilt sticking up by her right ear, Kai was one of the Daughters of the Reaper, his personal force of ninjas. All of them were dark aligned women who had sworn to serve the Reaper and, by extension, Conryu as the Reaper’s Chosen.

      Conryu summoned the Staff of All Elements and opened the door to his enchanted library. As soon as they entered, Conryu willed them to shift to the hall outside the Kanes’ apartment. An instant later, he and Maria stepped out.

      “Back in the real world,” she sighed. “I’ll change and head to the Department. Maybe I can come up with a target for you.”

      “That would be fantastic.” He kissed her one last time. “Love you.”

      “Love you too. Stay safe.”

      If only that option existed in his line of work. She unlocked the door and slipped inside. Only then did Kai join him in the hall. He sealed the library, and the door vanished.

      “What now, Chosen?”

      “I need to make a quick trip to Heaven.” Prime groaned, but Conryu was accustomed to his distaste and ignored him. “Then we’ll swing by the monastery to see how Kanna and the girls are doing. I have a surprise planned that I think they’ll enjoy.”

      She cocked her head but only asked, “Do you wish me to join you?”

      “No, it won’t take long, and I can go straight from Heaven to the monastery. I’ll meet you there.”

      She bowed and vanished into the borderland. She usually insisted on accompanying him everywhere. Maybe she’d started to lighten up a little.

      “Maybe she wants to avoid visiting the awful place,” Prime said.

      “Kai’s human, just dark aligned. She shouldn’t suffer any ill effects from visiting Heaven.”

      “Lucky her,” Prime said.

      Conryu rolled his eyes and opened a heaven portal.
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      Conryu’s brief stop in Heaven lasted only a few minutes. The Goddess had not seemed thrilled with his request, but ultimately she granted him permission and explained how to perform the magic he had in mind. He felt confident the girls would enjoy his surprise.

      He stepped out of another portal and into the courtyard of the old monastery which served as headquarters for the Daughters of the Reaper. Made of dark-gray stone and consisting of a number of interconnected buildings which served as barracks and storage for their weapons and supplies, the monastery had ended up being a perfect fit, especially the location. Calling it off the beaten path would be an understatement. Situated in the mountains of the Land of the Night Princes, you’d struggle to find somewhere more remote.

      No sooner had Conryu’s feet touched the courtyard dirt than scores of black-clad figures appeared, kneeling in perfect unison. Despite having been together for over three years now, having his own force of totally obedient ninjas still struck him as strange. Nevertheless, he’d become quite fond of them and did his best to keep them safe. Pity his work didn’t always allow it.

      Kai appeared beside him and asked, “How did your meeting go?”

      “Good. The Goddess approved, albeit reluctantly, the treat I planned for everyone.”

      “A treat?” Kai asked.

      “You’ll see.”

      Grandmaster Kanna emerged from one of the side buildings and strode over. She bowed and said, “Chosen, how may we serve?”

      “I’ve got some special training planned. Is this everyone not out on a mission? It seems like we’re a bit short of people.”

      “The master had a task for us, so three squads are off taking care of it.”

      Conryu frowned. “I didn’t realize the Reaper gave you direct orders.”

      “He doesn’t often, but now and then something comes up. Did you not notice that our numbers often change? That’s because new members join while others go on missions for the master. Sometimes a Daughter is called to Black City during those missions.”

      He hadn’t thought much about it but couldn’t say it came as a surprise. “What are they doing now?”

      “Hunting down stray hellfire warlocks in Central America. It’s good training for them, and the master wants no survivors of the sect lingering on his Earth. Do you need me to call them back?”

      “No, it’s fine. I was just surprised. This training might become a regular thing, so they’ll have another chance.”

      He turned to face the gathered ninjas. “Today, your skills will be put to the test. I’ve arranged for a special guest instructor, an elven warrior who will spar with you one-on-one and then offer critiques of your techniques and suggest areas for improvement.”

      One of the girls, Tamaki unless he missed his guess, stared right at him. He winked at her. Kai had mentioned she wanted to duel one of his elf warriors but felt too shy to ask. Hopefully she’d have fun today. After all her hard work over the last few months, she deserved it.

      He raised the staff and a glowing white heaven portal opened. Under his breath, he murmured, “Sho.”

      It felt weird calling his father by his first name, but the only way to summon a specific elf rather than the whole squad was to name them.

      A tall figure strode out of the portal, clad in silver armor, a slightly curved sword hanging at his side. Conryu’s father, once human but now transformed into an elven warrior, entered the courtyard with supernatural grace. His pointed ears made his race clear, even if the armor failed to.

      Dad paused beside him. “I never expected to teach again.”

      “The girls already fight well, but I figured you could give them a few pointers.” Turning to the gathered Daughters, he said, “Tamaki, do you want to go first? Also, we’ll need some practice swords.”

      Tamaki stood and joined them while another girl jogged off to fetch wooden swords. “I am honored that you granted my wish, Chosen. Also, Kai talks too much.”

      Conryu grinned. That might be the first time he’d ever heard anyone accuse one of the Daughters of talking too much.

      “You should’ve told me yourself. I like doing nice things for you guys once in a while. I’m not worried you’ll get soft.”

      The second girl returned with the wooden swords and handed one to Tamaki and one to his father.

      “Let’s keep the round to three minutes. That way, everyone will have a chance to practice.” Conryu, Kai, and Kanna moved to a safe distance. Then he said, “Ready? Begin!”

      Tamaki and Dad came together with a clack of wood. Tamaki went on the offense, vanishing and reappearing in rapid succession in an attempt to throw Dad off.

      She might as well have not bothered. He blocked every strike while barely shifting one way or the other. It looked so effortless, as if he didn’t have to try.

      Conryu kind of pitied Tamaki. Given his father’s skill, the fight seemed almost unfair.

      Two minutes in, as if he’d seen everything he needed to, Dad went on the offense. A quick thrust and slash drove Tamaki back on her heels.

      A final flick of his wrist sent her wooden sword flying to clatter on the stones.

      “Okay,” Conryu said. “That’s good for this match.”

      He rejoined the pair. Tamaki panted for breath, but his father remained utterly at ease.

      “I never…” Tamaki said between gasps. “How did you block my strikes so easily?”

      “I can sense when you’re about to reappear. That makes it easy to know where you plan to attack. That skill of yours is impressive, but to someone aware of what’s coming, all you’re doing is warning your enemy. Something to keep in mind going forward.”

      “I will.” Tamaki bowed. “Thank you for the instruction.”

      Before calling the next Daughter, Conryu leaned in. “Did the match live up to your expectations?”

      “Yes, Chosen, thank you. If ever my ego grows too large, I will remember this day.”

      He prepared to call the next girl when his phone rang. Muttering unkind things, he fished it out of his pocket. The president’s number flashed on the screen. “Sir?”

      “Conryu, we have a situation.”

      Well, he’d been off the floating island for an hour. Naturally a new problem had cropped up. “What’s going on?”

      “A report just came in of a kraken fighting a flying ship over the Pacific.”

      Conryu stared at his phone. Surely he’d misheard. “What?”

      “I know it sounds crazy,” the president said. “But there’s a cargo ship caught in the fight, and they’re in trouble. The Empire of the Rising Sun contacted me and requested I forward their request for aid to you. Can you help?”

      “The kraken suggests Dagon’s involvement, Master,” Prime said. “As for the flying ship, I have no idea.”

      “I’m on my way. Thanks for the heads-up.” Conryu ended the call and turned to face the Daughters. They all watched him with expectant eyes.

      “Sorry everyone, training’s canceled. An emergency’s come up. Kanna, I need two squads. Tamaki, you’re with me and Kai.”

      While Kanna made her selection, he walked his father over to the still-open heaven portal. “I’m going to have to cut your visit short, Dad. Duty calls.”

      “As it always does. If you need us, son, don’t hesitate.” His father stepped through the portal and returned to Heaven.

      Two groups of four ninjas separated themselves from the gathering while Tamaki returned her black iron sword to her back. It looked like they were ready.

      To possibly fight a kraken and some sort of flying ship.

      Just thinking it sounded nuts. But then again, he’d seen some weird stuff over the last year. Probably best not to overthink things. He’d deal with whatever he had to no matter how weird the threat. He opened a hell portal and entered the borderland.
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      Once Conryu and his team appeared in the borderland, where time virtually stopped, he took a moment to brief everyone on what lay ahead. None of the ninjas so much as batted an eye at the idea of fighting an unknown flying ship and a kraken. He sometimes wondered what it would take to shake the Daughters, but he had yet to come up with anything.

      “Securing the cargo vessel takes priority. Kai, Tamaki, and I will handle that. If the ship and kraken flee, I want the backup squads to follow them.” He looked each girl in the eye. “Under no circumstances should you engage the targets. Understand?”

      After they all bowed in acknowledgment, he focused on the first group. “Team one, you’ll follow the kraken. I assume it’ll dive when it flees. Will following it underwater from the borderland pose a problem?”

      “No, Chosen,” said the ninja he assumed served as the team leader. “We won’t be able to shift to the mortal realm to attack, but observation only will be no problem.”

      “Perfect.” He turned his attention to the second group. “Team two, I’m confident you won’t have any trouble following the flying ship no matter how fast it moves, but be careful all the same.”

      They bowed a second time.

      The vastness of the Pacific Ocean combined with the president’s rather vague directions made finding the cargo ship a problem. Luckily for Conryu, he had the best tracker in the world on his side.

      “Cerberus?” The huge three-headed demon dog barked when Conryu called his name. “I need you to find a giant squid for me. Can you do that?”

      Cerberus sniffed the air and oriented himself before barking again.

      “Good boy.” Conryu flew up on his back, and Kai and Tamaki joined him a moment later. “Let’s hunt!”

      Cerberus took off like a rocket, racing through the endless darkness of the borderland. Given the total lack of landmarks, Conryu had a poor sense of distance, but all too soon, Cerberus stopped and barked again.

      Conryu flew down and opened a viewing portal. Back on Earth, wind and rain lashed a floundering cargo ship. Lightning crackled and thunder rumbled. From below the waves, eight tentacles rose over a hundred feet into the air.

      A single-masted ship lacking a sail flew just out of reach of the grasping tentacles. It reminded Conryu of a cat trying to reach a toy dangling just out of reach. On the deck at the front of the ship, a figure dressed in Roman-style armor hurled a lightning bolt at a massive tentacle. The spell singed the slimy appendage but caused no other damage. Looked like a stalemate for now.

      He shifted the portal for a better look at the cargo ship. It listed badly. Nothing short of a miracle would keep it upright for more than fifteen minutes.

      “Kai, Tamaki, we need to get the sailors off that ship. I have no idea how those two will react when we arrive, so stay alert. The rest of you know what to do.”

      He shifted again, positioning them right next to the canted walkway leading to the ship’s bridge, and opened a portal.

      As soon as he stepped onto the walkway, he conjured a barrier to keep the rain off him and Prime. The wind did its best to deafen him as it tried to fling him into the ocean. Conryu narrowed his eyes and could just make out corrupt flakes drifting through the storm. That confirmed his suspicion that magic had created the storm. Though whether the kraken or the spellcaster caused it, he couldn’t tell.

      Three strides brought him to the bridge door. A gesture blasted it off its hinges. Inside, the sailors all looked his way. An all-Asian crew. Not a surprise, since the Empire of the Rising Sun wasn’t known for its multiculturalism.

      “Call your crew up here,” Conryu said. “I’ll get you to safety.”

      They continued to stare at him.

      He tried again in Japanese, and this time the man at the helm asked, “Who are you?”

      “Conryu Koda. Your government requested my help. Now⁠—”

      The kraken loosed a guttural bellow that shook Conryu to his bones. It dove beneath the frothing waves, and a moment later, the flying ship made a hasty retreat northeast. The girls would follow them. Right now, he needed to focus on getting these people to safety.

      A huge wave, created when the kraken dove, crashed over the deck as the crew scrambled around. The freighter didn’t have a chance and they had to know it.

      “Unless you want to go down with the ship, I suggest you hurry.” Lowering his voice, he added, “Kai, Tamaki, check for stragglers. I don’t want to leave anyone behind.”

      The man he took to be the captain shouted orders into a microphone. The crew on deck scrambled toward them, climbing up to the bridge as fast as they could.

      Conryu opened a heaven portal and waved them through. The sailors hesitated, but a particularly powerful lurch convinced them to take their chances with the unknown portal.

      When only Conryu and the captain remained on the bridge, the deck had tilted so much that he had to activate a flying spell to hold his position.

      “Is that everyone?”

      “Yes.” The captain struggled to reach the portal.

      Conryu grabbed him with an ethereal hand and tossed him through.

      “Kai?”

      Her disembodied voice said, “We searched the ship. There are no others aboard.”

      He sighed in relief. “Great. I’ll meet you in the empire.”

      With that, he flew through the portal and emerged amidst the drifting clouds of Heaven. They appeared well away from the golden gates where he usually arrived. No sense troubling the locals with unexpected guests.

      The sailors gaped, disbelief stamped all over their faces. Visiting Heaven for the first time could definitely have that effect on a person.

      Conryu flew over to the captain. “Which port would you like me to take you to?”

      “Matsushima. Is this…?”

      “Heaven, yeah. The very outer edge. It’s the safest of the spirit realms for mortals to visit. Does anyone need healing? There’s no better place for it.”

      “We’re okay, sir.”

      Conryu smiled. “Great. If you could gather your men and link arms to form a human chain, I’ll transport us to your destination. Just picture the docks in as much detail as you can. Since I’ve never visited the place, your memories will guide us.”

      It didn’t take long for the well-trained crew to gather and link arms. Conryu took his place at the front of the line and placed a hand on the captain’s shoulder. He connected their minds on a surface level and then willed them to the place in the captain’s head. Once a viewing window confirmed they’d reached the right location, he opened a portal and guided the men through.

      Conryu came out last and found the crew staring in wonder. Some had dropped to their knees to kiss the rough boards beneath their feet.

      At the captain’s barked order, the crew scrambled to their feet, formed a neat line, and bowed to him. When they straightened, Conryu approached the captain and held out his hand.

      They shook, and Conryu asked, “Will you be okay from here?”

      “Yes, the company offices are just down the docks. Thank you again
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