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        Vast legions of demons and fiends grovel at her feet, but it is not enough; gods must tremble.

      

      

      The archdevil, Sekka simmers with discontent. Bled dry by interminable warfare, bitter infighting, and bloody confrontations with formidable foes, she aches for more power. Souls are the currency of the Abyss, and she is in woefully short supply. An opportunistic encounter with an old nemesis offers her a chance to overthrow the reigning monarchs of the Abyss, but in doing so, she sets in motion events that will drag the Abyss, the Seven Heavens and the Mortal Realm into a war to end all wars.

      

      Throwing caution to the wind, she turns her predatory gaze to the Mortal Realm, searching for the young and naïve, Ever Hero; the one person she needs to fulfill her destiny and the one person who can stop her, unless she claims him before he comes into his power.

      

      However, it would appear the archdevil is not alone in this grand game of conquest. Those possessing god-level powers in the Abyss and Seven Heavens are gathering their forces, preparing to use Sekka’s ambition to their own advantage.

      Throughout the Three Realms only one simple rule applies:

      YOU DON’T GET POWER. YOU TAKE IT.
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      Jeff Pantanella’s Band of Ever Heroes members get free books, free behind the scenes photographs, and unique items to accompany books.

      

      Members are always the first to hear about my new books and publications.

      

      See the back of the book for details on how to sign up and to check out the series that started it all: The Ever Hero Saga!
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        “All magic demands a price. For Eden, it was blood—as much as she could spill.”

      

      

      
        
        ~THE PROPHETESS MIKO NUNA
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      “Your name is Kazumi, yes?” a dark elf medic asks as she kneels before me to examine the deep gash on my thigh. Her fingers are swift and practiced as she binds the wound. The sting of the cut is sharp, but I’ve endured worse. She glances up, her silver eyes meeting mine before she pulls the bandage tight, like a second skin. Gritting my teeth, I listen to the groans of the dying blending with the distant roar of war, a grim reminder that this injury won’t be my last.

      The air inside the medic tent hangs heavy, thick with the mingling scents of blood, herbs, and sweat. Shadows flicker across the canvas walls as soldiers hurry to designated stations. The clash of steel and the roar of magic echoes across the battlefield as distant explosions send tremors through the ground, each one shaking the crude wooden bench where I sit. My “chaos arm”—a fitting name—hangs limp at my side, its dark veins silent, as though recovering from some unseen strain.

      “Most would be screaming from a wound like this,” the medic remarks, tying off the bandage, her voice low but steady. “I thought humans were made of soft dough. But not you—or the man in the red robes. What do you call him, Ever Hero? Amusing title.”

      I don’t answer immediately, my gaze fixed on the bandage. It’s an effective field dressing. “It’s not my first fight,” I reply eventually, my voice flat. “Nor his.”

      The medic gives me a curt nod, stands to brush her hands on her apron, adding crimson to different smears of cerulean and indigo. “We could use more like you,” she says before moving to other wounded soldiers on the other side of the tent. Her absence leaves behind a strange silence, broken only by the shuffle of injured soldiers being escorted into the tent.

      I lean back against the tent pole, letting my head rest for a moment. The ache in my leg is nothing compared to the unease in my mind. The otherworldly arm flexes involuntarily, its surface rippling like liquid obsidian—or worse, phase-shifting, as if the monster within me is clawing to break free. I don’t know what to make of this thing, this part of me that isn’t mine—a gift from the Beast that Lily and I shareour unholy I shareour unholy spirit of destruction. Just like the swords at my side, this new arm is a blessing and a curse. Whatever this thing is, it’s part of me now, for better or worse.

      Lily’s voice slides into my thoughts, smooth and biting. You’re quite the hero now, aren’t you? Noble Kazumi, sitting here while outside they bleed for freedom.

      “Keep still,” I mutter, my fingers digging into my knees. “Unless you’d like to do the fighting for a change.” The medic tent isn’t exactly the place for a shouting match with the kitsune spirit living inside me, but that’s never stopped her before.

      We both know I’m a lover, not a fighter.

      “Then keep your opinions to yourself. I don’t need your sarcasm right now,” I say.

      Oh, but it’s always ‘now,’ little fox. You’re fighting their war, bleeding their blood, and you don’t even know if it’s your fight to win. How deliciously tragic.

      Her words sting because they’re too close to the truth. “What’s gotten into you? We’re here to stop the Cloud Fae from stealing everyone’s magic. That includes you, Lily. Even Sunny.”

      I doubt your mother would agree, if she were here and still alive.

      The mention of my mother is a dagger to my chest. Lily’s not wrong. Mother wouldn’t have sanctioned such a mission. The thought curls like spoiled milk. In all truth, I wasn’t supposed to be here. Back in the Mortal Realm, my duty as the new High Priestess was to protect the clan, to fight the vampire plague in Gethem, and to safeguard what was left of our shattered island.

      Then Kasai came crashing into my life—the Ever Hero himself—in all his blazing, furious glory, and everything changed. Don’t forget scrumptious Amos, Lily giggles in my thoughts. The Ever Hero. The man who was supposed to save the world. The man who, in truth, might destroy everything. I close my eyes, the memory of that day as vivid as losing my right arm to the vrock. The heat, the light, the screams. The way the ground trembled beneath me as he unleashed a power far greater than I understood.

      When I was young, Aunt Keiko—War Master of our clan—told us stories of the Ever Hero. She painted him as a paragon of justice, a warrior wielding divine power to protect the innocent and strike down evil. But the man I’ve fought beside is none of those things. Raw power courses through him, and with it an unstoppable, unrelenting rage, a storm barely held in check. He is not tempered by wisdom when obstacles stand in the way of his goal. He is a mad bull, charging forward in his pursuit of saving Desdemonia—from what? Nobody knows yet. His anger is a tempest, relentless and indiscriminate. I fear the day fast approaching when his madness will tear through friend and foe alike. Yet, he covers it all under a blanket of unnerving calmness.

      He terrifies you. Lily’s tone turns serious. Admit it. Power like his isn’t meant for mortal hands. It burns everything it touches.

      I don’t answer. I don’t need to. The image of Kasai toppling a tower using only his bare hands is proof enough. He’s not the hero I was raised to believe in. His power is real, but it’s unchecked—a tempest that spares nothing in its path. And yet, he fights—for the Darkswan, who he’s convinced is his Desdemonia; for this war, for a freedom none of us truly understand.

      “Be quiet,” I mutter, my voice barely audible over the distant sizzle of magic and the thunder of explosions that follow. The words are meant for her, but they feel like they’re meant for me, too.

      Exhaustion pulls at my body. The ground shudders beneath another blast—this time closer. The chaos arm ripples in response. Slowly, tired eyes open and my gaze drifts down to the arm, now twitching at my side, its dark veins pulsing steadily as though mirroring the turmoil outside. It gave me strength when I destroyed the Mother Node, channeling unimaginable power into the Raka-Shir form to obliterate that monstrous construct and deal a crippling blow to the Cloud Fae.

      The Shadowfen are convinced Eden destroyed the construct, not you, Lily reminds me.

      Ignoring Lily’s taunt, I whisper to the wind, “Is this what it means to lead?” It’s not a question for anyone, but my kitsune counterpart answers anyway.

      Lead by sacrifice? she giggles again. You’ll need to get in line behind Eden. Look at the price she must pay, she says, her voice turning unusually solemn. You of all people should know by now that blood means power—and power always has a cost.

      A cost. Yes. I stare blankly at the wounded bodies lying on cots or sitting on the ground, letting the sounds of the medic tent fade into the background. In my mind, I see the faces of those I’ve lost—on this world and my own. If this is what leadership demands, it’s a loathsome burden. But the war isn’t over, and the wounded and dying across the tent remind me that there’s still more to fighting to be done.

      Outside, the battle cries grow louder. The tent billows from a preternatural gust of wind.  The medic’s voice rises, barking orders to her assistants as they rush to stabilize a soldier who’s lost too much blood. The sight is all too familiar now, and it churns something in my stomach. How many more will die for this war? How many more deaths will it take to tip the scales of freedom?

      Sighing, I push myself to my feet, the bandage on my leg pulling tight. “Wasn’t this what I was made for—what I yearned for as a child?” I ask, rhetorically. My chaos arm hums eagerly, its energy coiling like a predator ready to strike. I glance once more at the medic, who’s moved on to her next patient without a second look at me. She doesn’t need to say it—her actions speak louder than words.

      “Everyone deserves their freedom,” I murmur, tasting blood along my gumline. Stepping out of the tent, I see Amos is there, waiting—my silent sentry, my angel, my love. He acknowledges me with an appreciative nod, recognizing that I am once more fit for battle.

      A trumpet blares, calling reserves to the front lines. The battle never seems to stop. Bodies litter the ground; spells tear through the air. In the far distance, the Cloud Fae flying fortress draws near, though it creeps closer, unnervingly slow. Thank the Lords Above it’s only one instead of three, as initially reported.

      Another explosion shakes the ground beneath my feet, pulling me back to the present. I grip my katana tighter, the even weight of it grounding me. The chaos arm pulses again, as if eager to join the fight.

      Clouds of ash swirl in the air, obscuring the screams and clangs of steel. It’s almost easy to forget that those are lives being spent, snuffed out in the name of the Darkswan and her rebellion. For freedom, I think bitterly. That’s what we’re doing here, right?

      Below, the battle rages on before the ruins of the Cloud Fae obelisk. The enemy forces press forward with relentless precision, while overhead, the Wild Fae’s floating citadel sends barrages of deadly magic into the Shadowfen ranks. In the melee, I spot a towering Shadowfen warrior fall, his blood soaking into the scorched earth. Another sacrifice for freedom. Another life spent to balance the scales of power.

      Then I see Eden emerge from a cloud of ash, standing amidst the carnage like a figure from a nightmare. Her hands are blue with elf blood—not hers this time, but from the Cloud Fae soldier crumpled at her feet. With a cry that I cannot hear, she thrusts her arms forward, and the ground splits open. Something emerges—a shadowy beast with too many limbs and eyes that burn like embers. It charges into the enemy ranks, tearing through them with feral fury, scattering soldiers like leaves in a storm.

      Her power has grown incredibly fast over these weeks of war, hasn’t it? Lily whispers in my head, her tone equal parts admiration and mockery. Power like that always demands more.

      “You never should have given her that damn book,” I mutter.

      How was I supposed to know she’d take it to an extreme, let alone be able to read it?

      My grip tightens on my katana. How much more will Eden give? How much more will this war take from her? From all of us?

      A second trumpet rings out, calling for more reserves. I steel my resolve and gather my strength. I’ll fight. Not for Kasai. Not for the Darkswan. Not even for myself. I’ll fight for those who cannot fight, the innocent whose lives hang in the balance of wars they didn’t start. For in truth, that is what I was made to do—that is the path of the Righteous Warrior.

      Amos stands nearby, silent and watchful, his coal-black wings tucked against his back. His mouth tightens after Eden releases her demon. He doesn’t need to speak—I know what he’s thinking as we witness an ominous power being born, one with the heritage to claim a throne.

      “What would my clan say if they saw me now?” I mutter. “Would they call me hero or traitor?”

      Amos doesn’t reply, but Lily does.

      Of course they would call you a hero. You’re doing what heroes do, aren’t you? They bleed. They die. They sacrifice everything for a greater good.

      “And who decides what’s worth sacrificing?” I snap, the words spilling out before I can stop them.

      Lily’s silence is an answer enough, though I say it anyway. “Not me, apparently.”

      I glance at Amos one last time before turning toward the battlefield.

      I exhale slowly, I whispering again, “For those who can’t fight. For those who’ll never know my name.”

      The battle cries grow louder as I charge forward, katana in hand, the chaos arm coiled and ready to strike. The air is thick with the scent of ash and blood, the screams of the dying mingling with the clash of steel. The war isn’t over—not yet, not by a long shot.
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      Dawn breaks with a crimson hue, bleeding across the horizon like a wound. In the distance, the obelisk’s ruins shimmer with restless energy as the Cloud Fae prepare for another confrontation.

      The war feels endless, each new day a miracle of survival. Living in the Dens was nothing compared to this horror.

      Our march to the tower is silent, a ghostly procession through mist-shrouded terrain. Every step brings us closer to the heart of enemy territory, and with every breath, I can feel the sticky fingers of Fate drawing itchy lines down my back.

      The roar of enemy soldiers puts us on high alert. They are close, closer than our scouting reports detailed. Shadows come into view throughout the mist, charging toward us. The sky erupts in a cacophony of sound and light as the Wild Fae’s floating citadel pushes through the low-hanging clouds. The tower unleashes a devastating barrage of magic that tears through our ranks.

      “Form up!” I shout, my voice a rallying cry. Slicing my hand, I summon my power. The magic surges within me, a torrent of energy that seeks release. Thrusting my palm out, I call forth the first of my summoned creatures—my massive, spectral wolf, its eyes alight with fire. Some call him a familiar—I call him Trix.

      I like four-letter names. “I need one alive,” I command. Trix eyes the oncoming enemy before leaping into the mist.

      Beside me, Dayna Silverdale—my blood handler—removes her sacrificial dagger from its sheath. “Vas’Shalar, I am ready,” she intones.

      Around me, my companions fight with unmatched ferocity. Kazumi is the first to dash into enemy lines, dancing through their front ranks. She twists, ducks, and strikes, her swords carving a bloody path through flesh and bone.

      Above, Amos ascends, his wings cutting through the sky, a lone angel bold enough to challenge the might of a flying citadel. His black blade shimmers with holy power, its radiance defying the abyssal storm that looms overhead.

      To my left, I catch a flash of stark white hair—Sunny.

      Her illusions weave across the battlefield, twisting reality, sending enemies stumbling. Some turn on themselves, blades flashing in confusion, while others stand dumbfounded, lost within their own minds.

      Then she spots Amos rising.

      With a graceful pirouette, she spins, a fleeting silhouette amid a storm of black petals erupting around her. They swirl, thick as a midnight tempest, swallowing her form until she is nothing but a shadow in the storm.

      And then⁠—

      She thrusts her hands into the sky. I follow the direction of her spell, my breath catching as Amos’s form fractures. One becomes two, then four, then eight, then more. Within moments, the sky is filled with countless versions of Amos, their wings unfurling, beating to their own rhythm, their swords gleaming like a thousand stars.

      A legion of outcast angels—a phantasmal army summoned from illusion and the will of Sunny’s magic—rises to meet the Wild Fae’s flying citadel.

      I hear the BOOM of a massive detonation, the force of it rippling through the battlefield like a shockwave. Twenty Cloud Fae soldiers are launched skyward, their bodies twisting midair, each trailing a ribbon of dark smoke before crashing down in broken heaps.

      At the heart of the destruction stands Kasai, the red-robed monk. He moves like a serene river, untouched by blade or arrow, his motions fluid, effortless. Each step is an echo of a gentle stream winding through the wilderness. His presence is elusive, a flickering shadow just beyond reach, slipping through the grasp of his foes like water between their fingers.

      An enemy soldier lunges—Kasai sidesteps, his form a blur, and in the same breath, he strikes. His open palm slams into the warrior’s chest with bone-crushing force, the impact folding armor inward before sending the body hurling through the air.

      Without pause, he twists in the next attack, his staff snapping outward in a blur of blue light, a streak of hot flame trailing behind it as he disarms one enemy and crushes another. With the precision of a master and the force of an avalanche, the battle bends around him.

      The ensuing melee is chaos. Blood slicks the ground, and spells collide with devastating force. Trix returns, holding a young, wide-eyed soldier by the scruff of his jacket. Without hesitation, Dayna slices her dagger across the boy’s throat, releasing a gush of blood. The price for freedom grows with every new summoning I master. Pushing the horror of what I must do aside; I use his blood to summon a five-headed hydra. Its snapping heads are eager to engage the enemy in the mist.

      As the prisoner’s lifeblood spills onto the ground, Dayna kneels, smearing the cerulean liquid across her hands before lifting them toward me, her voice rising in fervent tones. “Behold the Herald of Rebirth! Through the Vas’Shalar, we are unchained. Through her, we find our revenge!”

      The words ripple through the battlefield like an incantation, snaring the ears of nearby Shadowfen soldiers. Some hesitate, their movements faltering as they steal glances my way, their expressions a blend of awe and trepidation. Others find hope in the proclamation, the murmured cadence of prayer spilling unbidden from their lips. The power swelling within me feels heavier now—her declaration has drawn numerous gazes to me, each pair of eyes demanding proof of the prophecy she claims.

      “Another prisoner!” Dayna shouts. “The Vas’Shalar must have more blood!”

      Emerging through the mist, two Shadowfen warriors drag another Cloud Fae soldier toward me, dropping her at my feet. Moaning, the soldier tries to hold the gash tight at her neck that trails to her chest.

      “Blood for the Vas’Shalar!” one of the warriors exclaims as she kneels before me.

      The other murmurs, “May her blade shine bright blue,” before she, too, drops to her knees in tribute.

      “Take her before the blood runs cold and becomes worthless, my princess,” Dayna insists.

      Unsheathing one of my throwing daggers, I plunge the blade into her chest. I’m doing this for my people, for all who were struck down or taken by the Cloud Fae—for Momma Pippa … for Mason. When the war ends, I swear, I’ll leave this gruesome ritual behind.

      Trix bristles at my side, a brutal deterrent to any who dare approach while I summon creature after creature, each one tipping the scales further in our favor. My mind throbs, my body shivers—the strain of controlling so many monsters demands every ounce of my concentration and will. Just one more, and I’ll be spent.

      “Rise, my nythas,” I command, invoking the Shadowfen word for fangs, my voice steady despite the unease curling in my chest. My final, deadliest summoning takes shape—a doom stalker.

      Dragged from whatever forsaken Layer of the Abyss it called home, the six-armed horror materializes, dropping into the battlefield with a jarring thud, weapons clutched in every clawed grip. Black eyes gleam, locking onto me with a predator’s hunger. Then it snarls, contempt curling at its lips, and turns all six blades in my direction.

      A dark, murky wave of terror crashes over me, thick as poisoned fog. My control falters, my breath catches—this one is too strong, or I’m too spent.

      The doom stalker lunges, a curved scimitar whistling toward my throat.

      Trix slams into its back, his fangs sinking deep into its flesh, driving it to its knees. The demon shrieks, thrashing wildly, but succumbs to the weight of Trix’s abyssal dominance. Its arms flail, its struggle futile against the unseen force that binds it, buying me the precious time I need.

      I seize control, my will a barbed needle stabbing deep into the demon’s mind. It writhes, fighting me, but I do not relent. The air thickens, coiling around me, pressing, suffocating. My heartbeat hammers like a war drum.

      For a breath—a final, desperate gasp for air—the doom stalker resists, its fearsome presence pressing against my own. Then—it breaks. The wave of murderous intent twists to obedience; its fury is now mine to wield.

      I lessen the sting of my will, turning it into something sweeter. “Blood and souls await you, demon,” I murmur, my voice a silken command. “Take your fill from my enemies.”

      The doom stalker snarls at me before vanishing into the mist, weapons whirling, its first victims screaming in its wake. The battlefield stills for a heartbeat. My mind goes blank from fatigue. Then—the chaotic sounds of battle explode around me. Somehow, I catch the murmurs of nearby warriors, whispering of prophecy unfolding. Awe and disbelief ripple through the clashing steel and sizzling magic before the next blast detonates against the earth.

      Their words slip into my ears like shadows given voice. “The Shardori have returned,” one claims.

      “The Dagger in the Dark who will lead us,” another assures.

      “The voice which carries salvation,” a third believes.

      Trix resumes his vigilance. Only Dayna is allowed to step forward without a fuss from the phantom wolf. My blood handler kneels at my side, her steady hands lending me support, gaze alight with something deeper than mere belief.

      Awe. Wonder. As if she has witnessed destiny take shape before her eyes.

      “Bravo!” Jaykus’s gruff voice cuts over the din of battle as he strides toward me, slowly clapping his hands, each slap deliberate, measured.

      “Don’t mock me,” I snap, my voice edged with exhaustion. “I’m in no mood.”

      Trix issues a low growl, standing his ground before the dark elf sorcerer. “Quite the contrary. I’m impressed,” he muses, his sharp gaze appraising me. “The hydra was perhaps a bit obvious for a battlefield summoning—predictable, though effective. But a doom stalker? That takes some skill and courage.”

      He tilts his head, considering. “One must dig deep into the Abyss to wrench such a fearsome demon to her side—and master the creature’s fearsome gaze once it arrives?” He gives a short, approving nod. “That is no small feat. So, I say to you again—bravo.”

      I exhale, running my fingers along Trix’s throat, the phantom wolf pressing against my touch. “I had help,” I admit.

      His hand drifts to my hair, reaching to grasp a lock of it between his fingers. I jerk my head away. His expression turns curious as his hand drops. “Why do you tamper with your hair color in such a way? Surely the natural silver is more befitting someone of your lineage.”

      Dayna steps closer, another defender at my side. “What is your purpose here, sorcerer? There is more you can do to assist the Vas’Shalar than shower her with impertinent personal interrogations.”

      Her golden eyes burn with conviction as she jabs a finger coated blue with blood toward Jaykus. “Find her more blood—tenfold, one hundredfold! Bring her enough to unleash the legions of Xerthotha to fight at her side!”

      My stomach tightens at her words. “That’s enough, Dayna,” I say, my voice firm despite the unease spinning through my head. “I am only one dark elf.” She steadfastly stares at me as if I am something more—something inevitable.

      “Why are you here, Jaykus?”

      “I have been sent by Fel Rosie to observe your progress,” he replies.

      “Why should she care?”

      “Who can question the will of General Soursong? I am but a humble⁠—”

      “Keep it,” I order, watching an uncomfortable scene develop around me. As the battle pushes outward, other warriors drift closer, drawn to Dayna’s proclamations. Their eyes lock onto me, and in them, I see something I have never witnessed among my Shadowfen brethren—hope. A silent expectation lingers in the air, heavier than the blood and ash coating the battlefield. Warriors shift uneasily; their newfound optimism precarious in the face of horrors they have yet to endure.

      The ground rumbles.

      Horrible cries echo from the mists—not the shrieks of the demons I’ve summoned, not the tortured wails of the dying, but Shadowfen keening. My people. Their voices raw, twisted by terror. Something is coming.

      The mist churns, stirred by the desperate currents of retreating warriors. Dark shadows emerge in their place, slow and steady, a wall of steel and shield. The silhouettes of Cloud Fae soldiers flow forward like wraiths, their unnatural grace masking the brutality they bring.

      Realization hits like an iron maul striking a weathered anvil. The soldiers attacking us at the onset of battle were not Cloud Fae at all; they were Shadowfen dressed in the uniforms of the enemy. I twist to see the sacrifices I have used to summon my blades, my fangs, my curses, and see the faces of my people. How could I be so blind?

      “No, no, no, no, no,” I cry. “This cannot be!”

      Dayna turns me to face her, her expression tight. “You must do what must be done. Those who die under your blade do so for the freedom of all,” she insists.

      The Cloud Fae army approaches. The ground shakes. A new shadow appears behind them—a juggernaut. A monster.

      The stench arrives first—a sickly-sweet rot, thick and cloying. The air grows damp, as if the very battlefield is exhaling its final, wet breath.

      It emerges from the mist: a grotesque hulking figure towering over the battlefield, stitched together from abyssal vines and rotting sinew. Its skin is cracked bark and decayed flesh, body swollen with blackened sap oozing from the joints. A jagged maw stretches across its chest, not for eating, but to exhale a thick, burning fog. The air hisses where it lingers.

      Bulbous fungal sacs pulse and rupture along its limbs, releasing clouds of acrid spores. Soldiers caught too close scream, armor corroding and flesh searing where the spores land. The Cloud Fae formation distances itself; the hulking demon is a weapon, not an ally. Each step drives its massive feet deep into the earth, vines snaking outward, corrupting the very battlefield beneath it. The ground withers, softens, becoming a mire where no warrior can find footing.

      Ghol’Zirith, the Rotting Titan, has come to claim this field, its sheer presence making the doom stalker I summoned seem insignificant in comparison. Its massive frame pulses with abyssal energy and twisted celestial power, a creature bred for destruction.

      Our fleeing warriors retreat beyond the immediate battlefield, merging with our reserves, their formation tightening into a wall of wary onlookers. Together, they draw a collective breath in fearful anticipation.

      Yet there, standing alone before the advancing Cloud Fae ranks, is a single man—calm and unwavering. His red robes billow; arms lift, and fire swirls around his hands. The three-sectioned staff he holds blazes to life. Kasai, the Ever Hero, will not yield.

      He shouts a name into the approaching madness. “Ninziz-zida!”

      The air trembles, charged with ancient power. Above him in a blaze of divine fury, Ninziz-zida, the dragon-angel, erupts into the sky. Sapphire eyes flash and turquoise scales shift to indigo as it helixes through the air; part form, part spirit—a godly force.

      The juggernaut looming behind the Cloud Fae escort halts for a terrible breath, its massive form shuddering as if sensing a force beyond reckoning—a worthy adversary.

      Above, a thunderous clap splits the air. Amos and his thousand clones descend, radiant forms streaking toward the floating citadel like falling stars. Holy light cascades from their bodies, illuminating the darkening sky. Blades ring like the bells of judgment, their song carried by the winds as they plummet toward the enemy wizards, who stand upon the balconies of their floating tower.

      The Wild Fae wizards barely have time to react. Some release spells, evaporating the illusions of Amos when they strike true. Most are cut down, their paltry shields collapsing under Amos’s divine blade.

      “A reckless action,” Jaykus says with a snigger, arms crossed as he watches the citadel back off, disappearing behind the shroud of low clouds. “No single angel is strong enough to take down a floating citadel. If not for the kitsune’s quick thinking, he would have been pulverized from the start. It’s only a matter of time now.”

      “True-born,” I correct, my voice quiet but resolute. “Amos is True-born.”

      Jaykus’s haughty smirk falters. He turns to me, searching my face as if hoping to find a lie.

      “Amos is True-born,” I repeat.

      A shadow of understanding crosses Jaykus’s face, his demeanor shifting. He looks again, this time not with mockery, but with awe. “A trio of divine might,” he murmurs, watching, appraising the heroes who fight for the Shadowfen.

      “She brings with her the might of distant worlds. All must succumb to her call,” Dayna whispers in awe.

      “Let’s hope it’s enough,” Jaykus says, watching as the juggernaut comes into full view.

      The monstrosity hesitates for a last, terrible breath, its hulking form shuddering. With a guttural, unearthly bellow, it launches forward, tossing or crushing soldiers in its path, its massive limbs tearing through rank and file indiscriminately.

      “Come, princess, we should not dally here. This day is lost,” Jaykus says, pulling me away.
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      The battlefield quivers beneath the weight of Ghol’Zirith, the Rotting Titan: its massive form standing thirty feet high, a grotesque amalgamation of vegetation and decaying flesh. A foul fog of spores discharges from the gaping maw across its chest, hissing as they spread across the field, corroding everything they touch. The cries of dying warriors—both Cloud Fae and Shadowfen—rise in a mournful dirge, the final testament to a battle already steeped in ruin.

      Kasai does not hesitate.

      His three-sectioned staff burns with xindu fire as he lunges to attack, movements direct and masterfully executed, a symphony of martial prowess and mystic energy.

      “Ninziz-zida!” he commands, voice ringing through the mists of war. The dragon-angel obeys.

      A streak of divine light cleaves through the battlefield as the spectral beast coils above, scales shimmering with celestial fury. Clouds ignite as the dragon lets loose a torrent of sacred fire, blue-white flames washing over the titan’s rotting frame. Ghol’Zirith roars, maw stretching in agony as its fungal flesh shrivels, blackens, and crisps.

      It does not die.

      With a guttural bellow, Ghol’Zirith swings a massive, sinewy arm, abyssal tendrils lashing out in all directions. Kasai vaults away, narrowly avoiding the strike. The ground where he stood seconds before sinks into a bubbling pit of decay. Above, Amos’s radiant clones swarm the titan, each illusion a mirrored blade of divine wrath.

      “Burn it!” Amos commands as his true form streaks toward the beast, his black blade gleaming with holy radiance. His wings, pulsing with raw power, propel him forward, a comet of judgment.

      Kazumi moves in tandem on the ground, her katana and wakizashi flickering, cutting through the demon’s organic matter with deadly precision. She dances through snaking tendrils and vomited bile, her strikes slashing through the titan’s corrupt hide.

      Sunny—transforming between human form and a nine-tailed fox-devil—leaps to a tangle of fallen soldiers. Her tails flare, the tips glowing like embers on the verge of a wildfire. She crouches low, hands pressing against their scorched flesh as she mouths a spell. The air around her swirls with the heat of a miniature cyclone, and then—from cracks in the battlefield, smoldering husks of dead warriors and broken beasts, a tide of fist-sized infernal carrion beetles emerges. Their chitinous shells shimmer like slick oil, each segmented body pulsing with a fiery glow beneath. Their mandibles click, hunger guiding them as they surge forward in a nightmarish tide.

      The pyro-boring insects skitter across the battlefield, drawn to Ghol’Zirith’s necrotic flesh and decaying flora. The moment they make contact, they burrow. The infernal insects, linked by a hivemind of destruction, are not content to simply burn their victim’s flesh; they incinerate its core, spreading from within like a living wildfire.

      With horrific speed, the beetles dig deep into Ghol’Zirith’s festering frame, gnawing through tendrils, carving tunnels into its rotting flesh. A grotesque, wet squelching fills the air as they devour it from the inside out.

      The ignition begins. Each beetle detonates in sequence—bursts of scorching fire erupting beneath Ghol’Zirith’s skin. The lumbering demon howls in agony, form buckling, spore-spewing maw convulsing as its very essence is turned against it. Fungal growths on its back burst in fiery explosions. Thick, necrotic sap pours from wounds.

      Still, it struggles, its massive, sinewy arm swinging wildly as it staggers. Yet every motion feeds the fire. Every movement grinds the burning beetles deeper into its corrupted frame.

      From her vantage point, Sunny grins, sharp-toothed and wild. She lifts one hand, foxfire flickering at her fingertips, and snaps. The final wave of beetles disappears beneath the surface of the demon’s flesh; they detonate all at once.

      A violent rupture of hellfire erupts from within Ghol’Zirith’s chest-maw, searing through its form, consuming the necrotic tissues. The demon’s howl turns into a gurgling, death rattle as its heart cracks and smolders under the pressure of its own failing body.

      For the first time since it entered the battlefield, Ghol’Zirith falters—truly falters.

      Sunny leaps upon a twisted, broken war machine and laughs like a fox watching the world burn.

      Ghol’Zirith screeches, a piercing sound that shakes the earth. Its body, riddled with burning tunnels, aglow with sickly fire, smoke spilling from its cavity—begins to convulse violently. For a moment, it might finally collapse, but—it retaliates.

      Ghol’Zirith, despite its agony, knows its enemy. Smoldering eye sockets—voids dripping with liquefied rot—lock onto Sunny. A low, wet gurgle builds in its grotesque torso as the rot inside bloats, compacting and writhing. With a sound of hundreds heaving their last breath, it vomits a violent stream of acidic spores, a necrotic muck of concentrated decay aimed straight at Sunny. The vomit snakes like a living thing, an insidious, slithering upheaval of death that reduces all in its wake to putrid sludge.

      Sunny’s laughter dies in her throat as the bile engulfs her position, melting the war machine in a spreading puddle of soupy wood and iron. She gasps, chokes, and staggers as the fumes rise to engulf her in a cloud of poison.

      Desperation flickers across her face; foxfire flares in a counterstrike, tails whipping as she attempts to burn away the poison. For a moment, the fire fights back—dancing golden, searing hot. It isn’t enough. The necrotic toxin seeps into her lungs, coats her skin, and peppers her eyes.

      A strangled sound escapes from her lips. Her body shimmers with magic—a last-ditch effort to stave off the poison. She stumbles, body wavering on collapse as she slumps to her knees. Her nine tails dim, the golden flames of her kitsune heritage snuffed out in succession as the corruption ravages her body. Her once-radiant figure is now ashen, veins blackening as the Titan’s final vengeance courses through her.

      For the first time since meeting her, the sly trickster—the fire-born fox-devil—does not rise.

      “SUNNY!” Amos’s voice tears through Ghol’Zirith’s booming laughter. Mid-dive, he veers toward Sunny, his black wings burnt and smoking. Even as he spins away, Ghol’Zirith is not finished.

      The demon flails, its massive, ruined body convulsing a second wave of deadly spores coated in vile mucus. This time, the attack is aimed at me and the Shadowfen soldiers who have retreated to my position.

      I watch in horror as the fog rolls toward us, a moving cloud of death. Panic spreads. Soldiers scream. Some collapse instantly, their flesh melting, dissolving where the spores touch them. Others turn to run, but there is nowhere to flee.

      “Fuckin’ Hell-on-a-stick,” I hiss, forcing myself onto one knee. I watch, eyes watering, hands trembling as I struggle to rise. I want to help. Every fiber of my being screams for me to stand, to fight alongside my companions. My magic is spent. I have no more blood to give.

      Inhaling a deep, burning breath, I stand, knees shaking. I am the Vas’Shalar. I cannot falter. Yet, my magic refuses me. Gritting my teeth, I cut myself, trying to summon my power. But I have nothing left to give until I rest. I have drawn too deep from the Abyss, sacrificed too much. My magic, and the blood required to ignite it, are intertwined. I cannot have one without the other.

      Jaykus steadies me, his grip iron-tight. “We must leave now!” he shouts with urgency, pulling me away in a desperate dash to get outside the deadly cloud’s range.

      I twist my head just in time to witness the final battle unfold.

      Kasai, closest to the demon, takes the brunt of its wrath. The spores lash at him, his red robes sizzling, the exposed skin of his arms blistering under the corrosive assault. He staggers but does not fall.

      Above, Amos drops from the sky, his clones vanishing in bursts of light as his true form crashes into the ground. His wings smolder, the divine glow of his presence dimming.

      Kazumi, despite her agility, clutches her left shoulder where her armor padding has melted away, her skin raw and burned from the toxic air. Even as she grimaces in pain, she fights—her chaos arm surging erratically, pulses of void energy flickering violently, dangerously uncontrolled.

      Yet none of them quit.

      Kasai roars, channeling what he calls the mystic Boundless within him, his three-sectioned staff a blazing arc of fury. He surges forward, weaving between the demon’s flailing limbs, every blow calculated, relentless, setting a trail of fire where he strikes.

      Amos, though wounded, launches himself back into the fray, his black blade slicing through thick vines that lash toward his allies.

      Kazumi strikes low, slashing deep into the demon’s massive legs, her chaos arm warping the air around her, jagged cracks of void-energy splintering reality itself.

      They fight, and they bleed, for us, for me.

      Then—Kasai falls. His body collapses against the scorched battlefield, his
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