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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!

    

  


  
    
      This one is dedicated to my little muse, Aika, who always has something to say and loves the name Lily.
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        “Some say the Ever Hero failed when the lands burned and the food went scarce. I know otherwise. Often, only a storm can reset the course of wayward ship. Such is true with the transformation of the Last Daughter of the Yoru Ya-iba clan, wielder of two enchanted blades; both blessed to save others, and cursed to bring about her self-destruction.”
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      “Stay back!” Mayumi shouted. Thick smoke billowed from burning wood beams and palm thatched roofs obscuring her vision as the bright orange glow from numerous fires consumed everything she knew and loved.

      Dirty sweat streamed from her scratched and bruised forehead, stinging the corners of her eyes. Shadows of wicked men ran in the background chasing down the last survivors of her village, swirls of smoke following in their wake. The horrible screams of her friends and neighbors rang in her ears. She watched helpless as children were muffled by gags and dragged away. Those who fought too long or hard were silenced forever.

      Black smoke rolled through the village like a fog of doom. The village men were dead, slain quickly by the overwhelming numbers of the marauders. Their lifeless bodies lay about the square in unrecognizable awkward mounds. Her husband had died with honor, slaying three of the attackers before being cut down. Only she remained to protect their children.

      Fanned out in front of her were four men dressed in mismatched clothing; each held blades stained red and black. Cowering just behind her were her two daughters, twisting her shirt in tiny fists. Both were too young to hold a proper sword, but old enough to know helplessness when Death approached.

      “I warn you. Stay back!” Mayumi threatened, raising the flimsy steel blade in a fighter’s stance.

      “You’re all that’s left, missy,” one of the men mocked. He had shaggy, brown hair paired with a mottled beard. He wore an angry, red scar across his nose. “We don’t want to hurt you. Just tell us where your elders keep the village coppers and we’ll be on our way.”

      Glaring back at her with the cold stare of hungry sharks, the bandits tightened their position round her. One of them had the nerve to attempt a kind smile. They weren’t leaving until she and her daughters were dead, coppers be damned.

      “We have nothing. Can’t you see that?” she cried, gauging their resolve, hoping one of them would turn from villain to hero.

      “You have a blade in your hands which is more than most villagers on this miserable island can say. If you have steel, then you have coppers, maybe even a rare piece of silver or two stashed away,” he reasoned.

      “There is nothing for you here, thief,” she cried, pointing her sword tip between the bandits.

      “Well, if there’s no coin, we’ll take that blade off yer hands, along with the young ones. They’ll fetch a fine coin in the black markets,” he said.

      Her daughters were her life; she would die before letting them come to harm. The sword was worthless metal but dealt death the same as any proper blade when the wielder’s strikes were precise. Loosening her stance, she prepared for the inevitable.

      Lunging at her right, a bandit thrust forward with an outstretched wakizashi, the short sword aimed at her chest. Countering with a viper’s speed, she slashed one-handed across his throat, returning her sword back to its initial position in a graceful figure eight motion. Her stare never wavering from the leader’s eyes when his comrade collapsed face first into the dirt.

      “Well, look at that, will you? She’s a natural.” The leader guffawed.

      “She killed Burton. The bitch killed him dead!” one of the bandits shouted. Readjusting the grip on their weapons, the bandits hesitated after seeing their easy prey show her fangs.

      “Children, remain still. Do not run. Mamma is here,” Mayumi said in a calm, steady voice. Her eyes darted to each killer, scanning for weak spots she could exploit. “Heavenly Son, please help me protect my daughters. Let my blade strike true or grant us a quick death. Do not let my daughters suffer.”

      “Prayers won’t help you now. No one up there cares. Take her, lads,” the leader commanded.

      Three men came at her, though only two attacked with their swords. She was the wind. Blocking both blows, she readied herself for the third coming at her from the middle. Parrying it in a cyclone swirl, she ripped the sword from the bandit’s hand, sending it flipping in the air.

      Lunging forward without hesitation, Mayumi stabbed her sword into the fat folds of the attacker’s belly. The sword’s thin blade couldn’t penetrate deep enough for a quick kill, bending rather than digging into the bandit’s flesh.

      Stumbling backward, holding one hand to his gut, the man looked wide-eyed to his stomach, and the blood seeping through his fingers. Deep enough, Mayumi thought.

      She shuffled back a step. Just two more. Her children hadn’t moved. Good, they have the warrior’s calm. If they survived, she would teach them what she knew.

      One of the two remaining bandits rushed her, hoping to take her off guard. Hacking down with his sword, he was astounded at the speed in which she blocked it, using its momentum to direct the blade away from her into the dirt. Side-stepping his outstretched arm, she slashed him across the shoulder. The blade’s tip bounced over his padded leather unable to reach his flesh.

      Gritting her teeth, she reset for a second strike before being tackled unexpectantly to the ground. Gravel tore into her cheek and shoulder. The leader had circled around the last bandit, striking from her blind side. He was big and heavy, and smelled of stale sweat and urine.

      Pinned under his bulk, her brain screamed for her daughters’ safety. She craned her head to see them. “Run!”

      Miko, the oldest raced to her side instead.

      No, no, no, no, no! Get away! Leave me! she thought. But Miko didn’t pay attention to her mother’s internal plea. Grabbing a dagger from the leader’s belt, she thrust the blade into the back of his leg.

      Screaming in pain, the leader twisted his body, attempting to remove the blade. It was enough for the woman to free herself. Scrambling away, she turned to see the leader on his knees, reaching for Miko-chan.

      Snatching up the fallen wakizashi from the first dead bandit, Yuri-chan, her youngest, buried it in the side of the leader’s neck. He died in horrified amazement before collapsing to the dirt.

      Moving in front of her daughters, Mayumi raised her blade protectively against the last bandit, preparing for one final duel. Shaking with a coward’s fear he backed up a step, followed by another. Stalking forward, her eyes burning into his, she pointed her blade at his face before lunging with a feint. Stumbling backward with a yelp, the bandit turned, fleeing in the opposite direction, soon lost in the billowing smoke.

      Spinning left and right, Mayumi scanned for the new threats, seeing more shadows running in the distance, but whether they were friend or foe was difficult to discern. For the moment, she and her daughters were safe. Breathing a sigh of relief, she checked to make sure her children were unharmed.

      “Thank you, Angel Lord Raguel. My life is yours to command,” Mayumi pledged in a silent prayer before collecting her daughters in a warm embrace. “Come, children, we must leave immediately.”

      “What about father? Shouldn’t we tell him where we are going? How will he find us?” Yuri-chan said. Thankfully, the young child hadn’t seen her father’s demise. Later, I’ll tell her later, Mayumi thought.

      “It’ll be okay, Yuri-chan. Mamma knows what’s best,” Miko-chan said, looking knowingly in her mother’s eyes. She took her sister’s hand, following in her mother’s footsteps, past burning homes and broken bodies. Death was everywhere.

      “We’ll be safer in the forest,” Mayumi surmised. There was no time to gather supplies. She would make do, surviving the best she could until reaching another village. Children should never know the cruelty of men or the wickedness in their hearts.

      Mayumi stayed off the main road, travelling instead along unused forest paths. The threat from the gang of thieves was behind her, but there could be others searching for survivors. The next village was ten miles north and must be warned. She would do her best to get there first.

      Forcing her daughters to keep a fast pace, she put miles between her family and the burning village. Birds chirped on tree branches and squirrels scampered across the mulchy ground, leaping for the safety of trees whenever Mayumi and her daughters came too close.

      Walking through the peaceful forest, the details of the fight slowly came back to her; the smell of the leader’s breath as he lay heavy on her. The squirt of blood from the neck of the first man she killed. Burton. His name was Burton. That was a foreigner’s name. Of course, their eyes were round with folds at the lids. These men were invaders from the East, the same who conquered the mainland continent, renaming it Baroqia.

      But the Isle of Yoru had nothing of value, nor was it much of a strategic location to harbor trade or warships. The currents were strong and many a vessel pierced their hull on the jagged rocks hidden just under the water’s surface when entering from the north. Only pirates would see the Isle of Yoru as an ideal hideout, a place to hide from honor and the executioner’s axe.

      Pirates. The name left a foul taste in her mouth. They were horrible men who lurked in the straits between her island and Baroqia, robbing from their own, killing when they could, fleeing when they must. She was lucky only four had found her, while the rest of their gang took their attention elsewhere, doing gods knew what.

      “Why, Angel Lord Raguel? Why bring them here to murder so many innocent people?”

      “War is coming, Mayumi Hime.” An unseen voice echoed around her. “And you are called to fight.”

      Mayumi immediately drew her sword, scanning the forest trees, uncertain where the voice had originated.

      “Who said that? How do you know my name?” she demanded.

      “Who’s talking, mommy?” Yuri-chan asked.

      “Be quiet, child, hush!” Mayumi scolded. “Get behind me.”

      “The First Son has sent me here with a warning. A tide of darkness approaches from the Deep Dark, bringing with it the legions of cold and frost.”

      “What legions? Show yourself blasphemer. You will not use the Angel Lord Raguel’s name in vain to spout your lies.”

      “I am True-born, highest of the Immortal Mother’s creations. To see me would cause your mind to snap, sending you into madness,” the voice spoke.

      Mayumi laughed, gripping her sword’s hilt tighter. “An angel? You expect me to believe you’re an angel?”

      “I am Sonnalle. You will answer the Angel Lord Raguel’s call to arms.”

      “Blood of the Abyss, I will. Show yourself!”

      “As you wish, mortal.”

      An explosion of white light flooded the forest, blinding the woman. Her children fell to their knees, shrieking until their frail voices broke. Crackling through the air, glowing trails of light leaped from the ground, striking adult trees, rolling around their trunks and branches before dissipating to nothingness.

      Willing herself to open her eyes, she saw standing before her a being of light and wonder, dressed for war. His armor was spectacular to behold, flawless, second only to his beautiful face framed by platinum blond hair. Feeling the rapid thumping in her chest, she was sure her heart would burst if she continued staring at such a divine creation. But she could not look away.

      His white plumed wings unfurled, and the forest was lit by a second sun. He was a god. Gasping, Mayumi fell to her knees, alongside her daughters, shaking.

      “Momma, I’m afraid,” Yuri-chan sobbed, frozen in place.

      “I’m not.” Miko-chan rose, defiant, unwilling to give up what her mother had worked so hard to achieve. She drew forth the wakizashi, stolen from the dead leader’s neck.

      “Miko-chan! Get down! Forgive them, my lord. They are too young to know better. Please, do not punish them for my foolish words,” Mayumi begged.

      “I am not here to punish you or your daughters. On the contrary, you have been chosen to do my master’s will. War is coming and you must prepare.”

      “Me? Prepare for war? Surely there are others more competent.”

      “Yet you are the one he chose.”

      “The men are gone. I have nothing. No home, or coin, or the means to do as you ask.”

      “Men have not been chosen for this task. You will pass on what you know to your daughters and to those mothers and daughters you find worthy to join your ranks,” the Angel Lord Sonnalle explained. “One shall be the shield, the other the sword. So shall it be until the threat is eliminated.”

      “No, they are innocent. I would not wish the horrors of war on them. Please, you ask too much.”

      “Silence, mortal! I ask for nothing! This is the will of the Angel Lord Raguel. Thus, shall it be done,” the angel lord’s voice boomed.

      Groveling beneath the weight of his stare, Mayumi lowering her forehead to the forest floor, scraping it back and forth in the dirt. How could this be true?

      “Forgive me, my lord,” she said, placing her thin blade before the Angel Lord Sonnalle’s feet. “If it’s the will of the Heavenly Son, then his will be done. Where you lead, we shall follow, though I fear you lead us to our deaths.”

      “Do not think my master is without mercy. He offers knowledge and strength.”

      Conjuring a tight sphere of light between his hands, the angel lord summoned a small, leather-bound book, which he handed to Mayumi. “This is the Malleus Maleficarum.”

      The book was but a small thing, fitting easily in the of hollow of her palm. Opening it, Mayumi gasped as the book grew in her hands to an oversized tome, glowing runes blazing across its cover. Carefully closing the book, she stared in continued disbelief as it shrank to its original smaller size.

      “My lord, I am a humble woman. The higher words are not mine to know.”

      “In time, you will learn what it means to be a demon hunter.”

      “Demon hunter?” She scoffed at her feeble blade. “Impossible.”

      The angel lord picked up her sword. The katana was flimsy, a thin piece of steel with an angled tip. Smoothing his hand over its long blade, he transformed the sword into something new and exquisite. Whispering angelic words of power, he kissed the steel five times with his perfect lips, leaving five smoking runes along blade’s smooth surface. Swishing the katana left and right, the angel lord handed the priceless weapon to Mayumi.

      “Its edge will never dull, nor will you find an infernal hide it cannot cut.” The Angel Lord Sonnalle turned his heavenly gaze to Miko-chan. “Now child, I will have that sword.”

      “Momma?”

      “Miko-chan, do it!” After giving her daughter a stern look, Miko-chan reluctantly handed over the wakizashi to the angel lord. Kneeling back on the ground, the young girl fussed over losing the weapon.

      “I might’ve needed it,” she complained.

      Examining the wakizashi, the Angel Lord Sonnalle tightened his grip on the handle, whispering words into the steel before handing it back to Miko-chan. “This blade shall be known as Shine. The speed of its clever attacks will have no rival.”

      “Thank you, my lord, for the generous weapons. I am honor bound by my faith to do as your will commands.”

      “See that you do. There are others who will hear my call. They will find you. Grow your ranks and prepare.”

      Booming with thunderous might, white light engulfed the surrounding trees, blinding Mayumi for a second time. When she opened her eyes, the angel lord was gone. Gathering her children close, Mayumi Hime lowered her head, and cried in the dirt.
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      When I was young, I was taught the distinction between right and wrong, good and evil, honor and betrayal—everything I needed to walk the Path of the Righteous Warrior. It was a world of black and white; easy examples to understand, easy rules to follow. But what if the only real difference between the hero and the villain is in who’s telling the story?

      I’m not a villain. I’m not, though no one in the Yoru Ya-iba clan will believe me. What a total shitstorm this turned out to be. I wanted to be a lone shadow assassin, hunting the Unforgiven in the dark, proving to Mother I was ready to be a Night Blade. Instead, I managed to become the one thing I’m supposed to slay. Now, I await punishment, which by the law of the clan should be death.

      I should have returned the swords the moment I found them hidden in my travel chest. It doesn’t matter who put them there. Possibly dear Willow, acting on the behalf of … who? Mother? Never. The War Master? Maybe, but what does it matter? I had every opportunity to do the right thing and bring them back. I didn’t. I wanted the glory. I thirsted for the praise. I own that. It’s a decision that will haunt me for the rest of my days, however few remain.

      Being relieved of the Sword of Sonnalle wasn’t the worst thing to happen when I was captured. I had no connection to the blade. It’s losing Akemi’s Gift that stings. In some remote fantasy, I envisioned Mother giving the enchanted wakizashi to me as a reward for slaying countless monsters on my solo expedition, proving to her I was a worthy daughter, too.

      But things didn’t work out that way, did they? How could I not see I was turning from the divine calling of my clan with each step I took? Throwing my head back, raising my eyes to the ceiling of my cell, I ask the only unanswerable question. “Will I be forgiven?”

      I leave no room for hope. The Angel Lord Raguel has surely turned away from me in disappointment. “If you are still there, know that I am sorry. I only wanted to make Mother proud of me while doing your great work.” Aching for a response, anything to show me I haven’t been abandoned, I receive the squawking, “ha-ha-ha” from a gang of gulls, riding the ship’s air currents, hoping for a few fish scraps before we sail too far off the coast.

      “Did you infect me with a demon to test my faith? Did you expect me to betray my oath?” I ask. “You cannot have it so easily!” Strong words, though their lonely echo is challenged by the thing writhing in my soul, demanding to be set free.

      Growing up in the clan, life seemed straightforward enough: become a Night Blade, find the Unforgiven, slay them in the Angel Lord Raguel’s name, receive honor. Yet, here I am, an outcast without rank or clan, whose best friend is an ancient fox devil in disguise. Bravo, Kazumi, well done on so much demon slaying. It’s laughable until it’s not.

      Mother will have no choice but to render the most severe sentence on me, making my previous exile from the clan a gift. It’s nothing more than I deserve. I will not beg for forgiveness, not because of pride or fear, but because I will not end my life with more dishonor.

      My thoughts drift to Sunny, knowing I betrayed another trust with her. Sneaking off was a horrible way to leave her, well sort of, I mean getting caught, shackled, and thrown into the brig isn’t exactly textbook sneaking. What else could I do but leave her in Gethem? She’d face a quicker death by the Yoru Ya-iba clan than facing the undead plague brewing in that horrible city. Mother would have seen through Sunny’s mortal disguise the moment she laid eyes on her, slaying the fox devil out of hand without explanation or remorse.

      Hopefully, Sunny will snatch Handsome Kai away from Sophia Jolla before she does something wicked and convinces him he’s the hero. His devotion to save his family is admirable but he must know they are lost to the nightmare of Gethem.

      “Handsome Kai,” I sigh. Seeing his dark hair and darker eyes in my mind, makes me wish he and I had a little more time, maybe we could have been something more than comrades-in-arms. If we didn’t kill each other first. I chuckle.

      Still, I can’t help but feel I’ve abandoned my friends, leaving them to fight Lord Gamma and Lord J’Mavrk alone. Whatever meager forces Sophia can muster won’t be enough against that den of vipers. Sunny and Handsome Kai will need an army at their backs to have any hope of survival—an army I was supposed to supply by bringing the Night Blades to Gethem. I’ll inform Mother of the D’Vross Lords and their devious plans, though it’s doubtful she will believe me.

      As much as my lonely cell offers me plenty of idle time, deep soul searching is an impossible task with the demon, Lily constantly wrestling her way into the forefront of my thoughts, pleading to be unleashed, desiring to fight, ripping and rending her way to freedom. I wonder if she could swim back to shore, given the chance.

      “No Lily. These are my sisters, even if I am no longer part of the Yoru Ya-iba clan. You wouldn’t hurt your sisters if you had any, would you?”

      Feeling Lily hunker down inside me, we both sit in quiet defeat. Mother was right. I wasn’t ready for the perils of the outside world, at least not alone. I failed to understand the lessons she was teaching me until it was too late. When was it that I left the Path of the Righteous Warrior? Was it the moment I assumed the enchanted swords were meant for me, or much earlier, when Akemi died?

      Smelling sauteed garlic and onions well before hearing soft footsteps approach the cell door, my stomach reminds me it has been a day since I’ve last eaten. Wondering who’s bringing me food, I remind myself it doesn’t matter, nobody on board has had a friendly word for me since I arrived. I’m the enemy now.

      “Step away from the door,” Aika instructs me. Her soft, friendly voice has turned bitter.

      “Hello, Aika.” There’s a pause before the slat opens at the base of the door. When it does, Aika slides a tray of food in with care, unlike Hayle, who shoved it through, spilling most of the contents from being so rough.

      “How’s your progression coming along? Did you master the Heavenly Hurricane Strike yet?” I ask, hopeful for some conversation. “I had trouble with the reverse jump kick, but the War Master showed me a⁠—”

      Shutting the door slat with a deliberate click, Aika walks away.

      The food, basic island soup, consisting of browned white fish chunks, herbs, rice with ginger on the side, reminds me of home. It’s nothing gourmet, but it isn’t swill, either. When I finish, I place the tray by the door, returning to my spot at the opposite wall.

      Rather than wallowing in my sorrow or letting my mind dwell on the punishment that awaits me, I practice my spellcasting, working on conjuring throwing stars from the clothing spell Sunny taught me. The variation was easy enough to understand; only a few words changed, though in practice it’s still as challenging as the original. Naturally, the odds of finding the correct spell components in a prison cell are slim to none. If I had a handful of dark, rich soil, there might be enough mineral bits to create something resembling a small knife or lockpick.

      But this isn’t a Black Ship and there aren’t any crates of Yoru soil onboard. Nonetheless, I push together a collection of floor dust, kidding myself something in the mix will work. My small mound proves ineffective.

      Switching tactics, I use loose cotton threads from my shirt to fabricate a stiff cloth version of a shuriken. It’s nothing I could use in a fight, but it’s a good start. Flicking the cloth star at an imaginary target, I watch it knock harmlessly against the wall before falling like a dead leaf to the floor; much like my solo stint as a pretend Night Blade.

      Feeling the ease in which the Angel’s Flight skims across the open sea like a warm knife gliding through soft butter, I figure we are making excellent time crossing the Narrow Straits. Leave it to the boat masters on Yoru Island to construct a ship that travels twice as fast as a normal merchant vessel. We may be home in less than three days if we don’t encounter storms.

      Lunch arrives early the following day. By the sound of careful footsteps and the scent of her skin, I know Aika has returned.

      “Hello, Aika. I’m happy you came to visit me again.” She refuses to answer. I’m sure she was chosen rather than volunteered to deliver my food. Opening the door slat, she pushes through my tray containing another bowl of soup and jerky strips.

      “How are you?” I ask, pressing up against the door. More silence. “I guess everyone’s upset with me, huh.”

      “Upset? You think what you did was upsetting? Kazumi, you violated a direct order from the High Priestess. You stole holy relics from the clan armory. You pretended to be part of the Yoru Ya-iba clan after being banished, claiming a rank you didn’t earn or deserve. You think we are merely upset with you?”

      “I guess not one of my better moments, was it?”

      “Do you think this is funny? How could you think doing any one of these things, let alone all of them, was okay? Even for you, this goes way beyond treachery.”

      Treachery. The word sinks me like an anchor hitting the cold, ocean floor. I’m the villain after all. “I could try to explain myself, but my words would never undo the dishonor I have placed upon my shoulders. Mother—sorry, the High Priestess, must be furious with me.”

      “You have brought great dishonor to her as well. She remains a recluse within her temple, forbidding anyone but the War Master to enter. Her isolation is worse than when your sister died. At least then she could take solace in knowing Akemi died in battle with honor.”

      Resting my back against the door, I let out a deep breath. “How—how is Willow? Is she okay?”

      “Miss Willow is a frail thing. She isn’t eating.”

      “Oh no.”

      “Your housemother felt responsible for your crimes, saying she failed you and the clan. She petitioned the High Priestess for banishment.”

      “What? Why? Willow had nothing to do with this. It was all me. I’m to blame. I’m the criminal.”

      “We know, Kazumi. We hoped for something more from you yet expected something similar. I’m thankful it didn’t happen on the battlefield. Your trial will come soon enough. May the Angel Lord Raguel have pity on your soul.” Closing the slat, Aika departs.

      The caw of a distant seagull informs me we are close to shore. I suspect if I was on the deck, I could see Yoru Island resting peacefully on the horizon. Sinking to the floor of my cell, I only have myself to blame for what comes next. Of course Lily, the demon spirit, chose to possess me. How could I have expected to become a hero when I’m such an unholy mess of a girl inside?
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      “It’s time. Step away from the door, hands forward and open,” Hayle instructs me from the opposite side of the cell door. “Tomi, hurry up with that key.”

      Jangling the ship’s keys until she finds the right one, Tomi fits it into the lock, turning the mechanism open with a clang. Hayle has brought two other friends, Aika and Rei from their scents.

      If I still had a sash, I’d stuff my dummy shuriken into it. No sense being labeled a witch on top of everything else. The best I can do is tuck them into the waist of my pants. I’ll discard them when I can. It’s a long road back to the clan village.

      When the door creaks opens, I stand ready to face my captors, and the subsequent punishment from Mother. Much to Lily’s disappointment, I offer no resistance, holding out my arms in submission. Brandishing swords, Hayle and Aika sweep into the small room, placing themselves to either side of me. Rei follows, bringing manacles, snapping them with a click around each wrist.

      “Let’s go.” Hayle motions with her sword.

      Looking into Aika’s dark eyes, I catch a hint of reluctant empathy before she averts her gaze. “I’m sorry,” I mumble, saddened we never developed a stronger bond growing up. She nods once, accepting my apology before directing me out of the cell with a second head move.

      As they march me onto the deck, I’m forced to squint from the bright, afternoon sunlight filling Yoru Bay. It’s a glorious day on the island. Lazy seawater laps against the hull of the Angel’s Flight at dock, while waves crash along the shore. Brown pelicans glide over the incoming tide, searching for food, while gulls flap and hover above fishing vessels, waiting patiently for a forgotten mackerel left unguarded on the deck.

      The beach front extending to the far right is covered in clumps of dark, brownish-green drift seaweed, blown inland from the summer storms. Opportunistic peasant families rake the wet seaweed into large, handmade baskets and later convert it to fertilizer. No wonder why the soil on Yoru Island is so rich.

      The saltwater breeze brings back memories of running over soft beach sand during endurance training with my clan sisters. I hated those hamstring-burning sessions in the past, but now I wish I could relive them, even for just one day.

      Lily pours visions of freedom into my thoughts, pleading with me to escape. When that doesn’t work, she shifts tactics, appealing to my logical side rather than the emotional, headstrong warrior I prided myself being in the past. She doesn’t use words, but the message is clear enough. When the stakes are kill or be killed, there is no room for indecision, escape is but a few deaths away. It will be painless. They will not suffer.

      “Hush, Lily,” I whisper under my breath.

      “What’s that, criminal?” Hayle asks, pushing me along.

      “That black ship sailed from Gethem,” I say, pointing to another vessel approaching from the bay. “We can’t let it dock.”

      “We? There is no we. Besides, the D’Vross Lords have favorable merchant status on the island. The harbor master’s authority supersedes ours when dealing with island commerce.”

      “You don’t understand. The crew are jiangshi. They are transporting vampires in crates of soil in their cargo holds.”

      “If they were, we would know. Save your lies for the High Priestess.”

      Scanning the unloading docks and shops lining the main thoroughfare, I don’t see anything amiss or signs of foul play. Across the square, peasant villagers cart their masters’ goods to waiting storage bins. To the right, laughter flows from sailors eager to get to their cups at the harbor tavern. Buyers mingle with merchants at their stalls, haggling for the lowest price on fish and clams. Breathing a sigh of relief, I don’t see a set of shiny silver eyes among them.

      “Rei, secure horses for the ride to the clan village,” Hayle orders. “I want to get a few miles under us before nightfall.”

      Sweeping past Tomi’s and Hayle’s angry glares, I take in my last sights and sounds of the harbor, inadvertently picking up the conversation of approaching merchants.

      “Them Farm Lords be selling off their rice and sugarcane fields, but not for the produce, no, them there black ships only haul away the dirt. Most peculiar thing.”

      “Wouldn’t mind a handful of them foreigners’ golden crowns, mind you. Sell my worthless son to them if they’d take him. Offer a minimum price, I would.”

      “You’d have to fish him out of the Red Hook tavern or Mi Mi’s Delight first.”

      “Aye. Addlebrained and broke he’d be before he’d go.”

      “Who’d ever think the day would come when island dirt out priced silk or spice?”

      “Most of them black ships go direct to the Farm Lords’ port nowadays. Strange to see one in Yoru Bay. Them Farm Lords are nobody’s fool. Sell direct and avoid the harbor master’s fees. Smart.”

      “Land grab or not. Foreign investments could be good for the island.”

      “Who’s the buyer?” I ask, leaning into their conversation.

      Their mouths snap shut when they see the shackles around my wrists and the Oblivion Knight beside me shaking her head, no. “On your way, gentlemen. This is clan business.”

      One nods, keeping his head down as he hurries away. The other tips his hat. “Ma’am,” before catching up to join his friend.

      “I’m telling you this is not what it seems. The Farm Lords are in danger. We must warn them,” I express to Tomi. Over her shoulder, distant dark clouds brood beyond the western mountains though above us the sky is cerulean blue. “Look there. A storm gathers above the lowlands. That’s Farm Lord territory.”

      “As it does every year when the winds shift and bring the late summer gloom to the lowlands,” Tomi replies as Rei leads five horses our way.

      “Get on,” Hayle commands, taking the reins of a chestnut roan. “Before you try to escape, know that we were only told to bring you back alive once.”

      “I’ve made peace with my fate, First Don. Take me to the High Priestess.”

      “Cluck, cluck,” Hayle says, nudging her mount’s flanks. “That’s a shame. I was hoping you’d run.”

      
      The ride to the clan village is uneventful. I keep to myself since no one pays much attention to me, other than serving me a few meager meals of travel rations or reluctantly accompanying me when I must relieve myself. We sleep three nights under the stars. To my credit, and First Don Hayle’s disappointment, I don’t consider slipping away into the night once.

      Lily stirs in my gut like a wolf circling an uneven patch of ground before rest. She’s biding her time, waiting for my resolve to weaken. I still have control, and if there’s no clear and present danger, I should be able to shut down her rebellious plans before her rage overwhelms me.

      Returning to the clan is a somber experience. The vitality of the village has decreased, as have the number of Night Blades. They must be out looking for me. I don’t mind the frowns from the few warriors who remain, or the stares from the trainees. I expected a cold reception. What strikes me is the silence. Not from the lack of sharp words, but the absence of clashing steel or the knocks of wooden practice swords.

      Dismounting, we hand the reins to a young genin, who leads the horses to the stables. Her movements are crisp in the presence of the Oblivion Knight. First Don Hayle wastes no time directing Aika, Rei, and Tomi with hand gestures, positioning the trio around me in a triangle.

      “Let’s move,” First Don Hayle orders.

      Walking toward the central square, the familiar hard-packed clay underfoot is bittersweet. My acute hearing picks up the murmurs of those watching the parade of the prisoner. I don’t need to hear every word they’re saying to know how they feel about me. Reaching the center of the square, First Don Hayle stops us. Waiting for what happens next seems longer than the journey to get here.

      “What’s the hold up? Changing the bedding in my cell?” I joke.

      First Don Hayle ignores me, as do the others. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the porch door to the War Master’s apartment open. Stepping into the light of day, Aunt Keiko acknowledges our group, dropping her gaze to the shackles binding my wrists. Assuming she expected my unceremonious return, I catch the slight, consenting nod of her head, directing us to approach.

      When we reach the foot of her porch stairs, I bow with my
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