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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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      “We shouldn’t be here,” Raymundo said. His breath quickened to short huffs as he squeezed sideways through a long, narrow passage. Who makes corridors for ghosts? he wondered. The backpack he wore made squirming through the tight space even more difficult. This was a bad idea.

      “You didn’t think it was a bad idea when we raided the crypt of House Carthy last week. Just suck it up. We’re almost there,” Van said from ahead.

      He was an abnormally skinny man and could contort his body in unnatural ways. After the apocalypse, grave robbing had become his trade of choice. Before that, he was a rarely-hired farmhand, who took work wherever he could find and keep it.

      In the rear was Nivram, the last son of a once-wealthy house. Like most other prestigious families wiped out by Gerun Shiverrig’s madness, House Owen had nothing. Nivram had joined the crew thinking this was his opportunity to get even with House Shiverrig.

      The weight of the dead cast a heavy foreboding on Raymundo every time he joined Van on one of his tomb raids, but he was desperate again. Most jobs were done in the night air, digging up the freshly deceased and grabbing a family sigil ring or other bits of jewelry. Raymundo was astonished at what the rich threw away.

      He could stomach the night work and there was little danger of being caught by the cemetery master. The man drank himself to an early bed each night and was no worry. Pox and pestilence were common after the great war and there were too many new funerals for the authorities to monitor.

      Entering the Shiverrig crypt under the ruins of Volkerrum Keep bordered on insanity. Yes, the rewards would be life changing if they could find the treasure, but the risk was even greater, considering the monster Gerun Shiverrig had become during the Second Frost War.

      The thin passage opened into a stone chamber in the shape of a hexagon. All but one corner was fitted with a statue resembling a long dead ruler of House Shiverrig, propped up on a pedestal. A fifth statue had fallen to the floor and smashed to scattered pieces. Three new passages opened to black tunnels before the grave robbers.

      “Can you smell that?” Raymundo said, wiping dirt and sweat from his face. The dust clung to him, working its way into his nose and mouth.

      “Yup. That’s the smell of Shiverrig wealth. We must be close.”

      Raymundo shook his head. “This is all wrong. I’m going back.”

      Van stuck his torch out to block Raymundo’s way. “Knock it off, Ray. You pull this same shit on every job, crying like baby that something horrible is going to happen right up until we make the score, and after that, you can’t wait to go again.”

      Raymundo hated when anyone called him Ray. That was the name used only by his late mother and brother, may the Immortal Mother save their souls. “Fine, but this better be the score of a lifetime like you promised.”

      “That’s right, set for life. I guarantee it.” Van reached into his pocket, producing a folded map and a satisfied smile. “Three, three, three, which of the three shall ye be?” he said. “Ah, here we are and there should be … four.” He looked up from the map, then to the right and left searching for the opening he missed. “Well, that’s not good.”

      “Hells bells, Van. You better be joking. Where did you get that map?”

      “Gimme a sec,” Van said, flipping the map upside down and bringing his torch closer to get a better look. He walked to each of the statues, commenting, “Nothing out of the ordinary here,” before moving behind the fallen statue, examining the corner seam with his fingers. “Now, if I were a betting man, I’d wager there’s a secret something here.”

      Raymundo came closer to add additional light to the task. Van pressed every stone and attempted a few combinations, before stepping back and stroking his chin thoughtfully.

      “Okay, that settles it. We’re going back,” Raymundo said. “That map is shit. Nivram, are you with me?”

      “Why would only one statue be down?” Van mused, tapping the now folded map to his chin.

      “Who cares? Lots of things fell when the angels dropped their firebombs on Gethem.”

      “Right, lots of things, but not these four,” Van said, pointing to the other statues with the map. “I think this one is down on purpose.”

      He circled the chamber twice, surveying the stones on the floor, before finally stopping at one of the corners. “Come here, Raymundo and tell me what you see. You too, Nivram.”

      Raymundo looked from the same vantage point, noting a pattern formed by the statue’s broken chunks. He nervously scanned the room, searching for the culprit until his eyes landed on Nivram. The boy was drawing a line, connecting the chunks with his fingers. “Do you see it too, Nivram?”

      “It’s a sign. Maybe someone left a clue to get in. Look, it’s pointing in that direction,” Nivram said, twisting around to face a different wall.

      “That’s right, Nivram, good lad,” Van said, walking to the wall in question. “What do you think will happen if I press it?”

      “Don’t,” Raymundo said. His heart thumping faster as his mind wrestled with the possibilities of riches or a grisly death.

      Van gave Raymundo a crafty smile, laid his hand on a stone, and pushed. The wall slid back and easily moved to the side. “And here we have number four.”

      Raymundo looked again at the broken pieces of marble on the floor. The Shiverrig line were known for their cruelty and cunning. Who could say if the fallen statue was a happenstance, a clue, or a trap?

      “Bugger me. Do you think someone’s been here before us?” Nivram groaned.

      “Let’s hold on to the idea that we just landed a bit of good luck. Follow me.” Van headed into the new passage. Dust-caked cobwebs draped down from the walls and ceiling. The three robbers walked for long minutes in silence, listening to the muffled footsteps of their leather boots being consumed by the darkness outside of the torchlight.

      Raymundo heard something that made his heart freeze. “What was that?”

      “What? I didn’t hear anything,” Van responded.

      “It sounded like someone calling for help.”

      “It’s air blowing through tunnels that have been empty for years. Keep your wits, Raymundo. We should be close to the burial chamber.”

      Raymundo gave Nivram a pleading look, but the young man shook his head before following Van deeper into the crypt. Raymundo paused to listen; the antechamber was silent.

      “Nobody ever listens to me,” he grumbled, following Van and Nivram.

      Up ahead, Van’s torchlight revealed another chamber opening at the end of the corridor. Raymundo was happy to let Van go first. He wasn’t taking any chances, not in this place.

      The chamber was a long room with dozens of personal burial vaults lining the walls of two sides. Perhaps these were reserved for children claimed early by death, yet to accomplish greatness in their short lives. In the middle of the floor was a central dais that held a large stone coffin with the relief of a warrior king on its surface.

      “Shiverrig,” Van said. “I told you we’d⁠—”

      “Quiet! Can’t you hear her? She’s in here, trapped in one of the wall coffins,” Raymundo said, racing to the left wall. He shone his torch to each mini vault and listened.

      “For the last time, I don’t hear anything. Now help me get this lid off.”

      “No! She says you mustn’t disturb that one.”

      “Who says, Raymundo, the wind?” Van mocked, then gestured to Nivram. “Help me with this.”

      Van and Nivram put both hands on the coffin’s lid, attempting to push it off the base. It didn’t budge. Van removed his small backpack and fished around inside, eventually producing a small crowbar and hammer. He handed the backpack to Nivram.

      Van wedged the flat end below the lid’s base and tapped the other end with the hammer until he was satisfied it was in the right spot. He pounded hard until the tip was buried under the lid.

      “That should help. Hand me another one,” Van said.

      “What are you doing? Stop!” Raymundo yelled.

      “I’m doing what we came to do,” Van said, burying another bar under the lid on the same side. “One more should do it.”

      A gust of wind blew through the chamber. Van held his hand out behind his back, waiting for Nivram to give him another bar. “Let’s go, lad, hurry it up.”

      “Immortal Mother help us,” Raymundo stammered.

      Van turned around and saw something holding Nivram by the throat, cutting off the poor lad’s air. It had an enlarged head with wrinkly skin and stringy, clumpy hair streaming pasts its shoulders. It turned to Van, glaring with over-sized, milky eyes.

      Giving a shrill cry, it turned its attention back to Nivram, biting deep into the boy’s head.

      “Mother of our Sacred Son!” Van breathed, backing away from the stone coffin.

      The woman’s voice called out, “Run, Raymundo! Escape!” Raymundo bolted out of the chamber, racing down the corridor.

      Van’s screams had stopped by the time Raymundo reached the adjacent antechamber. The thing screeched again, and Raymundo knew it was coming for him. He darted into the narrow passage but entered too quickly. His backpack jammed between the stone walls, holding him fast.

      He felt the thing’s heavy steps thumping toward him. Dust filled his mouth and nose, causing him to sneeze and smash his head on the facing wall. “Fuck!”

      Setting his torch down, he reached for his belt knife and sawed frantically at his backpack strap.

      Furious that its prey might escape, the thing howled, its eyes reflecting Raymundo’s torchlight as it forced itself into the narrow passage. Eyes flared and jaws snapping, it stretched out taloned fingers, ripping his shirt, scoring flesh just as the first strap tore free.

      Raymundo wailed in fear, slashing at the thing with his knife. The creature reached out again, snagging Raymundo by the arm, causing him to drop the knife. “No, no, no, no!” Raymundo screamed.

      He grabbed the torch; fear pushing him deeper into the passage until he could slide his remaining arm out of the remaining harness. Blood soaked his sleeve, but he was free. Sweat dribbling down his forehead, stinging his eyes and blurring his sight. Raymundo pressed on, stumbling through the passage, banging his head again and again before finding the exit into a larger chamber. He looked back to see if somehow the thing was able to follow. It wasn’t.

      “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit,” Raymundo panted, hands on his knees, collecting his wits. The way out was not direct, but he figured he could manage without Van’s map. He spotted an archway opening to another corridor. He’d start there.

      He mustered up enough courage to look back down the narrow passage to make sure the thing was not following. Dropping his head with relief, he sighed deeply. “Fucking hell.”

      Turning his gaze to the archway, he saw a woman looking at him with keen interest. She was younger than him, but still old enough to have a woman’s curves. She wore an elegant gown, with a crown of sorts set in her black hair. It was a wicked looking thing, topped with taloned spikes. Her regal outfit was tailored and molded around her body like a tight-fitting glove; it too, was the color of night.

      Her hair was set behind her head, wisps of curling strands framing her perfect face and dark, saucer-shaped eyes. She was captivating, a dark angel offering him hope through a fog of fear. Nonetheless, he stepped back when she held out her pale hand to him, beckoning him to come closer.

      “Was it you?” he said.

      She smiled but showed no teeth as she approached him. He was mesmerized by the sway of her hips as she moved.

      “I’m so happy you found me,” she said, wetting her lips when she saw his torn sleeve. “You’re hurt.”

      “I heard you,” Raymundo said, turning his injured arm away from her, nervously looking back down the narrow passage. “I heard your warning. But why couldn’t the others?”

      “Because I only wanted you.”

      Why someone as lovely and alluring as this young woman would want him was beyond his reasoning. He stepped toward her. “We need to leave this place.”

      “If only it were that easy.” A slight displeasure cornered her mouth.

      “Come, the entrance to the surface isn’t far. I think I can find it.” He took her hand. It was cold. “What’s your name?”

      “I’m Sophia Jolla.”

      “Jolla? House Jolla? How did you …?”

      “Survive the change? I used to get asked that question a lot. Then he returned and changed everything again.” Her expression turned pensive before shifting to an eager hunger as her dark eyes set on him. “I’m going to give you a choice so many are denied. Would you like that, Raymundo? Would you like a choice?”

      “What are you saying? What choice?” An icy chill crept up his spine. He brought his torch light closer to her face. She flinched away and retreated to the shadows of the room, but not before he saw how translucent her skin appeared.

      “Be with me, Raymundo. Give yourself to me and I will repay you with your heart’s desire. Anything you want will be yours.”

      She brought her hands up to the front buttons of her gown, opening her neck to him. When he lowered the torch, she moved closer. Another button came undone with each step, revealing more of her chest and breasts.

      “You’re the first living person to hear me in years, Raymundo. Do you know how special that makes you? Will you have me, Raymundo? Will you make me your own?”

      “I … um, what are you doing? We can’t stay here.” His heart thumped wildly in his chest, fearful that something else would attack them. Still, he hesitated, staring at her alluring beauty.

      “Don’t you find me attractive?” Sophia teased. “I was twenty-two when I returned to Gethem from travel overseas. Some say I was in my prime.” Her voice was soothing as the button at her waist opened. “But sadly, I never knew love, until now that is. Do you love me, Raymundo? Could you love someone like me?”

      “You’re a pretty woman, make no mistake, and more beautiful than I’ve ever known.” His eyes followed the line of her neck down between the inner sides of her breasts, stopping at the sight of her smooth stomach. He’d never had the opportunity to lay with a woman of her stature, not one who gave herself to him willingly.

      Everything about this place and her being here was wrong, which heightened the sense of desire building in his loins. Without thinking, Raymundo lowered the torch. Her body and face were under-lit by its light. Gone were the horrors of the creature in the crypt. Gone was his need to escape. She wanted him to stay with her. He would do as she asked.

      “I see that it is settled. I am yours and you are mine, forever,” Sophia said, wearing a wolfish grin.

      One last question escaped his lips. “What are you?”

      “I am everything you want and more, my love,” she said, kissing him passionately.

      “My angel,” he whispered hoarsely, dropping the torch. She kicked it to the far wall.

      “Well, not exactly,” Sophia breathed, nuzzling his neck. Raymundo’s screams echoed down forgotten halls as she sank her sharp teeth into his flesh, draining his life down her throat.
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      “Don’t grip the star too tightly or you’ll throw off its trajectory when releasing it,” Akemi instructs me. We are in the woods outside the clan village, away from the others for a private lesson.

      “Like this?” I say, showing her how I hold the shuriken.

      “A little less, that’s it. Line up your thumb with the top point using a pinch grip. Move your back fingers off the weapon. Good, now throw it with your whole arm, not just your wrist.”

      Veesh! My throw zings wide of the target strapped to a thick tree trunk, lodging itself in the gnarled bark. “Ugh, I still can’t get it right.”

      “Look at your feet and change your stance. Remember, throw same hand, same foot. This turns your body, giving your enemies less of a target to counterattack. Your footwork is just as important as the thrust of your sword or the throw of a punch. Try again.”

      Taking another four-pointed throwing star from an old, wooden box, I pinch grip it as my older sister instructs. My four-year-old fingers are smaller than most girls my age, which is discouraging. Akemi says she was the smallest girl in her class, too, and that I will grow into a bigger body. At thirteen, she already has the lean muscles of a seasoned warrior.

      Akemi is everything I want to be; highly skilled with the katana, I’m told she’s mastered every junior technique before turning ten years old. Besting every rival in her age group in hand-to-hand combat with ease, our Aunt Keiko, the War Master of the clan, has allowed her to learn forms reserved for advanced fighters. It’s an honor I hope to duplicate when I’m older.

      “Skillful technique matters little if one’s strategies and tactics are weak. You must learn to outthink your opponent, be where they don’t expect you to be.” Using unprecedented methods of surprise, she’s outmaneuvered clan sisters five years her senior during mock wargames. She’s earned the nickname: Arrow’s shadow on a cloudy day—invisible until impact. Akemi is my hero.

      I throw, I miss. Sighing, I smooth my foot over the forest’s dead autumn leaves, feeling ashamed. The warm breeze is no consolation to my failure.

      “It takes time to develop good aim, force of throw, and speed. What’s important now is that you learn proper technique,” Akemi says.

      Gripping another shuriken the way she tells me, I pull my hand back to my ear, lining up my elbow to the target. Clenching my jaw in concentration, I throw the star at the target. Thunk! Not a bullseye, but a hit that sticks within the painted outer ring.

      “Marvelous! Where your elbow points your hand will follow on release. Throw again.”

      “When will I learn how to throw multiple shuriken at the same time?” I say, picking out three more stars from the box. “Show me how to kill many Unforgiven at once.”

      Smiling, Akemi ruffles my hair. “Ah, you’re a Night Blade already, are you? Be patient, Kazumi. You’ll get there. When you’re ready, I’ll teach you the sidearm throw, running throw, and jumping throw. But keep in mind, shuriken are used mainly for distraction. It’s your sword that does the demon slaying. Lose your sword, lose your life. Can you remember that for me?”

      “You sound like Mother.”

      “Good. One day after she’s gone, I will teach the lessons Mother taught me to those who follow our ways.”

      “You’ll be the best High Priestess the Yoru Ya-iba clan has ever seen.”

      “Thank you, sister. You’ll be great too, after I’m gone.”

      “Don’t say that, Akemi. I don’t want to be High Priestess, then. I’ll be your war master instead.”

      “That’s the spirit,” she says with a warm smile. “Remember, it’s not always up to us, little one. The Angel Lord Raguel directs our steps along a predestined path. We honor him by following his will. Now throw again.”

      Another strike, this time closer to the center. “You’re getting it. Soon you’ll be winning top honors in the throwing competitions.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “Of course I do. You’re my sister.” She ruffles my hair again.

      Beaming with pride, I quickly throw the remaining two stars I have in hand. Thunk! Thunk!

      “Well done. Now let’s see if you can hit a moving target.” Akemi walks to the same tree where a compressed straw bag hangs to the side from a branch. Gripping it, she sends it in motion before backing away.

      “Keep track of where they land because you’ll have to fetch the ones that go wide of the target.”

      “I won’t miss.”

      “That’s the spirit but it doesn’t count if you wait until the dummy stops.”

      Picking out six stars from the box, I aim for where I think my throw will hit the target. One—two—three—four—five throws go wide, zinging into sticks and leaves, a fern patch, and a slender tree; six feet to the left of the now stationary target. I take a deep breath. Come on Kazumi, you can’t be a Night Blade if you can’t hit the target.

      Regaining my focus, I concentrate on Akemi’s teachings, and check my stance. Switching my feet, I see Akemi nod her approval before she sends the target in motion again. Smooth and easy. Point your elbow and let your arm do the work.

      I throw, I hit, spinning the target like a toy top. “I did it!”

      “Yes, you did. After today, you’ll need to throw one hundred stars every morning until the end of time. It’s the only way to progress,” Akemi says.

      “One hundred, ugh. Every day?”

      “Yes, starting tomorrow. You get a pass today for hitting on your last throw. Plus, I want to show you something. It’s a secret special place; a family place. As soon as you collect the throwing stars and put them back in the box, we can go.”

      “Will you help?” I ask. Akemi smiles, just this once.

      Setting a fast pace, Akemi leads me through the forest, making my little legs burn as we go up, up, up a winding path. The landscape is filled with ancient ironwood trees, old before the order of the Night Blades were established. Mother would never let me go this far away from the clan village on my own. Apex predators hunt in mountain forest and wouldn’t hesitate to attack a small child alone in the wilderness.

      Watching Akemi navigate under a low hanging branch, ending in cloth poking twigs, I’m not worried. I’m sure she could slay the mightiest bear or drive off a pack of hungry wolves. A prowling tiger would be no match for the sharp steel of her katana. Clutching the box of throwing stars, I would stand by her side, distracting the predators with precise hits to the face and chest, while she delivered the killing blow. We would make an amazing team.

      Eventually, the forest thins, opening to a small plateau overlooking much of the northern side of the island. An old log serves as a seat for tired legs and winded bodies. I don’t wait to be asked. Akemi remains standing, perusing the valley below before putting her hand above her eyes to shield them from the afternoon sun.

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      “I asked the same question to Mother when she dragged me up to this spot.”

      “Why didn’t she bring me herself,” I ask, feeling unimportant.

      “Mother is away on a mission, leading a platoon of Night Blades to a remote island northeast of us, where the Narrow Straits joins the greater Easter Sea. The islanders there complain their strongest men have been abducted by fur-covered women with short, pointy ears and bushy tails.”

      “Demons?”

      “That’s what she’s going to find out.”

      “Will she be alright?”

      “Of course she will, now pay attention. See that lonely mountain yonder to the left? The first hectare belonging to the Farm Lords is on its northern side,” Akemi says, pointing to the horizon.

      “I know where father lives,” I say, plucking a long blade of grass from the ground. “Have you ever met him?”

      “No. Mother says it’s unnecessary. Do you know what is north, beyond the lands of the Farm Lords?”

      “The sea?”

      “Yes, the sea, and beyond that?”

      “More sea?”

      Akemi chuckles. “The Three Kingdoms of Hanna. That is where we will find our glory, Kazumi. Mother says war is brewing.”

      “We don’t fight in the wars of men,” I say, reciting a lesson I recently learned in history class.

      “That’s right, we don’t. We honor the Angel Lord Raguel’s pact, slaying only the Unforgiven. But this war will be kindled by a sorcerer, exiled for unleashing a spell of such destruction, he nearly destroyed the continent.”

      “We fight sorcerers?”

      “Evil ones who conjure evil creatures. Eventually, we will be needed, which is why I brought you here. Look out there, across the island, Kazumi. You can see the villages that support the clan with food, weapons, and carpentry when the windstorms blow off an old, thatched roof.

      “Farther to the right is Yoru Bay and the fishing province. Every soul on this island puts their faith in us to protect them; you and me more so than the rest. We are direct descendants of the first High Priestess of the Yoru Ya-iba clan. When the time comes, we will be called upon to lead our clan sisters into battle. That’s why Mother expects more from me than the others, as she will with you as you grow older.”

      “But everything comes easily to you. I can’t think of a time she found fault in something you did. She keeps her eagle eyes on me, though. Every mistake is called out.”

      “It wasn’t always that way. That’s why you must practice harder than everyone else, just like I did when I was your age. Listen to Mother and Aunt Keiko, no matter how hard they push you.”

      “When you become the High Priestess, will you choose me to be your war master, like Auntie Keiko?”

      “Perhaps. The role of war master does not necessarily fall to the younger sister. You must earn that position as well.”

      “I’ll learn everything I need to know to be a Night Blade before I’m seventeen, just to make you proud.”

      Akemi’s tone turns serious. “Kazumi, never, never, never assume you know everything for that will be the day the enemy delivers the killing blow. Take the time to learn the lessons Mother teaches you. They could save your life one day. If you are ever troubled, come here. This spot will remind you to be humble and open.”

      “I will, Akemi. I’ll do as you say.”

      “Good. One last thing, above all others, walk the path of the righteous warrior. There is no higher honor.”

      Feeling my heart swell with pride, Akemi’s words inspire me to be more than just another member of the clan. I vow to be just like her, a future Night Blade—destroyer of demonkind wherever they may spawn.
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      Within six years I’m one of the top students in my class, maybe not in historic studies or the names of greater and lesser houses vying for power on the northern continent, but I’m the fastest through the obstacle course, can hit a bullseye with the shuriken from forty feet; ten feet farther than Rei, my closest rival, and I’ve mastered all the junior forms with the katana, just like Akemi did at my age.

      Aika still has better technique with her triple tornado kick, which she is eager to show off to the war master during sparring. She’s next on my list to surpass in skill. Akemi says not to worry so much at being the best at everything, but I don’t listen. I must excel in every form if I want to be an Oblivion Knight someday like her. She is the youngest Night Blade to be awarded the esteemed rank of First Don, which she deserves. I’ve never seen a more perfect fighter: graceful, precise, and lethal.

      One day, I’ll stand next to Akemi, receiving the same praise and respect from Mother. For now, I’m an initiate, invisible to the eyes that matter, not yet worthy of the rank of chunin, the first real step to being considered Night Blade material. I’m not acknowledged as a warrior, but I’m watched and judged. We all are.

      The Yoru Ya-iba clan numbers nine hundred Night Blades, ranging between ten progressive levels of skill, only twelve of which have reached the pinnacle rank of Oblivion Knight. It is said, one Oblivion Knight can best ten Night Blades in combat, and one Night Blade is equal to ten ordinary soldiers on the battlefield. However, our purpose is not to settle the score of squabbling kings, we have a higher calling, one bestowed on us by the Angel Lord Raguel. We are his mortal blades, his champions against the dark things that crawl and slither from the Abyss.

      Today is an important day for me along my journey to earn the rank of Night Blade. Mother, standing with Aunt Keiko, has come to observe the sparring competition I have against Tomi, a competent fighter, and my last hurdle of the day. We will be judged on forms eight through thirty-two. Only one of us will progress to the next level, receiving the blue sash of sky and wind. The loser must wait until the next round of testing and fight against a different opponent. Therefore, every thrust of the katana, every block, pivot move, and counterattack, every bit of footwork matters.

      Circling one another with our wooden katanas, I look for a weakness in Tomi’s defense. She’s being careful today, pawing at me like a cat with her sword. Akemi has said warriors do this when they are unsure how to attack. Narrowing my eyes, I wait until she sticks her katana out again to take my measure. Shuffling forward two quick steps, I knock aside her sword with my own, getting inside her defense. Continuing the momentum of my swing, I jab the hilt of my katana into her chest. It’s not a killing strike, but it knocks the wind from her lungs. The rest is easy.

      Standing over Tomi victorious, I look for Mother’s approval. She’s nowhere to be found, nor is Akemi for that matter. Distracted by a disturbance outside the sparring circle, the initiates aren’t looking at me either. Only Tomi has witnessed my victory. Sticking out my hand, I offer to help her up.

      “That move was unexpected,” Tomi says. “I thought you were going to sweep my leg like last time.”

      “You’re too good. I’ve gotta keep you guessing. Let’s go see what is happening.”

      Pushing through the crowd, I see five horsemen clad in studded armor held at bay from entering the village proper by two Night Blade sentries. The griffon banner of King Conrad flutters at the end of the flag bearer’s pole. Marching up to them with her hand on the hilt of her katana is First Don, Hayle. She doesn’t look amused.

      “What’s this all about?” I ask Aika, who has joined Tomi and me in front of our peers.

      “Look, that one is handing something to Hayle. What do you think it says?”

      In my gut, I know what it says. Akemi has spoken of it enough times for me to know why the king’s men are here. “We are being called to war.”

      Reading the unrolled parchment, Hayle commands the messenger to dismount. “This way,” she says, addressing at the messenger before glaring at the king’s guards. “Him only.”

      “She’s taking them to the temple. I want to hear what they say. Come on.”

      “Are you crazy? I’m not going anywhere near the High Priestess’s quarters. I’ll lose my standing in the ranks if we’re caught,” Aika says.

      “Tomi?”

      “You’re on your own this time, Kazumi.”

      “Suit yourself,” I say, darting in a circular route around the dormitory cottages and mess hall to approach the temple from the rear. By the time I arrive, Hayle and the king’s messenger are already inside. Sneaking to a side window, I crouch below it, hoping to catch some news.

      “You dare insist? Never in the history of the Yoru Ya-iba clan has a man led Night Blades in battle.” Akemi’s voice grows louder. “Your king should know this is an honor reserved for Oblivion Knights. Mother, tell him.”

      “You may lead your warriors into battle, however ultimate decisions and positioning of troops will fall to the First General of the King’s Army,” the messenger informs. To his credit, he doesn’t back down from my sister’s fury.

      “Who is to be named?” Aunt Keiko asks politely. “Duke Shiverrig?”

      “Baron Rokig,” the messenger replies.

      “What combat experience does he have to be named First General? How will such a man know the best dispositions of not one but three companies of Night Blades? Mother, this demand is absurd. You must lead our warriors into battle, separate from the king’s host.”

      “Things have changed. I will not leave the island unguarded,” Mother says softly.

      “Send an Oblivion Knight in your stead. Have I not proven myself worthy of such a post?” Pride in my sister swells in my heart, yes! If Akemi goes to war, there’s a chance she’ll take me along. I can only hope.

      “You have and more, daughter,” Mother states. “I have seen the white-haired frost devil in my visions. The Angel Lord Raguel has placed this foe in our path for a reason.”

      “Then you agree to answer the king’s call to war?” the messenger asks.

      “Mother, no,” Akemi pleads.

      There is silence. I picture Mother slowly nodding her acceptance while Akemi stoically accepts the High Priestess’s decision. Hearing the grateful acceptance of the messenger, I back away from the window slowly, feeling the weight of change this moment brings.

      During the weeks that follow, the clan village shifts from training exercises, studies, and endurance training to outfitting the chosen Night Blades for battle. They will travel across the Narrow Straits to Baroqia, joining the men of King Conrad’s army against the mad sorcerer, Maugris Hennerstrum. Rumor spread that the Kingdom of Baroqia is covered in snow, though the summer heat has rarely been hotter on the island.

      The island villages support the clan tirelessly, providing weapons; sharp katanas, accompanied by their smaller wakizashi sisters, thousands of four-pointed shuriken, and new leather armor dyed the color of midnight. Tanners make fur cloaks to ward off the potential cold.

      Akemi is promoted to the rank of Fifth Don Oblivion Knight. She will act as commanding officer to the Night Blades charged with this expedition. I envision the battles she will win, standing atop a mountain of foes, holding her katana high.

      The night before their departure to the continent, Mother holds a ceremony for the clan sisters going to war. I am invited, but will remain behind when the troops move out, as will the rest of the initiates and lower level chunin. Complaining will do me no good. Mother has made her decision; her word is final. I can only hope the war lasts long enough for me to gain sufficient rank and be allowed to join my sisters.

      “I wish I was going with you,” I express to Akemi. “I could help carry your weapons and clean your armor after battle.”

      “Not this time, little one. You’re not ready.”

      “I’m not little anymore. If that stupid messenger didn’t show up when he did, I would have been one step closer to achieving the rank of chunin. I shouldn’t have to wait for the next cycle because of a silly interruption.”

      “You’re already a chunin in my eyes. Now please go take your seat. Mother has something special planned.”

      I do as Akemi requests, taking my honorary seat next to Aunt Keiko on a humble stage lit by torches and set before the assembled Yoru Ya-iba clan. Mother appears in her ceremonial robes, the ones with a rainbow of multi-colored feathers at her shoulders, symbolizing the brilliant wings of the Angel Lord Raguel.

      “We have been tasked by King Conrad to fight in his war against the madness invading from the northern kingdom of Trosk. I have agreed to support his cause. We do not travel across the Narrow Straits to save his kingdom. Baroqia is not our concern. We do not go to kill the mortal soldiers of his enemy, Maugris, for we have no quarrel with them. We go to honor the pact bestowed on us by the first and purest son of the Immortal Mother. We go to slay the Unforgiven.”

      Murmurs of excitement bloom into boisterous applause, growing louder when Mother brings up the three Oblivion Knights chosen to lead a respective company of two hundred Night Blades overseas. Presenting each with a newly forged katana of exquisite design, the warriors stand in a triangle formation, raising their unsheathed blades, touching the tips above their heads.

      Lastly, Mother calls Akemi to join her. Taking the stage like a tiger perusing her territory, proud and majestic, she joins those gathered at center stage. Bowing their heads in deference, the three Oblivion Knights acknowledge Akemi’s ultimate command during the expedition. I’ve never been prouder to be her younger sister.

      “Heroes are not born into greatness; they are forged in the crucible of battle,” Mother starts. “This will be the war of our age, when the Three Great Realms collide together. Hellish creatures have been driven from their Abyssal lairs, running amok into the Mortal Realm. The Night Blades will send them back.

      “Fifth Don, Akemi, you shall carry the Sword of Sonnalle into battle against the enemy. Its blade cannot be stopped by any hide of demonkind.”

      “You honor me with too great a weapon, High Priestess. I will use it to strike down the Unforgiven wherever I find them. When my task is completed, I will bring the blade back to your safe keeping.”

      The assembled village erupts once more into applause. Mother calls two assistants from the side, who carry a rectangular box between them. Removing the lid, one steps to the side so the other can present the open box to Mother.

      “This weapon was forged many years ago when the clan was born.” Removing a short sword from the box, she holds it flat with two hands, presenting it to Akemi. “May the enchanted speed of this wakizashi vanquish your enemies, slaying them before they know they are dead.”

      “Thank you, High Priestess. I will carry these blades into battle, fusing the honor of the Yoru Ya-iba clan into every strike.” Akemi raises both weapons into the air to roaring applause.

      Turning in my direction, her face is filled with determination and confidence. She pushes the blades in my direction with a quick thrust, including me in her day of recognition.

      When the ceremony ends, I rush to Akemi’s side. Both swords are priceless weapons and have no equal in our armory. Patterns on the steel show the divine touch infused into the blades by the Angel Lord Sonnalle. Runes line the length of the long katana, though you would think the wakizashi was a mundane weapon by its lack of etchings. Yet, I find myself curiously drawn to the shorter blade.

      “What will you call the wakizashi or does it already have a name?” I ask, eager to hold it.

      “I’m sure this blade is named and listed in the Malleus Maleficarum; however, I’ve always felt a warrior is free to name their blades as they see fit. Why don’t you choose one for me?” Akemi says, seeing my excitement build.

      “Really? You’d allow me such an honor?”

      “Of course, you’re my heart. Who better to place a name on the blade that will guard my life?”

      “Akemi’s Gift!” I pronounce.

      “I like it,” she says, appraising the blade with a satisfied nod. “Come on, let’s get something to eat before our sisters snatch all the choice meats.”

      The night is filled with legendary stories of long since dead heroes, dating back to the First Frost War. Listening to Aunt Keiko spin tales of valor and bravery, I once more yearn to accompany Akemi into battle, tasting the glory that awaits her. Pleading with Mother, I am again rebuffed.

      “Never search for life and death, they will find you soon enough,” she says.

      The light of the morning dawn rises over the mountains to the east. I haven’t slept a wink nor am I groggy when I leap out of bed at the first scuffle of boots outside my window. Dressing quickly, I pull on the loose pants, ankle-high boots, and a shirt I laid out the night before.

      Racing across the village square to the front gates, I kick up moisture from the grass and ground. The dew soaks through my pants enough for the cloth to cling to my shins, splattered mud decorates the face of my boots. Willow, our house mother will fuss when she cleans these clothes, as she always does. She often complains I’m the dirtiest Hime she’s ever served.

      Huffing and puffing, I reach the head of the lines after passing row-after-row of elite warriors dressed in blue-black leather armor. A long wagon train snakes behind them, carrying spare weapons, warmer clothing, and food supplies. Saluting Akemi as she passes me, she sends me one last proud smile as she leads six hundred clan sisters out of the village to Yoru Bay.

      The Night Blades are going to war.
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      Six months have passed since Akemi and her six hundred left to seek glory in Baroqia’s war against the mad sorcerer. The clan has been thinned to desperately low levels since another two companies of Night Blades have been called overseas. Bereft of elite warriors, the village appears slightly more alive than a ghost town.

      We know very little of the war effort other than King Conrad has mustered his host, and are now marching across Baroqia to confront Maugris’s barbarians. Morale among the troops is high, most assuming this will be an easy rout of the poorly-disciplined enemy.

      My days are filled with early morning chores including bringing water to the kitchen, sweeping the sparring circles of leaves, and cleaning anything my senior ranking clan sisters tell me to clean. Long hours of combat training with sword and fist follow like clockwork. Exhausted as evening turns to night, I climb into bed only to revisit troubling dreams of grisly battles against horrific creatures.

      I’m haunted by a nightly vision of my sister; bloodied and bruised, running, her eyes bulging with fear. Behind her, a handful of Night Blades flee a figure in snow-blue armor, blistered with rough, barnacle-shaped nubs, holding a sword shaped from an ice shard. Another figure, female this time, looms before me. Her long white hair billows in the frigid air, obscuring my sight.

      My Aunt Keiko has a gift for interpreting dreams. Today, I may ask her to decipher mine, though I’m not eager to discuss such nightmarish premonitions during our teatime.

      As I arrive at my aunt’s quarters, a late afternoon breeze blows through the village, bringing with it a mixture of sea air from the coast and the mulchy scent of newly fallen leaves from the mountain forests. Greeting me at the door, Aunt Keiko directs me to an intimate table set with two teacups and a kettle.

      As we sit across from each other, she signals with her hand to pour the first cup of green tea. I’m a bit clumsy at the long pour, though I manage not to let any drops jump over the teacup’s side.

      “I wish we had more news from overseas. This waiting is maddening,” I say, pouring myself a cup and sipping gingerly at the hot surface. “How many battles do you think Akemi has won by now?”

      “I’m sure she will secure the honor of the Yoru Ya-iba clan,” Aunt Keiko replies.

      “That’s not what I mean. Do you think she’s safe?”

      “There is no safety in war, young child.”

      “You think she’s hurt? Do you think she’ll die there?”

      “I did not mean to imply either of those things. Your sister is a Fifth Don Oblivion Knight, a warrior of no small measure. The Night Blades surrounding her were handpicked by the High Priestess and me to provide the strongest, well-balanced force for her to command.

      “She wields the divine Sword of
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