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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 the storytellers of my youth, whose imagination soared above the clouds and across the seas.
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        “Beware that, when fighting monsters, you yourself do not become a monster ... for when you gaze long into the abyss, the abyss gazes also into you.”

      

      

      
        
        ~F.W.N., THE LOST SCHOLAR
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunny watched in silent satisfaction as Amos leaped from the wrap-around porch of Sophia’s stately manor, hurling himself into the monstrous troops of House D’Vross’s army. The glorious song on his lips confirmed her suspicion of his heritage—Trueborn, an angel of the highest order, second in divine power only to that wicked, self-righteous and pompous ass, the Angel Lord Raguel.

      “Now we’re getting somewhere,” Sunny noted, as she stabbed her short sword into the dense fur of another wolf demon. The wolfen snapped at her once before his eyes rolled back and his hind legs faltered, slumping the beast forward on her sword.

      She scanned the battlefield searching for Kazumi and found her battling against the D’Vross Lords. The vampires circled her; one dressed for a party with powdered face and hands, regal jacket and embroidered vest, the other looking like death warmed over and charred extra crispy.

      Lord Gamma shuffled back in soft leather boots, feigning weakness to gain position. Lord J’Mavrk loped to Kazumi’s blind side, moving with the hesitant steps of a starving jackal; desperate to feed, wary of getting maimed by a higher-order apex predator.

      “Release Lily,” Sunny whispered, hoping Kazumi would finally embrace the bonding of souls. The Demon World needed Kazumi if it was to survive the pending cataclysm of worlds, but Sunny needed her first. “Please, Kazumi. I can’t lose you both.”

      Amos’s song expanded over the din of battle, filling Sophia’s retainers with renewed vigor. Lord J’Mavrk darted inside Kazumi’s defense, his mouth open wide seeking to feast again on her unique blood. The burnt vampire’s gaping jaw was shut fast by an upward thrust from Akemi’s Gift, the wakizashi Kazumi named after her dead sister. The swift blade shot up into Lord J’Mavrk’s head, slicing into brain and through skull.

      When she ripped it out, she masterfully twisted her body, bringing the full brunt of her enchanted katana to bear across Lord J’Mavrk’s neck. The vampire was dead before his shocked eyes registered the end.

      Kazumi pivoted again when Lord Gamma charged. Setting her feet, she plunged Akemi’s Gift into Lord Gamma’s cold black heart, using his own momentum against him. The stunned vampire shuffled backward, losing his footing as his legs began to fail.

      “That’s it, Kazumi. One more to go,” Sunny cheered before seeing the D’Vross Lords’

      ostentatious carriage rumble into the battlefield, creating a living wall of spooked horses between Kazumi and Lord Gamma. The carriage departed as quickly as it arrived, whipped by that little bastard of a page, Julius. When the dust settled, Lord Gamma was gone.

      With the D’Vross Lords defeated, the battle turned into a rout. Wolfen not killed or maimed by Amos’s black katana fled over the courtyard walls. The jiangshi blood slaves were not so lucky. Sophia’s retainers slew them all.

      “Time to decide,” Sunny said, making her way to the winner’s side, acknowledging Sophia as the victor.

      “This had better work,” Cosmo barked. The kiko fox-spirit materialized at Sunny’s feet, side stepping dark puddles seeping from the dead and dying. “Disgusting. I do hate the dirtiness of war.”

      “You’re taking a mighty risk,” Kit added. The second fox spirit appearing on Sunny’s other side.

      “I told you two to stay away when the fighting started. I know what I’m doing. Trust me,” Sunny replied. “Now get yourselves gone. You know what to do.”

      The kiko foxes vanished before Kai walked past. The young man had proven himself a capable leader during the battle. “Not so witless after all,” Sunny mused. “Now, if Kazumi uses her head and plays along, everything will work out just fine.”

      But Kazumi did not do as Sunny anticipated or hoped. When given the choice between life and death by Sophia, Kazumi chose death over dishonor.

      “Kill her,” Sophia commanded Sunny.

      “Fiddlesticks and dead donkey dicks. Why do I always have to do the shit work,” Sunny complained as she trudged towards Kazumi, her short sword in hand. The rising stench of the dead did nothing to improve her mood.

      As Sunny approached Kazumi, she tried one last time to inspire trust in the young Night Blade. No small feat considering Kazumi now knew of Sunny’s deadly plans for the Yoru Ya-iba clan. Killing Kazumi’s undead mother had been an act of mercy, but she would never see it that way.

      The still living troops under Sophia’s banner gathered behind her, preparing to overwhelm Kazumi if Sunny failed in her charge. “There’s going to be hell to pay after this,” she mumbled to herself.

      “I can’t kill them all, but I can kill you before I die,” Kazumi threaten, pointing Vengeance at her. She stood over Amos, guarding him with her life. The katana’s blade still wet with the glaze of Lord J’Mavrk’s black blood.

      “Run,” Sunny pleaded. “Take Lily and flee.”

      Kazumi shook her head, tightening the grip on her sword before glancing down at the wounded Amos. The defeated angel nodded, knowing to fight another day keeps hope alive. With a final scowl at Sunny, Kazumi morphed into Lily. The beast roared her outrage, challenging Sophia’s troops to take another step closer before snatching up the battered and beaten angel from the ground. Lily’s hulking body charged to the courtyard walls, leaping over them in a single bound.

      Sunny’s heavy heart lightened. “Hope remains, slim as it is.” Turning back to Sophia and her wary retainers, Sunny was greeted by a menacing glare. “Or not.”

      “You have some explaining to do, fox-devil,” Sophia growled through gritted teeth. “You assured me Kazumi would accept my generous offer. The shifters I could create with her blood would know no equals.”

      Sunny shrugged her shoulders. “She’s young and headstrong. She’ll come around and submit to your tests. Trust me.”

      “Trust is for the weak and naïve,” Sophia cautioned. The vampire heiress tapped the cover of the Malleus Maleficarum. “Delivering the book to me has offset your current failure. Pray you do not have another.” She then called to her retainers. “Knights of Gethem! Ride and secure the master’s prize. Honors and glory to the one who captures her. Dead or alive, it matters not. The rest of you, clean up this mess.”

      Sophia clutched the Malleus Maleficarum to her chest and made her way back into her manor.

      “Is she angry? She’s mad, isn’t she?” Sunny commented to Kai.

      “Not the pat on the back you were expecting, I imagine,” Kai replied.

      “Could have been worse. Could have lost Kazumi and killed you.” She shrugged. “Accidents and all.”

      Kai scoffed.

      “That wasn’t the first time she bit you, was it. How far gone are you?” Sunny asked, looking into Kai’s dark eyes. His disappointment at her question evident in the glower on his face.

      “What’s it to you, turncoat?”

      “Oh, just marveling at the different playing pieces being moved around the board. It’s an exciting game.” Sunny’s golden green eyes flashed. “Who will be sacrificed next do you think? My money was on Sophia, but I sure lost that bet when Lord J’Mavrk fell.”

      “You underestimate Lady Sophia’s power. Look there,” Kai nodded to the manor. “Nothing burnt, nothing broken.”

      “Squeaky clean, indeed,” Sunny replied. “I’m sure Lord Gamma and Lord J’Mavrk had envisioned a different ending before the angel’s song flipped this little party upside down. A very bold move if you ask me. I would’ve stayed hidden. Revealing himself like that was risky, being half dead and all. I mean, not half dead like you. He’s still part of the living. You are half dead, right, not dead-dead?” Sunny poked Kai in the arm, wondering if she could tell the difference. He didn’t seem cold to the touch.

      “You expect me to believe the Outcast is a celestial? Rallying Sophia’s men hardly put wings on his back and a halo over his head.”

      “Hmm, not as smart as I thought,” Sunny speculated. “Tell me, how long have you and Sophia been an item? Poor Kazumi never had a chance, did she?”

      “I was tasked to keep Kazumi safe and bring her to my lady’s manor, nothing more. Her bloodline is unique, valuable. The master wants it.”

      “I’m surprised the D’Vross never suspected you were Sophia’s blood slave. That must have taken some skill.”

      “They were blind as they were clumsy. They were children in the hands of Lady Sophia’s master spy.”

      “Aren’t you special?” Sunny caressed his cheek, smoothing over the rough bristles of three-day-old scruff. “And your family? I suspect they were turned long ago.”

      “I brought them to Lady Sophia myself.”

      “Savage,” Sunny jested. “Tell me, which of the D’Vross Lords controlled the lich?”

      Kai’s dark eyes bore into Sunny’s cheery expression. “You ask a lot of questions for someone with whimsical loyalties and unfulfilled promises.”

      “You didn’t know either. Not the best master spy, are you?”

      “Those two freeloaders were never meant to be anything more than targets propped up as bumbling figure heads, the perfect diversion until final preparations were complete.”

      “Which brings us to the last Devil of Gethem. Your true master, I suspect.”

      Kai folded him arms across his chest. “Lady Sophia is my mistress and master. I have said nothing more.”

      “Oh, don’t go there, Kai. We’re on the same team now, and a girl has a right to know to whom she owes her allegiance. Someone controls Sophia, that much is clear. She’s put on quite a show, but she’s not the puppet master.”

      Kai scrutinized Sunny, his face expressing doubt she would remain among the living for much longer. “The Dark King has risen. Your blood and soul belong to him.”

      “Wonderful!” Sunny clapped with glee. “When can I meet him?” Kai shook his head in disbelief before walking inside the manor. He didn’t look back.

      “This is better than I expected,” Sunny said, following him inside.
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      “Down!” my hand signal flashes to Amos, who crouches with me behind a forgotten stone wall in the middle of the forest. Stomping up the deer path on the other side of the wall are armed soldiers; they’re wearing purple capes emblazoned with a white lotus, Sophia’s colors and emblem. The half-light of the setting sun sneaks past the long shadows of trunks and branches, catching the metal of the soldier’s helms. By their cheerful demeanor, they appear to be going to an outpost for a long line of well-deserved cups rather than looking for fugitives.

      Patrols have tracked us high into the mountains outside of Gethem. We should have lost them numerous times, but they keep coming. It’s as if they have a map of our next steps. I twist around, putting my back against the mossy stone wall.

      “Shouldn’t she be more worried about retribution from House D’Vross than capturing us?” I wonder why Sophia would stretch her forces thin during a civil war. “It makes no sense.”

      “Little in war does, High Priestess,” Amos replies. He’s looking left, away from me. “We must keep moving. That patrol was sent to lower our guard.”

      “How’s your strength?”

      “You are all that matters, High Priestess. Do not worry on my account. I will manage.”

      A snap in the tree branches up ahead alerts me to danger. Muffled reprimands give away the position of ambushers hiding in the trees. We’ve been set up.

      Amos and I slowly back away from the stone wall, staying low and moving to the right through thick fern patches. I hear the swoosh and crack of projectiles ripping through the canopy. Black javelins rain down around us, thrown from aerial shadows shaped like winged devils. THUNK! THUNK! THUNK! The long, sharp spikes bury into the forest floor’s soft mulch as I zig-zag right and left, avoiding the deadly shafts.

      “This way!” I shout.

      The overhead branches grace us with cover from the winged menaces but double as staging platforms for goblin-faced archers who have plotted out our escape route in advance—textbook trap.

      I dodge left, spinning in a corkscrew motion before hitting the ground in a roll as a splatter of arrows wiz past me. Coming up fast, I throw three shurikens rapidly, bending the stars’ trajectories around interposing branches. Two ugly mugs splash red long before their bodies fall to the ground. The third archer darts back under cover when my shuriken lodges into the tree. It’s a small respite as more archers reveal themselves, pulling back on small bows.

      “We’re surrounded!” I yell to Amos, who runs a short distance to my right, angling away to create space between us. His health has improved, but it’s a far cry from the vigor the outcast angel exhibited when I first met him on the dock of Otama Village on Yoru Island. Still, Amos’s long legs spring him like a deer, leaping one way and another before jigging left to take shelter behind a thick oak. Propping his back against the tree, he calls, “How many?”

      I rush forward to the relative safety of another strong oak. If foot soldiers have tracked us from behind, we will have nowhere to run. I sneak a peek beyond the left side of my tree, searching for another way out. A rustling in the distant tree branches, followed by creaking bows, warns me of impatient archers eager to release their arrows. “Too many. How’s the right?”

      Amos looks right, peering farther than is safe before jerking his head back. Two arrows whoosh past his face, followed by a howl of insulting gurgles. We share a desperate glance before considering the way we came as a last option.

      I watch burly shadows, hunched on two fur-covered legs designed for wolves, lope between the trees. These disheartened people from Gethem have given their very essence—body, mind, and soul—to the ruling vampire elite, all while professing a false devotion to religious ideals. However, it’s hard to say who rules Gethem now.

      I hear the jingle of buckles and the creaking of steel joints growing louder. A quick look reveals the soldiers previously on festive patrol have turned mean and are racing back to our position. The ruse is over, and they rush to be the first to exchange blows. Arrows thud into the tree bark just shy of my shoulder as a not-so-subtle reminder our time has run out.

      “We backtrack and lose them on the decline,” Amos calls.

      “Wolfen!” I point out the six that are visible through the trees. I’m sure there are more, waiting further down the slope in the slim chance we break through the first wave.

      “What is your will, High Priestess?” Amos’s long katana is held close to his chest, blade pointing to the sky.

      I wish he wouldn’t call me that. The title hangs on my shoulders like a wet wool blanket in the summertime heat. It’s a sad reminder of what has been lost. I should be supplicating myself at the Trueborn’s feet as my faith commands. Amos would never allow it. He’s far too humble.

      “I vote we rush those damn dogs and take out as many as we can before the archers get in range. With any luck, we outrun the foot soldiers as well. Then⁠—”

      Lily growls in my head. “Not now, Lily. Let me think.”

      Her voice’s typical impatient, deep grate turns softer, calmer, and miraculously human. “Hello, Kazumi? It’s Lily. Can you hear me?”

      “You can talk?” I say aloud, though I can only hear her in my thoughts. As mad as it sounds, I’ve grown accustomed to the demon presence sharing my soul. Her spirit is more of a dark will than a conscience. Of course, that was before she could speak words instead of growls and grunts.

      “I can help!” Lily insists.

      I check the approaching wolfen. The monsters have spread out like a pack on the hunt. More arrows cut across left and right escape routes. Above and through the trees, steel javelin tips catch the waning light of the setting sun. The winged devils circle like rock buzzards above a fresh kill, waiting to descend and claim the carcass.

      “How? Make it quick,” I demand.

      “Run at them. I’ll handle the rest,” Lily replies with confidence.

      “That’s a big ask. This trap was set for you. They WANT to see the monster, capture it, and milk it dry for our blood.”

      “No monster this time. Magic.”

      “Fireballs?” I ask as a hopeful suggestion.

      “Trust me. I’ve got this.”

      What choice do we have? It will be a lopsided fight in any direction, and we’ll be overwhelmed if we stay put. Attacking the wolfen while they are spread out seems advantageous, and the one they made most accessible for us to take, severely lowering our chances for survival.

      “This is a bad plan,” I say, pushing off from the tree, running at the wolfen with my katana, Vengeance in hand. “Amos! Straight at them.” I don’t wait for his acknowledgment.

      “Relax the sword,” Lily whispers.

      Melding with my thoughts of strike patterns and counter swings, I hear strange words strung together like a soothing lullaby. Soon, I’m singing the words using a voice that isn’t mine. Startled, I shut my mouth fast.

      “Let it happen,” Lily coos in my head.

      With my next breath, the song returns. It echoes through the forest as the light recedes and the shadows grow longer. The wolfen draw closer, tightening their angles, ready to engage. Amos positions his sword to strike the wolfen shooting in from his left. The lullaby builds, accented by the twirls of birds. My heart thumps in my chest. I’m handing over a lot of trust here, and I won’t lie, it’s damn uncomfortable.

      A wolfen, crouching behind a rotten log, leaps at us as we race past. It slips in the loose mulch, snapping its jaws in frustration before shuffling on all fours to pursue us. “Whatever you think you’re doing, it’s not working,” I say between breaths.

      “Give it time. The birds have joined,” Lily responds with glee.

      “Birds is right. Amos! Hard right!” I yell. “I’m getting us out of here.”

      “But that way leads to...” Lily’s voice trails off as the trees thin and the gorgeous glowing disc of a setting sun greets us with a saturated dusk of orange, blue, and purple. The cliff edge approaches fast. Amos’s footsteps are fast at my heels. He hasn’t uttered a word of objection. Behind us, six, maybe seven wolfen give chase. Just a bit farther, and we’re free.

      “You’re going to jump?” Lily exclaims.

      “Fly like a bird.”

      “Wait! Stop! I never said I could fly.”

      “Let’s call it a rapid descent then,” I mutter as I jump out as far as my momentum will carry me. The ground falls away, and so do I, straight down. The wind whips past my ears. My eyes remain wide open. I twist, hoping my body will meet the tree heads below with a graceful entry.

      There are no soft landings here. The branches snap into sharp knives, leaving gashes on my forearms and legs before becoming thicker and inflexible. I manage to bounce more than splat, keeping my body flexible. Amos’s heavier body does him no favors. He falls hard into the waiting trees. Branches crack and creak under his weight, slowing him down and punishing him for his trespass.

      Twigs and leaves spin in a chaotic melee around me, slapping me, poking me, and getting sucked into my mouth. I’ve lost track of the numerous trees I’ve bounced against or collided with on my way down. Thankfully, I haven’t broken any bones. Finally, my fall rate eases enough for me to grab smaller branches and anchor myself to a sturdy one with my legs.

      Looking up, I see Amos smash into a thick branch higher up. He’s two trees to my left. I suspect the wind has been knocked from him by the sound of his grunt. He rolls off the branch and free-falls into another. It bows but holds. His hand shoots out to grab hold of a nearby branch.

      Frantically, he searches for me, making sure I’m still alive before seeing to his own safety. His face is a crosshatch of scratches, his eyes filled with concern. I catch him taking deep breaths, working to replace the air lost from his lungs.

      I was taught Trueborn angels were indestructible beings, needing only the substance of their faith and righteous might to sustain them. His world is as upside down and inside out as mine. We make quite a team.

      “Do you always have to be such a rough and tumble girl?” Lily complains. “I had a perfect solution. You heard the birds, right? We were so close.”

      “To what? Those demon wolves would have had us in quick order. It wasn’t the best plan, but we’re not dead. Not yet.”

      “You don’t hear them now, do you?”

      “The birds?”

      “Ugh, no. The wolfen. No howls. No panting. No pursuit.”

      “That could mean anything. The demon wolves are probably racing down the slope to catch us before we climb to the ground.”

      “Nope. They’re dreaming of chasing sheep. Geez, I even had the help of the birds. Do you know how hard that is? I’m a kitsune ahead of my time,” Lily boasts.

      “You’re nuttier than your sister, is what you are.” I look up to check on Amos. He’s sprawled across two big branches. “You ok up there?”

      Amos gives me a wary nod and begins to climb down. This little stunt has cost him valuable energy. He’ll need his rest.

      If we stay under the cover of the trees during the night, those winged devils will be hard-pressed to pick up our trail. I hear the churn of water and the smell of algae collecting between boulders in corner pools. A river flows nearby. We’ll use it to hide our scent and throw the demon wolves off our trail.

      “Oh, hooray, now you plan on getting us wet?”

      “I thought your kind loved the water. Your sister certainly does,” I say, reaching the forest floor. The decline is severe but manageable. Amos lands, and we begin the trek down to the river.

      “Do you get extra points the dirtier you get?” Lily asks.

      “Get used to it. Any softness I possessed was drilled out of me long ago.”

      “Oh, that won’t happen if we share this shell.”

      That makes me stop. “What are you on about?” I say aloud. Amos goes a few steps past me before stopping. He thinks I’m talking to him. “Sorry, Amos. Just a little house cleaning to do.” I tap my head before bringing my hands to rest on my narrow hips. “Listen, missy. This shell is my body. You’re just a guest until we figure something out.”

      “Oh, stop. Do you think that dreadful creature is me? The beast is nothing more than a manifestation of blind rage made flesh. She’s not me. I’m so much prettier! You should see how the men line up.”

      “No doubt,” I comment, picking up my stride again. “Isn’t that how you got in trouble in the first place? And yes, she is you. You brought her with you, remember. Package deal.”

      “Well then, she’s you too, isn’t she?”

      I can only shake my head. “You’re delusional. Must run in the family.”

      “No? Well, how do you explain being able to co-exist? You’ve got a whole world of anger inside you, bursting at the seams. You think you hide it well enough, but it’s plain as day for everyone to see.”

      I keep walking, hoping if I stop talking, so will Lily. She doesn’t. “But that’s not the point. Listen, do you think our shell follows us when we die? Only our soul essence travels to the Outer Realms, right?”

      “What’s your point?”

      “Well, do you see the beast belonging where you believe you’re going?”

      “The jury is still out on where I’ll end up,” I comment.

      “No. The beast dissolves when the rage is gone. Just like now. I’m sure you haven’t felt her prowling around your insides lately.”

      “Haven’t you been paying attention? Amos is an angel. The beast is afraid of him.”

      “Bah. He was an angel. And let’s hope that doesn’t change. Who knows what he is now? All I’m saying is our outer appearance is temporary, even exchangeable.”

      The river I smelled earlier comes into view—time to get wet. “Listen, don’t get comfortable. You’re on borrowed time.”
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      It’s the night when the demon of doubt’s pull is most potent, tugging at my confidence and twisting my shortcomings into criminal heresy. It’s been that way since I was a little girl training to reach the exalted rank of Night Blade of the Yoru Ya-iba clan. A bed of broken ferns has replaced my thin dormitory mattress; the ceiling of my sparce room is now a flowing canopy of swaying pine trees. I find little comfort in the song of the nightbird or chirping crickets competing to be heard over the sound of wind, swishing through pine needles.

      Rolling over, I see Amos standing watch. He’s a silent sentry against the nightmares hunting in the forest, each prowling like rabid dogs, searching for us as if their miserable lives depended on finding us first. By day, Sophia’s retainers patrol the roads while ghouls sniff and mewl through the forest at night.

      Thankfully, I have not seen the D’Vross banner sporting two monkeys riding a tiger’s back. After a sound defeat at Sophia’s manor, Lord Gamma tucked tail and fled, perhaps back to his estate or another, more secure location. I doubt my luck would see him dead, but a girl can hope. Sadly, I’m sure he’s out there somewhere, consolidating his forces, plotting his revenge on me for slaying his partner, Lord J’Mavrk.

      I’d rather have a straightforward fight than play cat and mouse. Let Gamma come, I say, though I know he won’t. If extreme bloodshed were in his nature, he’d gather his entire army and crush Sophia’s resistance. But that’s not him. No, Lord J’Mavrk was the temper. Lord Gamma is more refined and cunning, a wicked mind behind a cheery smile. He’s planning something clever to rip the heart out of Sophia’s ambition. He’ll humiliate her before destroying her.

      My fate would not be so different if Amos hadn’t intervened twice. Sadly, I repay him by staying alive, preventing him from returning home; a raw deal if ever there was one.

      Amos, the mentor. Amos, the protector. Amos, the outcast angel. He’s those things and so much more. He’s awakened a sensation within me that is difficult to explain; it’s something beyond a connection, more a meshing of invisible parts. I feel a sense of belonging that I never had with my clan sisters and certainly not with Mother. I don’t know how to describe it otherwise. He gives me hope that I’m not alone.

      “Someone’s got a crush,” Lily hints, reading my thoughts.

      “Hey! That’s private.”

      “Like anything is private between us.”

      “Mind your own business, demon. It’s not like that. Amos wants to protect me.”

      “Mmmhmm, and when have you ever wanted that? You’re the shadow ninja hunting the Unforgiven in the dark, remember? Here’s a word or two of advice: he’s not who or what you think he is. It’s all fun and games now, but when the wings grow back, and the starry glow lights up his brow, all bets are off on what he will do next. He won’t be able to resist his true nature. None of us can.”

      “He’s not like that. You don’t know him⁠—”

      “Like you do? Knock, knock, hello, I’ve been here the whole time. Oh, I get it. He’s a tall, handsome man with long dark hair and piercing blue eyes. And what girl wouldn’t swoon over the attention he gives you?”

      “I don’t swoon.”

      “You can’t deny the attraction. Blood of the Abyss, he’s an angel. They’re made to be beautiful.”

      “He’s a great man.”

      “Except he isn’t a man. Trust me, angels are horrible creatures, and Trueborns are the worst.”

      Amos’s head tilts upwards toward the heavens, a sheen of blue moonlight covers his body. His eyes are filled with longing. I catch his shoulders slump. I can only imagine what he’s going through—the conflict within him and how lonely he must be.

      He could return home any time and rejoin his celestial brethren. Instead, he watches over me as if I have a unique destiny to fulfill. Meanwhile, he violates a direct order given to him by the First Son, the Angel Lord Raguel: destroy the Hime bloodline and return home. Fucking hell, no pressure there.

      “I’m telling you, he’s different,” I reiterate. “He’s special.”

      Amos speaks of the Great Balance and how it must remain. He believes the Angel Lord Raguel has lost his way and is pushing the Seven Heavens to war. How can the everlasting faith of a Trueborn angel like Amos—created by the hands of the Immortal Mother—ever question the will of her firstborn?

      “You should sleep,” Amos whispers; the longing in his eyes is directed at me. I want to go to him. We could keep watch together, whispering secrets only we shared. “Rest your head and your thoughts, Kazumi. You need not worry. I am fit to stay vigil through the night.”

      “How sweet is that? Oh my! Could he have a crush on you, too,” Lily purrs in my head.

      “I think I liked it better when all you did was grunt,” I say, rolling over to stare into the forest’s darkness. “Amos won’t betray me. He’s nothing like anyone I’ve ever known.”

      “We’ll see,” Lily replies, yawning.

      Morning arrives, bringing a wet layer of dew on my face and hands. Amos has stayed in his spot. I should have relieved him earlier so he could rest. He would have said no, of course. Rising from my bedding, I tend to our small camp, busying myself with getting our gear together, packing loose items, and covering our tracks.

      “Amos, why don’t you leave here? You would be whole again if you completed your mission. You owe me nothing. By all rights, I have dishonored the most fundamental law of my clan. I am tainted, an unworthy soul in the eyes of the righteous. My life is forfeit.”

      “Hey, hey, hey, slow down!” Lily interjects.

      “Your life is not trivial or forsaken. You are the High Priestess of the Yoru Ya-iba clan, the mortal extension of the righteous fight against evil.”

      “The Angel Lord Raguel would say otherwise, considering the demon spirit living inside me.”

      “Lord Raguel would be wrong. I promised you I would not fulfill the will of the First Son. I will not leave you.”

      “Doesn’t my mother’s death satisfy your order? The High Priestess is gone. She cannot pass on what she learned from the Malleus Maleficarum. I am a poor substitute to fill her shoes, nor was I formally promoted to the rank of Night Blade.”

      “Titles are inconsequential against destiny. I fear a great war is brewing in the Outer Realms. The overflow will spill into this world, destroying the delicate harmony between the Three Realms.”

      “Forcing the Great Balance to tilt.”

      “To break.”

      “The Heavenly Host purged the lands of Sekka’s Frost Legion, righting the scale to even.”

      Amos’s lips purse. He looks down and away, discouraged. “And yet, here we are, fleeing abominations born from the aftermath.”

      “I thought I could stop it on my own, stop the vampire plague. But it’s too big. It swept over me and the Yoru Ya-iba clan as if we were mere pebbles against the incoming tide.”

      “The great monk Aetenos preached that the strength of the Mortal Realm is made from the collection of its smallest parts. Your courage will be needed like never before in the coming battles.”

      “I’m trying to tell you I’m too small. You have the wrong girl. Isn’t this why the Ever Hero exists?”

      “If Master Kasai Ch’ou is still alive, he would be a welcome ally. The young monk could do things unimaginable with his mind. His true fight has yet to come and will be fought beyond this world. The task set on the near horizon is for you and no other.”

      “I have a demon spirit living inside me, who’s talking, by the way, and I’ve been marked for death by your boss, the primarch of all that is holy. So, yes, wrong girl.”

      “You are unique and precious to me.”

      “Crush, crush, crush!” Lily chants, giggling like she’s caught me in a romance trap. “Oh, this is rich.”

      “Amos, my faith and devotion to the Angel Lord Raguel demand I turn myself over to you,” I continue, ignoring Lily’s constant teasing. “Honor demands sacrifice.”

      “You must do much in this realm before your honorable service is required elsewhere. The beast inside was given to you as a boon, not a taint upon your soul.”

      “See? What he said, except the beast part. I’m quite glamorous when you see the real me,” Lily insists.

      “Lily, shush.” Amos raises an eyebrow at my inner conversation made public. His angelic aura, though diminished, is still a bright light in a desperate world. I don’t deserve him.

      “You must be terribly lonely,” I say, uncharacteristic of me while taking two steps closer to him. My hand rises of its own accord to touch him, comfort him. Realizing Lily is directing my actions, I pull away quickly, ashamed of my boldness.

      Amos’s bluer-than-blue eyes smolder behind rogue strands of black hair falling across his face. His jaw tightens. “I ask for nothing.”

      “Can you fall in love, Amos?” I blurt out. Lily, stop it!

      “Shh. You want to know as much as I do,” Lily responds. “Let’s hear what the angel has to say.”

      “As a Trueborn, we are made to protect and uphold the Heavenly Laws. The life of the lawful is precious.”

      “That’s not quite the same as love, is it?” I counter.

      Amos considers my question carefully. “As a mortal now, I think there’s a space in me that can love. And I think … I think I love you, Kazumi.”

      My heart leaps to my throat. Not knowing what to do, I look down and away. “But I’m not just any mortal. I’ve done things, terrible things. I’ve brought dishonor to myself and my clan. You wouldn’t say that if you saw my true self and all my mistakes.”

      Amos gently takes my chin, making me look at him. “I see all of it, Kazumi Hime: every scar, every flaw, every strength. And yet, every part of you is breathtaking to me. I love you. Does that frighten you?”

      I swallow hard. “Frighten me? Amos, it terrifies me. I don’t deserve it. How can you love someone with a tainted soul?”

      He reaches for me, and I pull away, scared. I was trained to be fierce, to push emotions to the side lest they distract me and give an opponent an advantage to exploit.

      “I’ve offended you. Please, forgive me,” Amos says. “Mortal life and its customs are unfamiliar to me.”

      “I’m sorry, Amos. It’s me that’s dishonored you. I’ve never heard such sweet words, at least not from anyone that mattered. I don’t know what to say.”

      “There is nothing you need to say or do. Be at peace. There was a stream a mile back. I’ll gather water for the day.”

      “No, wait. I’ll come with you and save you the trip back.”

      Amos’s stoic nod carries more than agreement or acceptance of his task. Compassion for mortals focuses his will. Honor ties him to his promise, and now love connects him to me without reciprocation or action. He walks the Path of the Righteous Warrior, maintaining the balance of heart, mind, and soul. It is a road I ignored
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