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            Romeo

          

        

      

    

    
      Romeo Bladell knew there shouldn’t be a rope bridge crossing the canyon here yet …

      Here it was.

      And the canyon itself was a deep jagged gash in the granite. Actually, more like how the maw of a deep gray dragon was.

      (Not that he’d ever seen a dragon of any sort, but maybe one day …)

      The canyon itself was only a few good times wider than he was tall—but he wasn’t exactly tall, and now that he was in his late twenties, it was long past the time where he’d get any taller.

      The posts the ropes were tied to were stout logs. They only went up to his knees, but they still reminded him of his stout dwarven grandpa, whose bald head, even when he was on his toes, could only reach the tips of Romeo’s chest.

      But … the logs looked older than some of the thick craggy oaks behind him. You know, the kind of oaks so old the moss of them doubled as old guy beards.

      No, dwarf beards.

      The planks were light gray and as warped as the weird joke the world had to be playing on him. The occasional gust of wind was refreshingly cool, like a lemonade during a hot summer day—like today actually, it was hotter than a hot spring with a roasting rock tossed in, so the gusts were more than welcome.

      Each gust also made all four ropes of the bridge crackle out as loud as the crows in the bearded oaks behind him.

      The bridge was even sunken a bit by the middle.

      Like a sly bridgy smile—at the joke being played on him.

      He was a lean and mean five foot six, so yes, he was a bit on the short side, for a human, but compared to dwarves, he was on the taller side, and he was muscular enough to wear his red jerkin like a vest, with no shirt, and his brown slacks were snug, but not tight.

      Rather than risk another pair of flimsy sandals breaking again, he went with his reliable suede boots. They were dark red and the darkness was not entirely from the dirt of use. They were like thick reliable socks. Thick enough to protect his feet yet he could still easily feel the soggy soil underneath them.

      Feel the few smooth pebbles in the soil.

      Maybe climb down the canyon but … the sides of the canyon were steep cliffs. At the bottom it would be incredibly slippery. It would take another hour or two. No. More like three. Assuming the light lasted. Longer if it didn’t.

      Much longer—and for what?

      His backpack was basically a big bag with shoulder straps. It was made from sturdy burlap but far from water proof. It had some long-awaited precious books—more than a few of those books were the latest dime dreadfuls meant for guests, but he got to read them first to ensure there weren’t any obvious problems. There were more than a few bottles of absolutely needed olive oil for lamps and cooking. Most important of all, some general provisions for the next few days.

      Get the provision wet … and not just the books … yikes.

      But Romeo … the hackles on his neck stood up just looking at the odd bridge. It seemed to promise the hope of saving him over two hours. The usual bridge was an arch of stone along the paved usual road, but it crossed the river below long after the canyon was no longer a canyon.

      And that bridge was well over another few hours hike away.

      This shortcut, hiking along the canyon already saved him a few hours since the regular road made a very wide curve around the forest behind him.

      All because rumors of monsters in there, but they were just rumors. Yup. Still, the bearded oaks behind were a part of the fringe of what was known as Shadow Forest and he had seen some of the corpses of the beasts in there … like horse-sized blue jays called jumping raptors and …

      No.

      They and the other dangerous beasts were only found much further south, much deeper in the forest, not here, in the fringes, at the edge of the civilized world.

      In fact, that hint of danger was a draw to the Honey Heart Resort. Honey Heart Resort was a spring bath inn and resort on top of the mountain here where Romeo was working at for the past few years.

      Sigh.

      So as Uncle Jethron would say, trust your nose when all else fails, and Uncle Jethron was among the best trackers in the county—human and dwarf.

      So …
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            Romeo

          

        

      

    

    
      … sniff. Sniff.

      The smell … earthy soil. Mossy oak like all forests everywhere. The cool crisp clean smell of the river below. Echoes of the splashes and crashing of foamy rapids splashing against unyielding rock. Echoes snapping against the canyon’s steep sides.

      The usual smells. Sounds.

      The midday rain had washed away his own footsteps from the morning trip. The crazy heat had already dried out the soil enough for it not to be outright muddy.

      Just damp.

      In fact, the wooden posts showed the usual expected grim from the ages.

      You’d think the bridge had been here for ages too.

      But it hadn’t.

      This very morning, on the way to town, back when the taste of his latest experimental pine needle tea was burning his mouth far too bitter, there hadn’t been any rope bridge here at all.

      Along the cliff on the other side of the canyon, the lichen showed no scraps along the jagged rock cliffs—no sign of any climber involved in setting up the bridge.

      And Romeo read enough books over the years to know what’s involved.

      Rope would of been secured on one side of the canyon, and the climber climb down, go cross the foamy rapids by jumping the slimy slippery rocks, and climb up and stake the ropes on the other side.

      In fact, Romeo had done such work as a side job here and there.

      Another, more straightforward approach was to shoot arrows with rope tied to the ends into one of the trees beyond the canyon. Someone else on the other side would then tie the rope to the post.

      Or if a heavier rope was needed, only a lighter rope would be shot and secured to the trees on both sides of the canyon. The thicker rope would be carried over and tied to posts on each side.

      But … no matter how much Romeo studied the line of bearded craggy oaks on the other side, there wasn’t a sign of torn moss, of any arrows shot into their bark, or even a sign that the dirt was disturbed in the slightest.

      Looking up at the sky, mostly blue with some clouds, but … less than a few hours to sunset.

      Legends said monsters were most active after night, and this close to Shadow Forest …

      Getting to the road … he might not make it back in time.

      Aunt Tilda would. be. pissed.

      She was as big as ma, being her older sister and all, and she was the kind of women a guy would sprint a few laps around, as a woman should be, would be what pa would say, and grandpa, but … ugh.

      He really to get back before sundown.

      Aunt Tilda was the boss lady of Honey Heart Resort, and he knew there were more than enough provisions for the night. For the next morning … enough. Aunt Tilda could scrap enough together to last a couple more days but … sigh.

      Lucky for him it was Tuesday, not Monday. Tuesday was the slowest time of the week, even now, during the peak of summer, the hottest and busiest season.

      But Romeo also knew this path wasn’t commonly taken. Few even knew of it. Most travelers would take the long winding road rather than risk whatever trouble the fringes of Shadow Forest may throw at them. Rumors of monsters and worse things …

      Sigh. Would Aunt Tilda believe him about this bridge?

      Even if she did, she’d absolutely forbid him from taking any “short-cut” (or “long-cut” as she’d call it then) off the road ever again.

      (One sister and his foolish hubby lost was enough, she’d say, she wasn’t about to risk her dear nephew, the last of her flesh and blood …)

      And … honestly, it’s unlikely anyone else would even run into this rope bridge. No other witnesses. This place was so … empty … so … weird … weird place for a trap but deep down …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            Romeo

          

        

      

    

    
      Sigh.

      Romeo had to scratch his hair. It needed a good scratching, and his hand was a good a comb as any. It was short and black and untamed as he wanted to be but … sigh.

      No worries if he got it a little soiled.

      Like those stakes.

      They even had splatters of soil right by the ground. The rain was around midday so the earliest this bridge could of appeared was sometime late in the morning.

      The sweet aftertaste of that last lemonade at town at the cafe known as Honey’s End … lemon juice with loads of honey, utterly brilliant … and his tab was due next time he stopped by. A penny for each … and way too many lemonades this summer, but they also carried the latest and greatest dime dreadfuls.

      Should he take off his bag and take a break? Think things over? It was a bit heavy and his shoulders …

      Of course it was. As it should be.

      With a few days of provisions for the personal at the Honey Heart Resort, besides the bunch of bottles of olive oil for the lamps and more than a few books. His shoulders ached, but he didn’t regret avoiding a shirt today. The heat was bad enough with the vest on. He’d go with shorts but if, for some reason, he needed to dash through the woods … no.

      Slacks it was.

      The bearded oaks behind him didn’t hide any dangers, usually, but just in case, strapped to his belt was the harpe blade he inherited from pa. It was curved like a crescent moon. The metal was still clean and reflective as a mirror. Only the inner edge was sharp, but that edge was rumored to be sharp enough to slice through steel.

      But how … Romeo hadn’t figure it out yet.

      He couldn’t even cut through the black granite of this mountain range yet. Practice practice practice yet …

      Especially against the occasional cocky patron, as Aunt Tilda permitted, no, insisted, putting his swords skills to good safe work, and, of course, as she insisted, he let those patrons win just enough keep their ego more than intact.

      Or more often, have Romeo spar against the bubble cute and gorgeous Vivian, with her long lush rosy pink hair and forever rosy smell, yet wow, did she have a way with her double sabers.

      Ouch.

      Graceful hourglass to a boy’s doom, was one way to put it, and true be told, when they sparred, she didn’t exactly hate him.

      No.

      If he didn’t know better, and one couldn’t hide their true feelings behind a clash of blades, as his pa would say, Vivian, maybe, had some feelings for Romeo.

      The good kind.

      Feelings Aunt Tilda clearly didn’t approve of, or else she would of allowed Romeo to spend more time than just the random but dramatic sparring match against Vivian.

      Match more or less meant to convince patrons Vivian, despite her gorgeous looks and vividly dramatic moves, she was definitely a stunning great swordsgal. So when she let those cocky patrons defeat her, wow, they must be like totally, awesome, as Vivian would always say, and always so cutesy happy too.

      And her bright violet eyes were always smiling around him too. Unlike many of the patrons that ogled her extra hefty bosom as she jiggled it plenty.

      Especially to distract Romeo during a bout.

      But … rumor had it his own very blade, his harpe, had cut down legendary monsters like hobgobbles, clawgirls and even dragotrolls back back and back centuries ago back when the legendary enemies of mankind, the monsters known as the baelzog, those winged titans of fire and shadow, nearly flooded the whole entire world with guess what, shadow and flame (and monsters, many many monsters the human-munching sort, which lead to the question, once humanity was gone, what would all those monsters munch?)

      Like any decent adventure-loving guy, he had seen his fill of illustrations of each and every one those monsters.

      Who hadn’t?

      Every dime dreadful worth its dime had more than a few and Romeo read his fair share of them and what kind of guy would he be if he didn’t know anything about them?

      With Shadow Forest so near, this place should of been ripe for adventure. The Honey Heart Resort drew more than a few patrons because of it and that’s one reason Aunt Tilda built the resort here, of all places, as she admitted more than once, (but before she lost her sister and …)

      While the honey hearts who lived and worked at honey heart resort were the stunningly gorgeous girls whose company the patrons came to enjoy along with the hot springs …

      Those honey hearts were pure damsels-in-distress-to-be, at least in the minds of lusty patrons, and Aunt Tilda paid good coin to the girls’ families, and to the girls to work there for a living, at least until their youthful looks faded — or a patron paid amazing coin to marry one, but few bothered to actually marry …

      When Romeo first came to this vast mountain range of the blackest of granite, he could easily imagine secret hordes of hobgobbles lurking in some of those vast caves or among those craggy peaks.

      And hobgobbles, the sword fodder of the monster minion lot, they have slimy blue skin, a big round head with only a massive fanged maw, yet their sight was somehow amazingly good, and even more messed up, they had powerful tentacles for arms and legs. They supposedly stunk like dead fish and sniiiiiff.

      Mossy oak. Earthy soil. River rapids.

      Nope. No hobgobbles nearby.

      Like always.

      Phew.

      If there were any hobgobbles around, they must love staying in their rumored nests deep deep deeeeeeep inside those caves that Romeo never had the chance to explore.

      Yet.

      Rumors of hobgobbles here and there throughout the realm, well, some bounties were actually paid for confirmed kills, according to the patrons here and there, and since some of those patrons doing the talking were also doing the paying … (as in paying the bounties …)

      Now clawgirls got caught more often.

      They were gorgeous human girls in one form, so they took far more risks to actual mingle with humans, but their other form was their true evil reptilian self.

      Instead of skin, they could shift their skin into protective but gorgeous scales which, even now, would fetch more than a few pretty pennies.

      Instead of hands and feet, they had beastly but beautiful lizard talons with gorgeous but wicked deadly claws.

      And that’s why they were called clawgirls.

      They played the honey pot role in stories everywhere and they were also (sometimes) wicked cruel archers too, supposedly, in their human form, but all in all, they were often fodder sent to raze through armed men because no armor could deflect their razor claws, and thus, another reason why they were called clawgirls, not talongirls.

      Some stories even claimed their claws were poisoned.

      Or had other wicked powers in their claws.

      Patrons confirmed it all here and there. Bounties they themselves paid in silver. Not copper pennies. Like the copper Aunt Tilda paid him every other week. Silvers.

      Real serious money.

      And plenty more clawgirls were still hiding. Even after all these centuries. Waiting for their chance to strike.

      Avenge their lost sisters.

      (And a dime dreadful wasn’t a dime dreadful without some wickedly gorgeous clawgirl going femme fatale with her amazingly unique and deadly claw power.)

      But … a clawgirl out in the middle of nowhere … ha!

      Keep dreaming.

      (Not even the patrons dreamed that far.)

      Anyway, clawgirls were still girls and cutting one down … even if she was a wicked monster … ugh.

      Better face a dragotrolls, and the dragotrolls were the real captains of terror. They were like a cross between a massive deformed man and dragon. Even better, they were as several times fiercer than the dragons they rode as mounts.

      He’d know if there was a dragotroll nearby and there wasn’t.

      Good.

      No bounties collected on them in his lifetime, but the occasional “disaster” as patrons would call them … well, disaster within their lifetime …

      Unlike any baelzog.

      No hint of them, and they were titans. Giants. Winged giants and all shadow, smoke, and flame.

      The forest would be on fire if any of them were around.

      None had been spotted outside of dime dreadfuls for centuries.

      Over a thousand years or so.

      It was best that way too.

      And sure, the handy work at the resort kept his body in shape for when destiny called, if ever, and sure, he often turned chores into secretive training and ended up completing the tasks far soon and far better than any other handy man could hope to.

      But maybe … Romeo could take a break … to train, some.

      (You never know what a monster from legend would pop up and cause havoc.)

      ((Even a clawgirl.))

      (((Or a honey heart turned out to be an evil clawgirl in disguise then … nah. Keep dreaming. She’d just then be considered exotic goods.)))

      ((((Maybe.))))
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            Juliet

          

        

      

    

    
      Juliet swore she smelled a familiar hint of spoiled fish.

      Her skin right new felt its freshest and cleanest in ages and just that hint made her want to cringe but no, she strutted in her stilettos high and proud like a clawgirl hiding perfectly in sight.

      As long as that smell wasn’t what she knew it was.

      The ground was soft but not muddy. It scrapped as loud as the river down below in the canyon, and the only reason she even went this way. So far out of the way. She needed to shed her skin again and where better to dump her serpent skin than here?

      In the middle of nowhere forest.

      The trees were so big … Boss Tilda even had the beds of the honey hearts as the stumps of those big trees, and wow, were those beds huuuge. The lichen was here was still green and crumbly rather than green and silky from the pricy, magical treatments Boss Tilda put on their beds.

      Since, eventually, now that she was eighteen … she’d be using it to … for patrons … enjoyment … as well.

      (Gulp.)

      Sure, right now she looked like the part of a gorgeous honey heart. Six sexy feet of peaches and cream complexion and strawberries and cream scent, both as sweet on the eyes and nose as on the loins — well, loins once the bidding for her virginity … gulp.

      But she was eighteen today. Big girl time.

      This life was faaaar better than wandering the woods as some crazed clawgirl eager to avenge her sister for things dead and gone.

      And a good virginity auction should help pay off her debt far sooner, and Juliet would get a cut of it to hold onto. Keep with the rest of her coin in her heart-shaped pouch and its many protective spells.

      A pouch she kept strapped to her slim waist.

      Her outfit wasn’t so bad in this crazy heat, actually. Being scantily clad, just like she was expected to be, had it perks during the summer, after all!

      Her top was a bra top of a pair of blue hearts cupped her breasts with stretchy soft blue silk, and best of all, they were the biggest moneymaking breasts at Honey Heart Resort. Her miniskirt was also a pair of blue hearts strapped together with the stretchiest white silk, and they were upside down for just enough coverage that patron only needed to undress her a little with their eyes.

      How her miniskirt fit so snug yet so comfortable over her crotch and behind, leaving only the sides of her hips bare … yet never showing anything underneath … a magical pentacle woven on the underside of the hearts.

      Thank Boss Tilda to insist on no fashion mishaps.

      No free peeks.

      Juliet hadn’t shifted in ages. Her reptilian form felt so … different, yet it really wasn’t. Her skin went to exotically pink scales. Her neon blue eyes went serpent and sigh.

      Even if the pink scales she shed washed up somewhere, the skin of pink scales might still be worth so much some hunters would come searching for the clawgirl who shed them but … Juliet wasn’t stupid.

      That Prince was wrong wrong wrong!

      She let him win on purpose, of course, like she always did, but now, if only a rematch, if only he’d come back, she could prove she wasn’t some dumb blonde who spent too time on her ass-long golden hair which … her hair was really scales so she couldn’t really trim it easily without … magic to shrink it.

      Cutting them … ouchie ouchie ouchie — never again!

      Ah!

      That fish stink … hobgobbles.

      As a clawgirl, she’d need to command them to … no. Avoid them.

      Avoid them at all costs.

      That dragotroll might of sent them to find her. Summon her.

      After all, her claws’ power might be one of the keys needed to unlocking their ancient masters, the Baelzog.

      As if she wanted more masters.

      Boss Tilda was bad enough but least … life here wasn’t so bad. It was nice, really, and that boy Romeo … she even, sort of, made a friend, sort of.

      He was as short as a hobgobble, and not too bright, but unlike the other girls, he always played games with her without insulting her or unlike those lustsmitten patrons, drown her with fake compliments.

      If only the patrons could be more like him but no … that Prince … if only he’d … no, keep dreaming.

      A flash of blue across the canyon?

      Oh no.

      Juliet hissed. “Leave me be!”

      She could feel her eyes go serpent. It pinched so, so cozy yet so …

      Stupid stupid stupid!

      Never go serpent eyed!

      That’s a dead clawgirl give away, and she really might end up dead!

      Chuckles rang out from across the canyon. A hobgobble a good bit taller and brawnier than Romeo slipped out. Flashes of big suggested even more were staying hidden.

      “Mustress,” the hobgobble said, “Return with us.”

      His voice had that watery gurgle accent that most hobgobbles had, but somehow, she could easily understand him.

      And this one was clearly a him. How she knew … she had no idea.

      But even her sisters way back when could too.

      Without knowing how.

      “Too dangerous,” Juliet said, “I⁠—”

      “Hunting human boy?” the hobgobble said, “Gud. Need practice. Scouts say bridge up ahead. Meet there. We shall soften boy up for you.”

      Human boy? Oh no. How could it be? But … showing mercy toward a human … around them no less …

      “Firssst to catch him,” Juliet said, “Gets a share cooked by yourssss truly.”

      Ack! She was hissing without meaning to. Damn, was she nervous about this femme fatale clawgirl stuff, but asking them to spare the boy would only get him killed quicker and crueler.

      Better she hurry up ahead and warn the boy quick.

      Help him get away.

      There wasn’t a bridge for a few hours. Maybe no need to … who was she kidding.

      She better hurry. Thank Boss Tilda she trained all honey hearts to hurry in these stupid stilettos.

      Even some self-defense. Since the heel were practically daggers.

      “Fressh boy meat,” she said, “Nothing betterssss!”

      And dashed like her own life was on the line.

      (Despite the stilettos …)
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      Double sigh.

      Maybe … Romeo could go a bit into the woods … and practice on the mossy trees. They were more than big enough to take it, and their mossy beards needed a trim.

      Yes. He should. Practice that special sword technique. The new one. Puributcher he dubbed it.

      Get Vivian dirty. In battle.

      Then clean her off perfectly.

      Including her clothes. A disrobing of the perfect kind.

      His cheeks blazed at the thought, but the way Vivian teased him so much during their sparring bouts, the way she sliced and nicked him so suggestively that he had to fight in his linens more often than not … time for some vengeance.

      The kind she’d appreciate.

      But he couldn’t use it in battle, not yet, let alone against Vivian, until he practiced it plenty. Until using it was second nature.

      Never mind the rumors of tree monsters.

      Even if it was Shadow Forest, after all, the fringes of it, and everyone said even the fringes were dangerous to wander off into.

      It’s not like the wood would dull his blade, or even dirty its reflective surface, because unlike most blades, his harpe would never grow dull because, according to pa, and pa did teach him more than just the basics but … after pa and ma vanished years ago …

      No. Near a decade ago by now.

      Ever since Romeo went over to his Aunt Tilda he had to earn his own keep the honest hard-working way and going swordmaster meant risking getting crippled useless like Uncle One-leg Jethron who also, supposedly, used to have some sword skills of his own but …

      Okay. Wandering into Shadow Forest, even to practice bladework, a good stupid way to end up vanishing, and Aunt Tilda couldn’t handle losing her nephew the very same way she lost her sister.

      It was why she was forcefully against him using his bladework to earn coin.

      Beyond the fixed game with a patron she carefully overseered. And that was only when Vivian was too busy with patrons otherwise. According to Aunt Tilda, he’d better keep to safe reliable handy work and live a long safe life … but … Romeo … he wasn’t sure if … it was the right thing to do but …

      Caw caw caw — the crows behind him were shocked and

      ?!

      Across the canyon — Romeo couldn’t believe his own lying eyes but …
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            Claudia

          

        

      

    

    
      Claudia Killjoy savored the smell of human blood in her red wine. Nothing filled a water skin quite like red wine spiced with human blood preserved right. It always had just the right iron bite.

      A bite as sharp as the crimson iron blades on her arrows.

      And her arrows would need all the bite they could give today. For today she wasn’t just another overly lovely human girl going archer, but a clawgirl finally marching proud against the human menace.

      Today her thick leather thigh boots were also sandals that had space for her slim feet to transform into proper talons, and yet remained a stylish sleek ruby just like her long lush hair that far too many filthy human men leered at.

      And the bracken in this place kept slapping her legs and behind almost as badly as the human men she once fought alongside.

      Men now dead from the hobgobbles who claimed her. Yes. Clawgirls like her had failed their masters so badly that hobgobbles now could command clawgirls.

      It was enough to make her blood run colder than the river down in that canyon nearby.

      At least it was hot enough, even in the shade of the thick winding oaks, that her wine was all but steaming hot and yet still refreshing.

      But not hot enough.

      Her fingerless elbow gloves, as sleek and stylishly ruby as they were, they also let her transform her slim hands into talons as well, but now, she needed permission to transform, even to change her lovely green eyes to go serpent slitted. So forget using the power of her claws to heat the wine up even more.

      Forget adding flames to anything.

      At least her mouth cloth and cowled hood hid her sour expression. Not that any of the hobgobbles’ stink, their rotten fish stink would curl her lips any poutier than they were. It was bad enough that this leotard showed too much of her chest and stomach, as if saying feather her there.

      So what if it was stylishly sleek and red?

      Even if her skin in her human form was still protective scales, very very veeeery fine scales, they weren’t as protective in this form. She wasn’t due for another shedding soon either. So any wound would be … awfully visible.

      As if the hobgobbles were … no. She was that expendable, was she?

      Her sister Fleur was at least still beside her. Dunned in the same sleek outfit of a scandalous leotard, elbow gloves, and thigh sandal boots, but all in lightning blue to match her talon’s water powers. She was trying to comb the twigs and leaves from her long lush wind-blown sunny hair. Again. Her hood was off. Again. Her big blue eyes so wide and terrified.

      “Will …” Fleur said, “we really need to … kill him?”

      Her thirst for blood, human blood, never as great as Claudia’s, even back when Fleur had a legendary lust for battle.

      “Yessss,” Claudia said, “even if he’s a cutie pie.”

      Fleur tugged one of her curlier locks.

      “I know …” Fleur said, “but …”

      Claudia patted her sister’s quiver. It was just as full as Claudia’s. Same arrows. Same bows. Human bone scimitars joined by the handle, so their bows doubled as long range and short-range weapons.

      “We’re clawgirls,” Claudia said, “Time to end the human menace. One human at a time, if need be.”

      Fleur gulped. “One human at a time.”

      Yet she cringed. Figures. Such a mousey clawgirl.

      “Or Masssster Hobgobble …” Fleur said.

      “We can’t go back to the resort,” Claudia said, “Massster inisssted we …”

      Fleur nodded. “The patrons mussst die next. Quick. Not painful, but they … they were right about usss, weren’t they?”

      Claudia almost snarled, almost, but instead, she only yanked Fleur’s hood and mouth cloth back over her heart of a face.

      “Our virginity auction was going well,” Claudia said, “too well, until Massster Hobgobble⁠—”

      “I know,” Fleur said, “now we owe him for …”

      Fleur stood up. Six feet of gorgeous blonde some men were willing to pay a fortune to be the first to deflower. Even more than Claudia herself.

      Now they were all dead. As they deserved.

      Their small fortunes now in the heart of a pouch strapped to the clawgirl who they would of dared to defile.

      Still, only Juliet might of commanded more and that bitch Juliet …

      “Don’t worry,” Fleur said, “we’ll catch Juliet. She’ll join usss jusst like … and then our true masssters … let’s find that bridge before the other hobgobbles. Maybe … young boy … tasstes good?”

      Claudia chuckled. Stood up beside her sister. Smiling proud.

      “Now you’re thinking right,” Claudia said, “We can’t let Juliet have all the boy killing fun, can we?”

      “The village,” Fleur said, “Then the world.”

      “Yup,” Claudia said, “Once our next true master here is revived.”

      Fleur nodded, but those wide terrified eyes …

      Only a matter of time before they were no longer terrified.

      But full of bloodthirsty glee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Seven

          

          
            Romeo

          

        

      

    

    
      Romeo couldn’t even gasp. Since across the canyon … this gash of a canyon …

      Passed the grassy ledge of dark soil …

      Across the long smile of a rope bridge …

      Deep passed the bearded oaks whispering their planty curses at whatever trees loved cursing at …

      And where the murk was darker than his chances of a date with any heart honey ever … in the glimpses of massive boulders jutting out the ground …

      A hint of blue!

      A blue as dark as soiled blueberries, or like the blueberries ma once left out too long before making blueberry crumb pie and …

      The blue even had the same slimy look of those rotten blueberries.

      Hobgobbles?

      (Finally!)

      Wait, the smells … sniff, sniff. Bearded oaks. Sniff. River rapids … earthy soil. Sniff.

      And rotting fish!

      Romeo drew his harpe quick.

      “You want trouble?” he said, “You found it!”

      Chuckles came from across the canyon.

      From three hobgobbles. They slithered out of the woods.

      And wow, they were just like the dime dreadfuls illustrated them.

      Big blue heads with no hint of eyes or ears yet their sight and hearing, (supposedly) amazing. All three had big maws with jagged teeth and no doubt an endless hunger for flesh of the innocent.

      From their big heads each had over a dozen thick blue and powerful tentacles. All their tentacles had hooked suckers eager to tear into helpless prey. Half of the tentacles doubled as legs, and the other as arms. Each of the three carried several dark wicked spears.

      Spears ridged like the mouth of a pike.

      The biggest of the three, the one ahead of the other two, it must be the leader. It gurgled a growl. Like a challenge or …

      “I swear on Krakegus EldRiguth,” it said, “Give us gurl and die gud death. Resist and gut eaten slooow and ulive.”

      It even spoke like the dime dreadfuls, but wait, girl?

      “Die?” Romeo said, “Ha! You first.”

      It flung a spear right at his chest.

      So quick.

      But Romeo was quicker. Harpe out.

      And CLANK!

      Deflected—no!

      The power of the spear deflected him.

      THUNK!

      From far behind him. The spear into one of the trees.

      “To deflect my gulgen spear,” the leader said, “That blade, not an ordinary one. I claim it.”

      “Too bad,” Romeo said, “You want it? Come and take it!”

      The leader motioned his two followers. They both flung a spear.

      Almost as quick. At each of his shoulders.

      And too quick to dodge completely.

      But Romeo—quicker.

      He whipped his harp up. Shielded his shoulders with it. Ducked down just enough that⁠—

      CLANK CLANK!

      Deflected them up.

      Him back back and back. CRACK.

      Into a bearded oak. Hard.

      THUNK THUNK!

      His shoulder, his back, painfully bruised, but his training through his hard labor for Aunt Tilda, thankfully, they weren’t broken.

      Yet.

      Time for a secret sword technique. The first he ever learned. Mastered.

      And make his pa proud.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Eight

          

          
            Romeo

          

        

      

    

    
      Bearded oak to his back, Romeo focused on the eerie silence.

      Not a single crow caw anywhere.

      Not rustle from a stray cool breeze. Not in this hot spring heat without the spring.

      No.

      The silence his pa trained him to embrace. Treat his own heart thunks as the steady powerful music of battle.

      And with this heat bathing him with sweat …

      Thump thump thump.

      His grip on his harpe was still more than solid enough.

      A deep breath. Rotting fish galore.

      Thump thump thump.

      But the ground, it was still muddy slick. Any solid blow could made him slip. Good thing his suede boots let his toes grip the ground as solidly as they could. Some stray pebbles helped, so luck was on his side.

      Thump thump thump.

      Like a dance to doom, thump thump, flow—thump—with it, thump, flow—thump—into it, thump thump, become it.

      Thump thump thump SLASH!

      A slash that glowed bluer than the sky.

      Ripped through the air like a lightning bolt.

      Smashed into the hobgobbles spears and exploded.

      BOOOOOM!!!

      Blowing them away them. Even their spears.

      Pa would be proud of his Slash-o-Boom Technique.
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            Jagger

          

        

      

    

    
      With his broadsword dug deep and secure in the rocky soil, Jagger Vondin stood his full six strong feet right at the edge of this steep canyon.

      Stared deep into its dark churning depths.

      The smell of fresh river rapids came from below. A hint of fish here and there. Of the green slime on the boulders jutting out of the rapids, and on the rock hemming the rapids in.

      Of course, the musty earthy but familiar smell of moist forest. Shadow Forest here, not so different from other forest, except for a few trails of beasts he didn’t recognize. One similar to blue jays, but with far more predatory rotting flesh smell to it. Another of deer, but with a burning sensation similar to the burn of the coldest ice.

      Even one of rotting fish.

      Of squid.

      No doubt hobgobbles. Many of them.

      A party of them, over a dozen of them, passed this very spot by quite recently. Right beyond the trail. Along the top of this canyon. Within the mossy trees.

      With them, the smell of thick leather made from human skin, and water warped wood, and steel, which meant the usual harpoons and spears.

      And they weren’t the only ones.

      Disturbing, but not unheard of for such a barren region.

      The smell of crows cawing for rotting flesh. Crows were smart enough to know when they’d soon be well fed, and that smell of excitement …

      They knew a feast was coming.

      The smell of fearful squirrels and songbirds. Common smells in any forest, but the musk of a young human man in leather, suede, and cotton, and a zing like a spray up the nose, a magical blade of some sort.

      Then a girl … strongly of strawberries and cream, a solid hint of cherries and vanilla, and of silk and cotton, but that faint smell of chemical almonds and feline — hark!

      Her outfit was woven from that famous fabric known as nyalon, a coveted fabric from the distant East because it could stretched so well, yet stay so snug against the body, yet breathed so well that the girl didn’t sweat in the slightest.

      The zing of magic in the fabric … no wonder the girl wasn’t sweating.

      There was also leather with her, but far more processed than the man’s, and that zing of magic, quite a few spells woven into the leather.

      He couldn’t help but enjoy the scent of that young girl. No. Woman. Young woman.

      But now was not the time for pleasure.

      A deep breath.

      A deep as his own noble bloodline.

      Jagger twirled his goatee. Brushed away his long-curled hair. His hair was clean, dark and lush and smelled of it.

      Good.

      Even on a lone tracking, a ranger knight must look his best. Smell his best.

      Common rangers would, of course, think it was mere vanity, but common ranger did not have the bloodline gift of the Bloodhound Nose.

      Their presence would of only interfered.

      Any other human would of.

      The man and woman who passed by here, they were mere distractions, and no, they weren’t together, not traveling together, maybe not even aware of each other, but close.

      Another deep breath.

      Jagger peered down in those dark depths. At those churning rapids. So dark. It seemed like it was only the usual river rapid. Usual boulders. Usual rock cliffs but …

      His eyes, better than any common man’s, but sight could be deceptive in ways few with mere common sense could understand.

      Only smells could be truly trusted.

      And another smell … so weak … like words on the tip of his tongue … a few feet closer.

      That’s all he needed.

      But the tips of his thick leather boots touched the very edge of the canyon’s cliff. They wouldn’t dare slip on this rough ground, but their rough soles should let him find, grab a hold if worse came to worse.

      His thick red slacks would protect his legs from being scrapped too bloody in the process. Adding a strong smell that may make finding the target’s smell even harder.

      His gloves and jerkin were a cotton and wool blend, since, as long as he cared for it properly, it wouldn’t carry too strong of a smell, and they stayed the right shade of crimson, since on his chest, on the back of his gloves, the black bloodhound emblem of his House.

      Of the Black Hound Clan.

      And the Black Hound Clan had better quarry to hunt than a few dozen hobgobbles.

      Find this prey and deal with it, and humanity may be spared the coming disaster.

      So Jagger choose to risk crouching.

      Crouch as low as he could go, while holding on tight to his broadsword Chaserist. Chaserist was not just solid steel, but spelled by the best alchemists to withstand both natural and unnatural elements.

      To cut through them when needed.

      And Chaserist’s smell, from its quality magics, a full solid zing as savory as the richest steak.

      No.

      This was not close enough. The smells from the cliff … he had to be sure.

      Jagger leaned forward.

      Over the canyon.

      Using Chaserist to secure himself. Trusting his blade with his life. Not an unusual occurrence.

      Lowered even more.

      And more.

      And … more …

      Deeeep. Breeeath.

      Sniiiiiffff.

      Yes.

      There it was.

      Good. His quarry was near.
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      But the smells …

      Romeo sniffed, smelled the musty bearded oaks and river rapids. Earthy soil.

      No rotting anything. Not a bit of fish stink anymore.

      Good.

      But the wind wasn’t exactly in the right direction. It was along the canyon now. If he continued on his way, the wind would again blow in his face. After a while it would get chillier than the moment after secret night dip in a cold spring.

      Than that dreadful moment you got out and ouch, was it cold.

      Caws erupted behind him … phew.

      They would be silent if there were any more hobgobbles, let alone if any were on this side of the canyon.

      If anything dangerous were lurking in the bearded oaks behind him.

      But the other side of the canyon …

      In the canopy, among those craggy leafy branches … plump silent crows. Not a caw along them still.

      Or even shuffle.

      Just patiently waiting. For something.

      It was spooky but … he was at the fringes of Shadow Forest. He’d seen crows act weird plenty of times before and nothing came of it …

      But … could there be more hobgobbles out there?

      This wasn’t a dime dreadful, but … if the rope bridge was some sort of trap … the hobgobbles hadn’t even tried crossing it, but he couldn’t think of any kind of trap it could be.

      Anyway, monsters like hobgobbles would leave a trail in the lichen on the cliff, if they tried climbing down.

      No sign of them on this side either.

      Except for … no, no sign of those spears.

      The sky was a clear blue. Not a cloud in the sky. And this was late in the late afternoon. Sudden summer rains weren’t unusual.

      Even sudden thunderstorms.

      And that rumble in the distance … beyond the canopy of the bearded oaks across the canyon, ah, squint squint, the sky was a dark gray.

      Thunderstorms a-coming.

      He knew better than to hid under these oaks if there was lightning, but the road he was headed for had more than enough trees along its sides too. Not much cover and no decent shelter until the resort.

      Forget climbing down the canyon and crossing the river. Any moment it could flash flood like the mountain streams at home and even shin-high water running fast enough was dangerous.

      (He’d seen it wash away cattle and horses. As in bulls and stallions. Not just wimpy babies.)

      Not that he’d dare risk crossing this strange rope bridge …

      “What are you staring at?” Juliet said, “Sheesh. Wasting time. Again. Don’t you ever learn?”

      Ah, Juliet.

      That scent … strawberries and cream with a solid hint of cherries and vanilla … her favorite.

      It didn’t help that she was the most gorgeous of stunningly gorgeous honey hearts among the beauties at Honey Heart Resort. If her beauty was heat, she’d inflict fourth degree burns and on a hot day like this … his heart racing dumb just being in her presence … ugh.

      (Could she be the girl the hobgobbles were after?)

      ((Hopefully … nonono, I mean, let’s hope not.)

      But Romeo refused to gulp, but … he turned … to face her.

      “Tutorial me,” Romeo said, “And … um.”

      To call her an A+++ university student whose only F in life was her F-cup chest was all too close to …

      “Um what?” Juliet said, “Ass-hole.”

      Let’s say she stood every peachy inch of her six feet pouty and proud. She looked haughty down at him.

      At every inch of the full six inches she had over his lean and short…er five foot six.

      But so what? His eyes … they were level with …

      Her top … yes, her top.

      And it was a strapless bra top. A bra made of a pair of huge heart-shaped cups. Each heart cup was blue as her big bright and intensely blue eyes.

      Like blue bolts of lightning eyes.

      It was the kind of top left that little to the lustiest patron’s wildest imagination.

      But that little, just enough.

      “You … really Juliet?” Romeo said, “Way out here …”

      He could already feel her eyes glaring bolts at him for glancing there, but so what? Her buxom bosom was practically eye level for him.

      (Might as well enjoy his luck while he had it.)

      (When patrons were his height, wow, did she love it, but for him … might as get the eye-groping in when he had the excuse for it.)

      Her haughty huff … she even cocked her hips to the side and punched the sides of her hips with angry fists.

      “What?” she said, “Who else would I be? Idiot.”

      Like a sexy tight loincloth, her miniskirt was a pair of blue hearts, one upside-down heart hugging her crotch and the other her fine ass, while a couple seductively thin vanilla straps over the sides of her nearly bare thighs linked the two hearts together and kept them in strategically in place.

      Even better, both hearts hung from a very low hanging belt of vanilla white for that hint hint of fine virgin goods so close and so underneath.

      And yet so far away.

      Buttoned tight with a large pink heart.

      Romeo tried a grimace. “Handy asshole to you.”

      Finally.

      Okay, her blue stilettos looked ready to dagger his groin.

      He looked up at her face and — yikes.

      She scowled like her peepers could release blue bolts of lightning at his stupid ass, and not just for daring to block the obvious way across.

      “You have the silvers?” she said, “I don’t come cheap.”

      It didn’t take a genius to know that her heart-shaped pouch, as in the one strapped lopsided over her slim waist held all her coin from her years here, and wow, were there protective spells on it …

      It wasn’t just his hackles that shot sky high and tinkled like hell unleashed whenever he looked too long at it.

      The pouch was pale blue but it was covered in so many snow-white pentacles, wow, it couldn’t of been cheap to do, and Juliet was a real cheapskate. He was (partly) surprised she didn’t date him simply for the freebies Aunt Tilda would toss her.

      (But not that surprised.)

      “I …” he said and knew defeat.

      He knew she never actually slept with the patrons. Not yet. She was too young.

      Until today.

      Today she was eighteen, so tomorrow the auction for her virginity would start and a good virginity price would reduce the time she had to pay off her debt. Aunt Tilda paid very good coin to their families for them, and the girls were expected to work it off with plenty of interest.

      But the auction, it should bag more than enough coin for her to spend some time as a student the university, but not too much time, and not after she paid her debt away.

      And she couldn’t go until she did.

      Before eighteen, Aunt Tilda allowed any of the honey hearts to avoid sex with the patrons. They also got a full day off on their birthday.

      So far, Romeo knew Juliet played flirty girlfriend with a number of her “talents”, which basically came down to playing with patrons like she was some ditzy, lusty girlfriend-to-be.

      Like all the honey hearts, she often let them win the games just enough boost their petty egos, and they never truly realizing how much she was holding back.

      (Except for a certain Prince years ago who realized it and called her too dumb for words and just another pretty face … and her fury at losing her chance to snag prince for a hubby … ugh. She was a master at some of those games now, but …)

      (Worse, Romeo didn’t want to admit it out loud, but those eyes of hers always were … off somehow. Sure, they seemed to look normal, no, gorgeous, yet something about them sent a cold terrifying zip up his spine.)

      (Pure terror. Not lust.)

      (Really.)

      “Back … some …” he said.

      Okay, he stuttered. nonsense. Same thing at this point.

      Her permanent pout matched her baby face perfectly …

      Those bright red and juicy lips so matched the hint of cherries and vanilla in her strawberries and cream scent. She even cocked her hips more and punched her fists against them again.

      Then leaned over.

      Her scent … so sweet and strong … yet not eye-wateringly annoying but pleasant.

      Somehow.

      “Figures,” Juliet said, “Us heart honeys only cater to the wealthy, remember? Not stuttering poor idiots. Just because we’re co-workers … don’t get any funny ideas!”

      Well … at least she’s honest.

      The other gorgeous blondie Fleur was always sweeter than fresh strawberry pie, no matter the situation and yet never hinted whether she would … had any … well … she seemed to innocent, sweet, and it wasn’t just an act like it was with that redhead Claudia.

      Their virginity auctions already started yesterday too, but sigh, they’d conclude at the end of this week.

      So no hope of claiming Fleur for a sweetheart wify.

      (And strange how Juliet’s lips reminded of him the plumpest sweetest reddest strawberries he’d often get to snag for dessert when the guests often failed to finish them off.)

      With another huff, Juliet batted her braided bangs that framed her face. Her hair was as sleek and golden as the sun itself, and she let her hair grow straight down to the nap of her (mostly bare) back.

      Do. not. gulp.

      He gulped.

      He was such an idiot. For all his sword skills, a single gorgeous girl and … Fleur was at least as awkward as Romeo whenever they were together.

      As much as Claudia hated that.

      As much as Fleur pretended not to know him if anyone else was presence.

      Sigh. Unlike Juliet. Who didn’t care who knew she knew him.

      If not for her tapping her stiletto sandals louder and louder and so loud, even the crows started quieting down before she decided to use them as stiletto daggers on them instead of him.

      (Ha! As if!)

      (She’d never risk letting him get a free peek at her panties.)

      “Geez,” she said, “I don’t have time for your eye-groping leering … paint a portrait and, no, on second thought, don’t. Just move.”

      His throat complied by choking him silent and dumb.

      She shoved him aside. That she honored him with her touch. Not even Fleur would do that.

      “Idiot,” she said and strutted over to the rope bridge.

      He … thump thump thump, his heart thumping louder and louder, thumping at him to do something.

      But what?

      Her stilettos were mere steps away from stilettoing the bridge just when Romeo finally noticed what was wrong with the bridge.

      Dead wrong.
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      The sight of a footprint jolted Claudia. It was fainter than the voice of her dear Fleur whimpering but no doubt, in the mud no less, that it had to be from a sandal.

      No. A guy’s suede boots.

      Not a sandal.

      Only Romeo wore suede boots. As much as Boss Tilda insisted he go with sandals. Since they’d wear down less frequently and cost far less.

      But wasn’t Romeo on the other side of the canyon?

      There was some bridge here somewhere but … oh no.

      Rumbles in the distance. A thunderstorm. That would wash away any scent and trail, and make locating their first boy prey all that much harder.

      Maybe impossible.

      But Claudia still remembered her days as a free clawgirl. Roaming forests as dangerous as Shadow Forest here. Even in her current human form, scenting the boy, confirming it, Master Hobgobble would expect no less.

      She crouched down to the ground. Careful not to let her hair and even her face, let alone her garb, touch a speck of that filthy mud.

      Mouth cloth off, she took a deeeeep wide open breath. Let her tongue savor the scents.

      Aaaaah.

      Such a wonderful musky taste. So familiar too. that boy she loved to ignore. Loathed to acknowledge unless she had to.

      Unlike her poor fool of a sister. Who clearly liked the boy. Her scent said everything. But she refused to do anything about it. Thank the Blessed Baelzog.

      Boss Tilda was never … keen on her girls dating the boy. Vivian learned that quick. Juliet … she clearly despised the boy and that was probably the only reason Boss Tilda tolerated her … time with him.

      Unlike Fleur. Only brief here and there’s.

      All as awkward as a soberly virgin patron seeing a girlie nude for the first time.

      At least Fleur knew her clawgirl side was … made it too risky to embrace romance of any sort with a human. As foolish as romancing a human was in the first place. That Fleur⁠—

      “Romeo …” Fleur said, “is closssse. I can hear Juliet.”

      And this time, those big blue eyes … not so terrified.

      Good. Enough of Fleur’s innocence. Maybe if Claudia could get Fleur to finish Romeo properly. Maybe she could realize how great killing was again. Back when they were little wormlings, Fleur was so … she loved the hunt, yet now, after so long, it’s like she forgot it. Completely.

      “I like, finally found you two.”

      “Vivian?” Fleur and Claudia said together.

      Stepping so amazingly gracefully out from the bracken beside them, Vivian giggled, stroking her long lush hair all the way down to her slim waist, and wow, did she have the most beautifully lush and long rosy pink hair a girl could imagine. It wasn’t even dyed that way either, as surprising as that sounded.

      It was her natural clawgirl hair. That she managed to get away with it. Without dying it a more natural human color … sigh.

      So careless. Risky but … her cutesy bubbly attitude fooled even Boss Tilda. Never mind her bright violet eyes were … rare among humans.

      Claudia managed to gasp. Finally.

      “What about that patron … what’s his face,” Claudia said, “He bought your virginity last weekend and …”

      Vivi giggled sooo happy cute.

      Too cute to accuse of going clawgirl, right?

      “Guess, silly,” Vivian said.

      Uh huh.

      Vivian even smelled like rosy pink roses, and her gleeful face was that soft yet oval look with soft cheeks and lush rosy red lips that smiled sultry at them both.

      More importantly, she was in the same getup as Fleur and Claudia. Except hers was also as rosy pink and beautiful as her hair.

      Including her scimitar bow and quiver.

      Her leotard even had a few hearts here and there. Even over those big breasts that she loved getting patrons to leer at, and unlike Juliet, she didn’t hesitate to encourage it openingly by jiggling them plenty.

      Fleur gasped this time.

      “Massster sssaved you?” Fleur said.

      “I guess save is one way to put it,” Vivian said, “My patron was already a corpse puppet by the time I arrived and … no sex for me. I get to die a clawgirl virgin. Yay!”

      That jolted Fleur and Claudia both again.

      “Huh?” they said together.

      Claudia snorted. “I’m not going to die. Not until I kill and feast on boy flesh so much that, well … okay, die from too much boy flesh.”

      Fleur stammered. “I … d-d-don’t want to die.”

      “Me neither,” Vivian said, “but Master Hobgobble, I’m so like totally sure, has other plans. To teach us how fodder girl we are now, so better plan ahead. Right, girls?”

      Vivian even strutted right up to them. No hesitation.

      (Phew, but was she … right?)

      “Romeo must die,” Vivian said, “Pity, he is so cute, and sweet, but silly me …”

      Claudia growled. “Don’t get sentimental on me.”

      Claudia even felt her fangs come out. A touch of bittersweet venom drip into her mouth.

      “I know, I know,” Vivian said, “Master like, totally said the same thing. Don’t worry. I am sooo excited. I like finally get to go swordgal for realsie! Romeo is so going to be my first kill.”

      Tugging a long wavy curl in her sunny hair, Fleur gulped as tight as she tugged the hair, and it was so loud it took Vivian clearly by surprise.

      “B-b-but …” Fleur said, “Don’t you … like Romeo.”

      “Yeah, but …” Vivian said, “I want him to totally die by my hand. Not our Master simply controlling usss. Isn’t it totally better that way?”

      “I … guesssss,” Fleur said.

      Claudia liked what Vivian was thinking. Time to nudge Fleur that way too.

      “Exactly,” Claudia said, “So Fleur, if you really care for Romeo, and we all know you do, then have the guts to kill him yourself. Or at least try to. Or elssse Master Hobgobble will control us like puppets again. Like he did to kill those patrons. So painful. So agonizing. Romeo doesn’t deserve that, right Fleur?”

      “Yeeeah, he …” Fleur said, “A quick death. I’ll … I’ll do my bessst. Sorry I … I hesitated. I’ll⁠—”

      Vivian hugged Fleur?

      “It’s like totally okay,” Vivian said, “Together, we’ll put him down quick and painlessly. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Fleur said.

      Claudia joined in on the hug because why not? Soon, once the other clawgirls joined them, they all could return to Honey Heart Resort and burn that horrible place to the ground.

      Feast on the dozen or so human girls there too.

      Especially that bitch Tilda.
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            Romeo

          

        

      

    

    
      Romeo knew it. The planks. They were light gray. As pale gray as the oldest patron’s hair.

      Not dark gray.

      In other words: dry.

      The rope too. The dry beige of faded tea leaves.

      But the posts staked into the ground … the dark brown of wet wood. There were small splatters of dark soil by their bottoms. The smell of earthy soil and mossy trees, yes, Romeo could smell that, but no musty anything from the bridge itself.

      Even the smell of the river rapids below … he could smell that. Hear the cracks and snaps of water futilely smashing boulders. The leafy curses of the bearded oaks even when the crows were cawing their brains out.

      But no clinks from the bridge.

      No creaks of rope stretching from the bridge.

      He swore he heard the creaks before but …

      His heart thump thump thump yet he still clearly heard everything else.

      Including Juliet strutting her six sexy feet toward her untimely doom.

      Her stilettos squishing the soil squeally.

      But no crackles from the rope.

      And the cool breeze carried her scent, ah, strawberries and cream, very light, very very mild, and with a weak hint of cherries and vanilla, but … for some reason … unlike most of the other girls … no, Vivian, and Fleur, and yeah, someone else, but …

      Juliet had an aroma that always carried quite aways away. It always lingered so long after she did, yet it was so mild, so gentle it never was in the slightest bit annoying, like girls who wore too much perfume, or worse, patrons who wore whole bottles of it.

      Even the suggestive but subtle stretching of her bra top and miniskirt of skintight … something … he could hear it but not the stretch of the bridge’s rope.

      The wind … wait.

      The oaks were cursing in the wind. Swaying in the wind.

      But the bridge wasn’t swaying from the wind.

      Suddenly he felt cold. Glad he always carried his harpe sword he inherited from pa. There were more than hobgobbles and clawgirls out there.

      The bridge … it should be swaying slightly.

      From the wind.

      But Juliet strutted between those posts not one bit concerned. She was swaying her hips more in her well-practiced sexy strut than⁠—

      A shadow suddenly fell over everything.

      A cloud in the sky?

      From the corner of his sight — each and every plank — they bend a touch.

      Like they were smiling.

      Romeo leapt for Juliet. Grabbed her waist.

      Flung her back hard.

      (Wow, was she heavy. But he was damn strong too.)

      And the bridge. It split open along its planks.

      Into a saw-toothed maw.

      Juliet yelped. Stumbled back.

      Stopped a few steps behind the posts.

      “Wha?!” she said.

      “Stay back!” Romeo said and leapt in front of her.

      Drew his harpe.

      The bridge monster snapped at them.

      CLANG!

      Safe by a fraction of a hair length.

      An instant later—a regular rope bridge again?!

      But … with a gash in the plank his harpe deflected.
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      Thump thump thump, Romeo knew the thump thump thump was his heart in his ears, he was sure of it, from the nightmarish rope bridge going monster rope bridge, just like the racket behind him was the crows, and below, from the depths, the echoing roars of the water below was the foamy rapids, and the bearded oaks were the bearded oaks.

      The taste in his mouth, yuck!

      It was as sour and bitter as an empty stomach barely tolerating its last meal hours ago of experimental pine needle tea …

      (And not, as his pa would of reminded him over and over again, the long-forgotten taste of sweet sweet lemonade, and a sweet waste of precious sweet pennies.)

      That’s all.

      Even now, the smells, they were just like before. Earthy soil fresh from the recent rain. River rapids below in the canyon, smashing hopeless but persistent against the boulders.

      And the bearded oaks, whispering, as if whispering planty curses in the hot wind.

      Even Juliet and her … strawberry scent.

      With that lovely hint of cherries and vanilla.

      (No wonder his heart was thunking so fast.)

      The sinking feeling in his gut, it had to be how the rope bridge, those posts even now, how those stakes appeared so naturally grimy.

      Its planks were still so naturally warped you never think it just came alive and evil hungry monster. How again this newfound bridge appeared to be here for ages.

      Yes.

      His thumping heart … it all had do to with
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