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            Romeo

          

        

      

    

    
      Romeo knew, he was sure that, crows should only have two eyes, but blink blink blink.

      Yes.

      It wasn’t just eye crust getting in the way.

      At the very end of a twisting thick branch of this oak tree, that big fat crow, it definitely had three big beady eyes.

      Not two.

      A third eye was right in the middle of its forehead. An eye that blinked back at him like the rest of its eyes. It stared intensely at him, like he was an earthworm that bird was eager to snap right up …

      The glare from the pale white moonlight, no mistaking it. The big fat moon cast a bright milky gleam over everything. As if Romeo had spilled milk everywhere again but without Aunt Tilda to yell and wallop him for wasting so much of the precious drink.

      As if twenty something was too young to drink proper liquor, so he better still stick with ordinary milk, least according to Aunt Tilda, and since it was her home, so her rules.

      But the way the fat crow was perched so tense yet cozy. It was alert, yet still faking some kind of relaxed search, as if it was searching for a stray corpse to feast on. How it bent the end of the thinning end of the thick branch with all its pump weight … how the bend was nearly a pace down.

      Far more than Romeo thought it should, blink blink blink. He was blinking but …

      Maybe he was just seeing things. He did just wake up from a strange dream he couldn’t remember. His eyes were still crustier than one of Aunt Tilda’s countless peach pies baked to steaming perfection.

      But there was no chance of falling back to sleep now. Not with the crickets wailing like a little chorus of banshees everywhere. The frogs didn’t help either. They were screeching their own frantic tunes.

      Never mind the grunts and growls of giant beasts below every so often. The hefty huffs and sniff upward. The sounds came from at least halfway to this very branch.

      And this branch was at least a dozen paces from the ground.

      That hard stone ground.

      Occasionally something big and fierce ripped at the moss closer to the bottom of the tree’s thick trunk. As if pa were training his blade on the mossy beard of this oak. Or his dwarven grandpa and his beloved doubled edged axe.

      But neither his pa or grandpa would attack the deep crack at the bottom. Shaking the whole tree a touch like the massive creatures below were doing occasionally.

      Despite how thick and sturdy the tree was.

      Then again, no one ever thought sleeping in Shadow Forest was a good idea. It just happened to be the only decent option for now.

      Sort of.

      He simply enjoyed the naturally rosy fragrance of Vivian as she slept soft and cozy, her back against his chest. Her sultry body sent his heart thumping louder than any cricket screech. Faster than any frantic frog cry. She was using him like the back of a loveseat, and honestly, he couldn’t be happier for it.

      Even here. As dangerous as Shadow Forest was at night.

      And another reason that crow at the end of their branch … Romeo better be extra cautious. It might not just be him it was eying for a snack.

      No. Not just might.

      Vivian was, as the dime dreadfuls would say, curved slim in the right spots, curved ultra-fat in the chest spots. Her long rosy pink hair softened her back pressing against him. His leather vest was wide open as he hugged her slim waist, her slim stomach snuggly. His crotch against her fine, fine ass, even with his trousers on, as Vivian had insisted.

      Her breathing, slow and sleepy steady, unlike his racing happy heart.

      Her grip, hugging his arms around her snug and tight.

      But she wasn’t defenseless.

      Far from it.

      Her leotard of pink with suggestive white hearts, along with her thigh boot sandals and fingerless elbow gloves and their guards all protected her, and magically too. From ordinary weapons and even some defense against magical weapons.

      All because she was a clawgirl. A monster of legend so to speak, even if she was in her human form right now. She hadn’t yet showed him her reptilian form. Not yet.

      But he knew her skin could become scaly like a serpent and even more protective than her human skin, which, technically, was actually very, very fine scales that only looked and felt like human skin. Her hands and feet could go taloned like a reptile too and she could wield special powers with them.

      But she hadn’t yet revealed her clawgirl form to him—yet.

      She must not want him to think less of her. As if he would. They spared forever at Honey Heart Resort, a resort they both worked at. Putting on a show for patrons, but of course, Romeo was always required to lose. Vivian always required to win—until some handsome rich patrons tried his luck and defeated her while she always went down as sexy and sultry as she could.

      And wow, could Vivian go sexy sultry.

      But just yesterday, she had been slaved into fighting as a proper clawgirl was meant to, against humanity, and they had fought for real.

      Until he freed her with a … perverted kind of purifying attack.

      Thankfully her archer garb somehow recovered after a while as well, or else she so could have clonked him good, as he would have deserved.

      Yet … Romeo knew monsters of legend were real now, and yes, he had heard of three-eyed crows somewhere before … but where … where had he heard of three-eyed crows before …

      Good thing Vivian had her pair of pink scimitars. They were hanging sheathed off her thick belt. They could easily be snapped together by the pommels to form a bow that could fire magical steel bolts as long as her stamina lasted.

      And did Vivian had some good stamina.

      Romeo wasn’t unarmed either. His harpe was a powerful magical crescent blade with a razor-sharp inside. Able to slice through the hind and armor of monsters of all sorts.

      Even the protective scales of a clawgirl.

      If need be.

      But hopefully … never again. His sword techniques were even better. They could fling slashes with unusual powers as well. Including the technique that saved Vivian from the life of being a slaved minion doing clawgirl evil.

      Vivian murmured awake. “Romeo?”

      “Vivian,” he said and gave her a reassuring hug.

      A hug she returned. Returned far too nervously.

      “I just totally had a nightmare,” she said, “Of the life I like, would have had to live, if … you know.”

      Romeo hugged her snug again. “I know, and⁠—”

      The crow cawed loud and clear. All three eyes stared hard at Romeo.

      Freezing him? His body … it wouldn’t move. Refused to move. Breathe even.

      His sword … he needed to reach his sword …

      But how?

      “Romeo?’ Vivian said, “Wha … no, that crow!”

      The crow cackled?! Romeo tried to grit his teeth, but no.

      No movement.

      Yet.

      “Return to me, Vivian,” the crow said, “and all will be forgiven.”

      Vivian gasped. Tightened her grip on Romeo.

      “What?!” she said, “Never! I hate you! I⁠—”

      “What you think,” the crow said, “doesn’t matter. You, you and your kind exist to serve the Baelzog. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

      Romeo tried to snarl. But again. Nothing.

      But Vivian hissed. Louder and angry serpent style.

      “I’d rather die than—” Vivian said.

      “Your death,” the crow said, “is not yours to choose, clawgirl.”

      The crow, its third eye started to glow a crimson red. A glow that made Vivian tremble. Whimper terrified.

      “No,” Vivian said, “Not again …”

      And there was nothing Romeo could do—yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Romeo

          

        

      

    

    
      No!

      There had to be something Romeo could do.

      Anything.

      His whole body chilled at the thought of losing Vivian again. Having to fight her again. Maybe even hurt her again. All to somehow save her. Again.

      But Romeo was paralyzed. Somehow. Like a mouse caught in a serpent’s gaze.

      Except the gaze—from that sinister crow.

      No. Pa taught him how to escape that kind of gaze. Long ago. Back when a giant python was stalking the village he used to live in. It was a giant monster of a snake that ate several sheep a night and almost ate Romeo too.

      Except pain. Intense pain.

      At the right moment.

      So right now, don’t focus on the grunts and growls of the gigantic beasts below them. Or how sweaty hot it was. Or even his own racing heartbeat.

      Forget how Vivian and her fine, fine ass was so tense yet still pressed so wonderfully soft against his crotch.

      Pleasure was certain death right now.

      Worse than death for Vivian.

      At the end of this long twisted branch that Vivian and Romeo both sat together on, the big fat crow in the moonlight, the crimson glow of that crow’s third eye, he’d only have him a few more moments, he was sure of that, and using those moments right—critical.

      So focus on the raw rough bark against his back. Poking his back through his vest. Through his slacks. His thick reliable suede boots. Not on the lichen and moss softening the mild discomfort.

      No.

      Focus on how, underneath that wonderfully rosy scent of Vivian, there was the sharp jab of the forest’s musty smell, and that jab stabbing right up his nose each and every breath.

      Like Uncle Jethron always said, trust your nose, and rely on it.

      Don’t focus on the other craggy branches around them. They hid them from most of the larger creatures around. That they were alone in this tree except for the crow.

      At least, for now.

      The other clawgirls from yesterday were sleeping in their own tree around the clearing. Best not put everyone in the same spot. Just in case of attack.

      But they had thought, since, of course, they were clawgirls, that they could let out a warning call if one of them was attacked. Their reptilian underscent should have deterred the worst creatures from attacking outright, but …

      Yesterday it didn’t deter the horse-sized jaybirds known as jumping raptors from attacking one of them.

      And now, this crow …

      The pain of losing Vivian, of any of the clawgirls he just freed yesterday … like a stab to the heart.

      And enough for him to bite his lip.

      HARD.

      But he refused to whimper. Even move.

      And reveal he freed himself from the crow’s paralyzing gaze.

      Until he pinched Vivian’s thightastic thigh.

      Hard.
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            Romeo

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment Vivian yelped, she tensed even tighter against his chest, his crotch, Romeo was so relieved he almost let down his guard.

      Almost.

      The rough bark in his back, he focused on that, on the ragged bark of the lumpy branch beneath him. How his slacks only softened it some. The moss and the lichen some more. The smell of the lichen and moss from the muggy heat, more jabs to keep him aware and moving, just like pa would have drilled into him.

      The tree shook from another beast striking the crack by the ground, no, the stink of carnivore too—a smell Uncle One-Leg Jethron insisted was because carnivores used their stinkiness to mark their territory so trust his nose when he smelled it.

      The loud wet sniffs halfway between this branch and the hard stone ground …

      The scrapping of thick razor claws against the stone ground …

      Leaving the tree—not an option.

      Aunt Tilda would never forgive Romeo if he disappeared like his parents so long ago. As hard as she was on the girls she kept at Honey Heart Resort, since, of course, she paid their families good money to let them work there, to pleasure patrons with games and other entertainment that they’d never get the chance to earn so much, to maybe even marry into nobility, or other such rich men.

      Sigh.

      Good thing the pale moonlight revealed how much the crow suddenly flinched. Flinched so hard the thinning end of the branch bend down quick, hard, and creaked louder than the crow’s own painful caw.

      Pa would be proud.

      Grandpa too.

      Despite the bitter taste in his mouth for hurting Vivian. If she didn’t understand, then she wasn’t that right girl for him, yet …

      Vivian giggled. “Nice one Romeo.”

      And then elbowed his gut hard.

      Good. She understood, but wasn’t a pushover either.

      As expected.

      Vivian whipped out her pink scimitars. Snapped their pommels together into a wicked pink bow.

      While Romeo still held her tight from behind.

      “Time to eat steel, clawgirl style,” Vivian said, and drew a pink steel bolt at the bird.

      When the crow cawed panicked.

      “Wait! Wait!” the crow said, “Kill me, and you’ll never find the rest of your pack. Never!”

      “My friends!” Vivian said, “What did you like, do to them!”

      “You escaped, this time,” the crow said, “but the others …”

      “Give them back!” Vivian said, and drew her bolt tighter, but didn’t loose it.

      Romeo didn’t dare grab his harpe either.

      Not yet.

      “Fetch me,” the crow said, “The Savage Sword of Shadow Forest⁠—”

      Romeo snarled this time. He’d heard of that blade. A blade that slew several dragotroll warlocks before somehow being lost centuries ago when a trio of dragotroll warlocks tried to summon a baelzog.

      And, supposedly, it was a blade that would only humor a sword master to wield it. Only the right, worthy sword master—or else it would somehow kill those the wielder prized most.

      Not a blade worth wielding, but … it was a blade that would slice through anything. Kill anything.

      Even a baelzog.

      Or … maybe, even, the seal on their prison.

      “Fetch you some legendary blade?” he said, “Never! Even if we knew where it was⁠—”

      “Fine,” the crow said, “Then your other pretty little clawgirls all die awfully slow and painfully. Such a waste. They could have been such wonderful honey horrors. With the right training. Whore training, that is.”

      Vivian elbowed Romeo in the gut again. Hard and painful.

      Enough to break another paralysis before Romeo even realized he was getting paralyzed again.

      Then she hissed. Very serpent reptilian. Enough to send a shiver up Romeo’s spine. Vivian could very much go evil clawgirl but on monsters that deserved it.

      “Don’t hurt them,” she said, “At all, and we’ll like, get your stupid blade. Tell us where it is.”

      The crow chuckled. “It’s not far. Vanessa will guide you.”

      “Vanessa?” Vivian said, “But she’s⁠—”

      “Revived,” the crow said, “Death shall not stop us. Your kind die only when we let them stay dead.”

      We?

      Then the necromancer wasn’t alone, and was controlling the bird directly then. Romeo knew that necromancer wasn’t human. It was some kind of hobgobble, a legendary monster that warred against mankind in the past, and not so distant past.

      Hobgobbles really were blue squid-like, (usually) human-sized monsters. They stunk strongly of rotting fish and they walked on land with its tentacles, but, in that necromancer’s case, it was supposedly a kid-sized hobgobble that had latched itself to some poor fox and somehow enslaved it as a mount, at least according to Vivian.

      But killing the bird wasn’t an option.

      Not yet.

      Romeo huffed. “Death stopped that other hobgobble, what’s his face, (after the right technique.)”

      The hatred that radiated from the crow at that moment … the deal might have been called off except …

      “Meet me,” the crow said, “at the Cave of Coral Shadows. Or your pack of sisters …”

      A scream rang out--from a girl. Echoed from a far distance ahead of them.

      “He-he,” the crow said, “guess who just suffered for you insolence? You two know the rest. Come! Alone with only Vanessa! Or else!”

      The crow flew off. “Serve in life or death, your choice …”

      Vivian hissed serpent furious again.

      “As if,” she said, “That necromancer would like, never give usss a real choice, but … my pack sisters …”

      Romeo hugged her waist snug.

      “We’ll get everyone back,” he said, “I promise.”

      “I know,” Vivian said, “You saved us once. Time to totally save us again. With me like, as your heroine sidekick, thisss time, he-he.”

      And this time, Romeo pecked her soft peachy cheek.

      Getting a content purr back.
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            Juliet

          

        

      

    

    
      Juliet knew she was dreaming—she just had to be—but the smell of peach pie was so familiar, so strong, yet so distant.

      As if the strange red fog engulfing her was blocking the smell between her and the pie, and the craziest thing was that, as much as her stomach grumbled for the pie, she despised peach pies.

      Especially Boss Tilda’s peach pies.

      Which it had to be. No one else made peach pies around here.

      Juliet would rather sleep up in some craggy tree and eat the lichen-crusted gray bark for breakfast than eat on another of Boss Tilda’s peach pies.

      She could even feel lichen-crusted bark press, no, grind against her back and ass, as if she really was up in a tree somewhere.

      (As if!)

      Yet she heard, from a distant, snort and growls below her, as if giant beasts were passing by, sniffing their ugly noses and snouts her way but she was too far up to be their tasty little treat.

      Their stinky predator breath even — ugh, almost as strong as those awful peach pies.

      Since when were her dreams so … real?

      This was too much like her little kiddie days as a wild clawgirl. Before she was mistaken as a gorgeous but lost teenaged human girl and sent to Honey Heart Resort to please and entertain ugly but rich and powerful men.

      Even the wailing crickets and frogs were weirdly familiar and way, way, waaaaay too close and and and … wait, she was wearing a leotard? And thigh-high sandal boots? And even fingerless elbow gloves.

      Not a nightgown. Like she normally did at night.

      Oh nonono.

      Yesterday … Romeo discovering the truth about her, her being a clawgirl, and them, fucking each other, her in her reptilian clawgirl form too, and then the necromancer and those hobgobbles and her being slaved to fight against him and and and—no!

      It was real.

      Oh nononono.

      Then … she murmured awake. Even her head felt heavy. Her whole body might as well be some boulder. Her long sunny hair was covering her face until she brushed it aside. Including her now messy braids.

      And … yeah.

      She was in some big craggy old tree. On some super thick high branch. Back to the lumpy trunk. Legs tucked into her stomach.

      And all alone.

      Because she now was part of a pack. A clawgirl pack. Sisters who all were once slaved by that same necromancer hobgobble. Who were all freed by her Romeo.

      And clawgirl packs shared their mate, (or mates.) Always.

      So gulp.

      No fog though. Just lots and lots of spooky white moonlight everywhere. More than enough for her eyes to see even the big broad leaves.

      See the hints of huge beasts below her that—nonono.

      Don’t look down.

      Never look down. Ever.

      She even had a thick belt on. With a pair of sheathed scimitars hanging off it. Her heart-shaped pouch with her life savings was long gone. All because that necromancer stole it and … she hissed.

      Yesssss. Hissed.

      That necromancer was so dead. Romeo had insisted—no— Juliet herself had insisted, demanded that she and she alone kill that tentacled bitch.

      And Juliet failed. Badly.

      Getting herself captured. Slaved. Freed by Romeo, only for him to fall for Vivian, who was also captured and slaved, but could fight with blades nearly as well as Romeo himself, and …

      Juliet looked down. Stupid stupid stupid …

      And saw the unthinkable.
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