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      Lord Dogface still hungered for more conquest. It was a hunger greater than any prisoner starved months for a mere nibble—yet far less easily sated.

      But the sheer jagged scar of a canyon ahead just might do it. This time.

      The city within the dark granite cliff, the city was known as Breakest, for its breaking of demon hordes past. Within the almond-shaped mouth of a cave its walls shined strong and bright in the fading sunlight. Much like blocky teeth ready to crush down any lesser conqueror.

      Somehow, not even dragon flame would melt that dark granite. The black scars along its lengths proved that much.

      The countless slits higher up in the walls, known as murderslits, would let archers swarm the air with arrows, and do it far too quickly for even the swiftest of flying demons to get through.

      The cave itself was several hundred feet above the thick carpet of a pine forest below. A few hundred feet below the ragged head of the barren cliff. Both were sheer cliffs, The perfect defenses against land-based troops, from fierce pig-like orcs devoted to bloody battle to human mercenaries devoted only to coin.

      Normally.

      But Lord Dogface was no ordinary demon lord. No ordinary wolf man.

      He was a martial artist of the highest caliber. A true master of the martial art known as Razorine, the original martial art for any clawed creature. A martial art developed and perfected for eons and eons.

      No mortal art could compare. And why all other Chosen Ones had fallen to him. Chosen Ones meant to stop his rise to true Demon Lord. Whenever a Demon Lord arose Chosen Ones would arise too. The nature of the magic involved. A competition doubling as a counter-balance.

      And all but three of the twelve Chosen Ones now remained.

      He was seven feet of powerful muscle, thanks to Razorine’s teachings. With legs like hindquarters below his knees, they were built powerful. More than enough to leap several story buildings. His arms could tear through solid stone walls.

      Even without his razor sharp claws.

      His face was even more wolfish than the usual wolf man. The usual wolf man had a more … human appearance in their face. Enough to soften that wonderfully cruel and brutish effect that terrified lesser creatures.

      And his most powerful technique—Time Eater—let him jump backwards in time. Eat the timeline he didn’t care for. Empower him to repeat what happened and change it for the better.

      That ability had helped him win unwinnable battles—but at a high cost. His ability, using it beyond ten seconds … Lord Dogface chuckled.

      Well worth the scars. The weaknesses. Especially in places he’d rather not show to anyone.

      No matter the reason.

      And why, despite most martial artists refusing to hide behind armor, despite the protection his black fur coat and hind provided, he wore the blackest of brigandine. The plates fitted together were forged from the strongest of dragon scales. Held together by an outer layer of studded minotaur leather, the strongest leather of all, and dyed as black as a demon’s heart should be.

      Anyone who dared call it a dress paid dearly for it.

      With the destruction of their soul—worse than what any elf girl suffered when eaten alive and screaming.

      His army of demons awaited well behind him. He could send them. Swarm this cliff. Swarm over its defenses. Lose maybe half of his massive demon horde breaking this last true defense of the mortal world.

      But no.

      He could smell the fruity musk of elf girls in that city known as the Breakest.

      Plenty of them. A hunger almost as great as his hunger for conquest.

      Lord Dogface licked his massive chops. An elf girl curved slim in the right spots, curved fat in the better spots would sate his growing appetite, but only for the moment. He needed more.

      And once he crushed this last barrier to the kingdoms of lesser creatures, of those elves, dwarves, and humans … once he arranged the doom of the last few Chosen Ones.

      He’d see to that last elf girl Chosen personally. Rumor had it she was as tasty looking as a succubus.

      No.

      More.

      Far more. Since that elf girl supposedly had succubus blood in her. Just like the very last Chosen One, Fleur la Noir, her long lost step-sister. A succubus as stunningly gorgeous as ... as ... well, the title of most beautiful in her generation, in a few generations even, and for a succubus beauty was the perfect measure of her power.

      And his spies didn’t lie. Or exaggerate—or they ended as badly as his enemies did.

      He’d soon eat that elf girl Vivian Forester alive and screaming. After she was properly tamed, her succubus side fully awakened.

      Just he had the other Chosen Ones with succubus blood.

      And drive her promised companion, the Chosen One known as Miles Mayhem, to utter despair. First he’ll grant some of his select minions the chance to toy with the boy. Torment him to prove their worth for better tasks. Maybe even kill him if he proved too weak. A reward for what they would all miss today.

      Time to crush that city known as Breakest.

      Personally.
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            Miles Mayhem

          

        

      

    

    
      That rich smell of bacon and eggs smothered with the finest of cheddar cheeses meant some bad news was coming my way.

      Wait.

      The cheddar nipped my eyes as much as it nipped the tongue. No. Burned as much as the thought of losing to pa’s blade master skills once more, later today.

      No. Wait. I knew this burn, and knew it well.

      It burned my tongue and eyes as wonderfully as the sight of the town beauty, that blonde peaches and cream delight for the eyes and loins, Vivian Forester did in that public bath yesterday. Best slim busty beauty ever. Even if her long lush golden hair shielded most of her from my gaze. That could only mean …

      Spiced cheddar?!

      As in spiced with double doom boom peppers. The kind of peppers that killed lesser men by smell alone.

      The best, most expensive kind of spiced cheddar in the whole entire kingdom of Green Shard, and all the villages around, especially including my own village, Green Haven. For miles and miles around. Maybe even one of the best in all seven kingdoms of the Rainbow of Shards.

      So not just bad news.

      Very bad news.

      Yet my eyes were already tearing in joy and delighted agony, and I had only just gotten up.

      But not in bed.

      My ass was on the floor and my back to the bedroom door. A solid oak door. One that loved to squeak like it was full of celebrating mice nowadays. Least the hardwood floor was swept clean … mostly clean. Okay. Plenty of dirt already?

      Despite the whole train-my-Martial-Art-of-the-Phantom-Saber by learning to sweep the floor right and perfectly each and every day.

      Pa would be so disappointed.

      But not as disappointed as I was with myself. I was so sure I swept up last night too. A good while of sweeping before heading to bed.

      Enough that the dark cherrywood floor should have shined sparkling clean.

      The broom was right beside my bed. Where I left it. Its bristles of hay as straggly as ever. Its long jagged handle of cherrywood was worthy of the wonderfully wicked witch Pa claimed it from a good few decades ago.

      A witch that soon afterwards became my mom …

      Only moments from now Pa should start pounding away at the door. He had gotten back from his last demon-hunting journey only yesterday, so double the awful news then, since normally he’d want some nice and quiet R&R.

      The kind where I’d be the one cooking instead of him … that I slept so late, sigh. My fault. Entirely.

      But that latest dime dreadful was a real page-turner. Sure, everything that Lord Dreadslayer wrote was, and one reason that over a decade ago that rosy-pink-skinned devil girl Bubbles Grim got me hooked on them over a dare to see who could find the most mistakes in them. The winner serving the loser for a week.

      But no. Like usual, that book even got everything about demon-hunting right too.

      Least from what I knew of the topic, and that wasn’t a small bit either.

      Even Jazzy Lazuli got into it.

      At the time Jazzy seemed to be a little cute twig of a blonde tomboy. She tagged along everywhere with me, well, over a decade ago, before she got sent training elsewhere far away and hasn’t returned yet.

      Yet I had no doubt Pa would soon invite me to a grand breakfast so delicious that swallowing the upcoming bad news would be easier than …

      Wait.

      The shutters to my window were cracked open? With a view of thick gray fog. Spooky fog that chilled me to the core, despite the muggy morning air. The kind worthy of the rogue demonspawn Pa loved to hunt, kill or capture, and not just for coin.

      But my shutters were scratched up. Solid thick scratches. From talons no less. Especially by the latch. That poor, poor latch. It had seen better days.

      Far better days.

      Not even my crude drawings along the window frame were spared. Not the one of little-kid-me wielding a saber with Pa. Not of the one of Ma watching over us from Heaven on her broomstick.

      Only the pentacles along the frame of the window were intact. Unscratched. Just like the pentacle charm I always hung around my neck. All still a crisp charcoaled purple like the day Ma put them there long ago.

      Except for all the dirt scattered thick over them.

      My hackles shot to the sky—and beyond. Practically saying a hello to mom and back.

      A moan came from my bed. A girly moan?

      My heart lunged into my throat. Stabbing the roof of my mouth.

      Gulp.

      Bestill my stupid heart. No chance I got lucky last night. Not when I hadn’t scored a dance with any girl at any festival since forever. Too chubby. Too suntanned. Too callused.

      Least some of them talked to me. Acknowledged my awkward existence. And more. Plenty more.

      Like Vivian Forester, but she was genuinely friendly with everyone, like a good-natured  elf girl should be. Not quiet and withdrawn like the erotically gorgeous Fey Skylure. Sure Fey was a harpy with lovely white eagle wings and feathers in cute but unusual places, along with feet like an eagle’s, but wow, was she … shy.

      Yes. Shy. Not haughty. As much as it seemed like.

      Least according to Vivian. Who was friends with Fey too. Like she was with practically everyone.

      Which was how I learned for sure that girls in these parts wanted thin, pale, but firm. Like most nobles were. Proof of wealth and success, supposedly, or at least what girls found cute and handsome.

      Nothing like me (yet).

      Unlike any noble, I was very much dressed in plain blue slacks, an even bluer vest, but no boots. Not indoors. My soft leather boots were beside the foot of the bed.

      Dirt was scattered over them? Not under them.

      Someone tossed a bunch of dirt into my room last night. Why and how it didn’t wake me … least I knew I did (probably) swept up and well before the vandal struck.

      Phew.

      (Kinda.)

      So I managed to take a deep breath. But only smelled that rich deceptive breakfast being prepared for me. Pa would be here any moment and that long human-sized lump underneath the covers of the bed …

      I stood up.

      Thanks to pa’s martial arts training I was dangerous with or without a blade.

      So, quietly, I crept over.

      The human-sized lump was stirring. Breathing. As if sleeping.

      Until I yanked the covers off. A flash of blue.

      And no one was there?!
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            Miles Mayhem

          

        

      

    

    
      Knock knock knock. The door. But so what?

      My bed. Empty? Really …

      My heart raced so fast it could have dashed around all seven kingdoms, the Rainbow of Shards, and not just once. The cock-a-doodle-doo coming from right outside my window—ah, yes, breath.

      Breathing right was the most important technique I had to master in my training. Calm. Deep. And steady.

      Except, no, that freezing cold gust of wind from yanking off the covers, yeah, it hit me an instant later.

      And that gust smelled strongly of a peaches and strawberry musk. The kind of gentle but potent musk a town beauty like Vivian or Fey would definitely perfume herself to the beautiful death with before a festival dance—for the right guy. Like Thomas Gray or, even better, Dedrick Knight. Both stallion studs in their own way—according to Vivian and all her friends.

      Even if Dedrick was too clueless to notice anything except how to improve our fighting skills together. Never mind the crazy tall Thomas somehow also had so much dwarf blood in him so he only really went for chubby short dwarf girls who, unfortunately, were very rare in these parts.

      Wait.

      Blink.

      Blink blink blink.

      The smell vanished as soon as I smelled it. Despite smelling deep and certain.

      As certain as I was with a blade.

      Even with that rich breakfast smell smothering it away. A breakfast I better not be late for. Pa must have put so much work into it, sigh, I had to have it. Enjoy it. Or else the tears in his eyes wouldn’t be just from double doom boom peppers.

      Time to face whatever bad news Pa was going to throw at me.

      But the indent in my mattress proved someone had slept there too. And not me. Someone … strangely shaped. Wider. More jagged. It was human-sized but … maybe not quite human. There were some deep dents in the sheets. Very deep.

      As if from spikes. Or dull blades.

      But my down pillow had a human-like head indent in it. A few strands of my short black hair too. More than a few here and there. Another cleaning was in order. But wait …

      It couldn’t be but …

      A closer look …

      And a couple long golden strands of hair?

      No one in this house ever had golden hair. No one. Few people in Green Shard had hair this golden. Only a few town beauties did, actually, like Vivian and Fey, but Fey’s was a bit paler yet still utterly gorgeous. No horses either. No animals. No.

      Not this golden. Other than Vivian.

      I sniffed the pillow, my sheets close up. That gentle yet potent peaches and strawberry musk. Yeah. It was there. And⁠—

      Knock knock knock.

      Oh no. Pa. What would I say? I was twenty so having a girl in my room wasn’t exactly unheard of, well, for me it would be, but for guys my age, not unheard of, not at all, in fact plenty got married by now.

      Stepping back—ack! The dirt on my feet. Oh crap. The dirt. There was so much beside my bed. I … no excuses. I’d just need to sweep up again. No problem.

      Just another chance to train even⁠—

      “Hey! Miles⁠—”

      “Pa! I’ll be right out!”

      A glance at my nightstand across from bed. At the drawing I made long ago of Ma and Pa and me and—oh. my. Gods.

      On the waist-high cherrywood nightstand was a girl, and not just any girl, but a girl erotically slim in the best places, and gorgeously obese in the chest places. Sitting with lush legs crossed and kicking gently, as if patiently impatient. In a beautifully brilliant blue dress so snug and skimpy short … and revealing, really really revealing, it was more like undies in public revealing.

      Nothing any girl in our village was allowed to wear in public.

      Maybe not even in private.

      Especially those suggestive pink strings. Keeping those erotic gaps tight while revealing a tight slim tummy and sweet curvy sides and part of that ample, ample bosom that⁠—

      Gulp.

      Those lips of hers smiled strawberry tart sinister at me. At if saying finally without saying a word.

      A smirk that reached those huge gorgeous eyes. The left … a brilliant glowing blue? No, not just blue but a brilliant azure blue. But the other … a brilliant beaming red? Ruby red. Wow.

      And my full-body ogling of her, especially a second longer ogle at those obese jiggling breasts, only got me an annoyed flick of that golden hair. Waist-long hair that still framed her heart of a pixie pretty face so perfectly … wait.

      From her elbows down to her hands … not brilliant blue leather gloves of the snug and sleek variety that so many girls loved lately, no, it was a part of her. Down to her hands.

      Hands that had pink but yet all-too-cute claws?

      Same for her knees down to her feet.

      And wings!

      As wide as her arm span. No. A good bit wider. Brilliant blue dragon wings. Like beautiful bat wings gone exotically serpenty scaled. With pink smudges spread between the … the ... long finger thingies?

      She giggled. Softly.

      A demon girl. In my bedroom.

      Correction.

      An erotically gorgeous demon girl. In my bedroom. Acknowledging my existence as a guy. A guy with needs and desires. For busty slim beauties.

      (Okay. Sort of. A guy could hope.)

      ((Really, really hope.))

      Knock knock knock. My door. Pa.

      “Miles? You okay?”

      The girl grimaced. Rolled her gorgeously brilliant eyes of blue and red at the door.

      She whispered, more like mouthed, “Later. You and me.”

      Her voice was so bubbly sexy sweet and yet so sinister serious that—ack! A blue blur?

      And she was gone!
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      Eerie silence.

      One of the worst kinds of silence in a forest. Especially where the crooked pines towered so high and mighty that the thick canopy of green needles above blotted out the sky completely. That it was so thick her best friend Fey couldn’t hope to fly through it and Fey was a stunningly amazing flyer, even for a harpy.

      It was normally so dark, well, Vivian Forester had to be honest with herself. It was as dark as her chance at getting Dedrick Knight to even ever notice her.

      Least as an elf girl she looked human enough, despite the long dagger-like ears poking out the sides of her head, and her proportions were ... more elegant and graceful than any human girl in the village. Just like her eyes. A bit bigger than any human girl’s.

      But today, this forest was even darker.

      Good thing the ground was practically a thick but soft bed of orange needles. Softer than her mother’s touch and her mother was a succubus so extra-extra-soft then. Even if the softness of the ground ensured any creeper could easily creep up on her. Her own soft leather boots ensured she could creep just as softly away—or around, and strike back!

      She was Vivian Forester. A blood elf—not a vampire, or, ick, a vampire elf like that Miles would joke about just to tease her, but a proud blood elf—with a proud lineage of tending to this forest nearby. Drink fresh blood and gain the loyalty and trust of the creatures of the woods.

      (Never mind her succubus half often put those very same creatures on edge.)

      ((She hadn’t really awakened that half yet. So no worries. Yet.))

      And it was an honor to have one’s blood drunken by a blood elf—despite what Miles would (jokingly) say. At least he didn’t know her mother had been a succubus. Jokes about Vivian’s ... figure and her extra-sharp kiss ... ugh.

      But like her father, her three brothers, (and, well, her older sister, if she hadn’t left for other duties,) all of them performed their duties in their section of the forest. Forging new bonds with the younger creatures. Refreshing old ones. All by blood. Keeping an eye out for trouble, and so on and so forth.

      Just like Vivian was now. Sort of. Hunting and gathering was … alright. For now.

      It was good training. Just be several times more quiet. More swifter than any creature in these woods. Prove she deserved her spot. Their trust.

      That her kiss, her succubus half, didn’t ever take more than their regular normal blood.

      Plenty of ferns dotted the place and should have been whispering soothing rustles in the usual gentle breeze.

      But no.

      It was foggy and muggy out. The air was as still as a spooked rabbit.

      But Vivian was no spooked rabbit. Her bow and (all-too-few) arrows weren’t her only weapon. (Thank the Oak of Ages.) Or her bone dagger, elfsung so rich brown that it just had to be more effective than steel, strapped to her all-too-bare thigh.

      Like Dedrick and Miles, Vivian had her own training in martial arts, and it was going … okay.

      (Sort of.)

      Next time maybe she’d ask Dedrick for pointers except … well … awkward.

      Good thing it was so wonderfully warm and wet out. Traditional elf huntress garb was so … skimpy. Like a loincloth for her chest and another for her hips, skimpy. Both as bright green as the greenest ferns and vines they were woven from, and enhanced through the finest elf singing techniques, making the material far too precious to use more of—except for guys like her brothers and father. Yeah.

      Thank the Oak of Ages she at least never had to wear this thing in Green Shard.

      Or even near it.

      Her mother would have approved of it. Maybe even insisted she wear it around town.

      Good thing Vivian was so slim and lithe. She could easily slip between the ferns without even standing up completely.

      But the scrawny blueberry bushes were more trouble. They tended to still catch her long golden hair. Even if little berries were so bittersweet good and tempting for a snack. Not that anyone but elves—full-blooded elves—and birds could eat enjoy them.

      But their twigs snapped loud and all too easily⁠—

      SNAP!

      A dozen yards behind her. Right behind an extra thick pine. A pine thicker than three fat Miles standing side-to-side. With only empty space full of blueberry bushes between her and the tree.

      No squirrel chitters. No bird peeps.

      Nothing.

      An enemy? Here?

      But the nearest tree, the nearest cover—several paces away. Here was utterly empty space.

      Not any cover.

      SNAP!

      SNAP!

      SNAP!

      Thump!

      Thump!

      Thump!

      The sound of a horse? Nearby. At least a few dozen paces away. Behind her, behind that extra-thick tree, but trotting quickly toward her position.

      A traveler?

      Maybe … should she pop out and say hello? The merchants loved when she did that—after their usual gasp of shock and relief she wasn’t a bandit. A free guide was always welcome.

      No. Not this time. Her hackles shot higher than any crooked pine here.

      Vivian curled up tight. Breathed deeeep and calm. As deep and calm as she was NOT feeling right now. Her heart racing faster than Miles toward any pretty thing.

      Nonono.

      Focus.

      Calm.

      Yes. Calm.

      The horse thumped closer and closer. No snorts or whines either. Weird. They always whined a little whenever an blood elf like her was around and they hadn’t had a blood bond forged yet.

      The snaps behind the nearby pine headed toward the horse, not her. But that horse made her shiver under an intense pressure, like someone weighted her down with iron chains.

      And iron was roasting hell to any elf. Even a halfie like her, who developed a good amount of resistance to its awful toxic touch, partly thanks to her mother’s non-elf blood in her.

      Like … gulp.

      Maybe … it was an awakened demon. The kind unlike Fey. Utterly utterly unlike Vivian herself too. Unlike any demon current in Green Haven.

      Except when they go into a bad enough rage.

      And that horse gave off the feel of … like what a vicious demon full of malice and soul-eating hunger should feel like. Well beyond the rage she ever felt from a demon in Green Haven.

      That instant her body tensed. Tensed just right.

      Time for her best technique.

      Seven Step Dash. An escape technique. Take seven steps. Big or small. All faster than a blink of an eye. Perfect for ambushes.

      And escaping to cover unseen.
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      The sudden dry heat was the first warning the danger hadn’t passed. Not at all.

      My heart raced fast and stupid but the dry taste in my mouth all of a sudden … despite the immense smell of such a delicious breakfast spicing up the air …

      It wasn’t just the double doom boom peppers blurring my vision now. That steaming hot burn. No. It was unlike the wonderful frying burn of the best peppers.

      My eyes were now tearing for reasons other than that delightful agony.

      Paces away the nightstand was the gorgeously busty demon girl, no, beauty had been sitting so sexy sultry only moments ago … wait.

      The drawings of me and my family. They were gone! Vanished with that girl. That⁠—

      No. Not now. Not the time.

      So I gritted my teeth and looked out the window. More dense fog. A deep gray denser than Dedrick at all of Vivian’s hint-hints.

      But it was the only exit I could imagine that gorgeously busty demon girl taking. Just thinking of her scandalously skimpy dress … no! Focus. Beautiful girls were definitely my weakness and it wasn’t mutual, usually.

      Still, her technique, whatever it was, was amazing, but I doubted she outright teleported away. That would require outright magic. Something my mom might have been able to do, at least once, maybe.

      No. That demon girl must have moved faster than my sight could follow. That technique, of course, would have serious limitations, just like all powerful techniques. Just like Vivian and her Seven Step Dash technique. A technique I still had trouble dealing with. Dedrick on the other hand … no problem for him.

      He was downright awesome all around. And he wouldn’t hesitate to take down that busty beautiful demon girl, if she turned out to be rogue demonspawn.

      My hackles shot skyward again. The direction of my bed.

      Why that demon girl had been in my bed of all places … well, probably. I never actually confirmed it by sight but⁠—

      HISSSSSSS!

      Below my bed? I backed away.

      Almost looked down.

      Almost.

      But no. Why would it hiss? Why would danger warn me of its presence—unless it was a trap of some sort.

      And some demonspawn, especially some serpents, could freeze a victim on sight. Eye-to-eye or even worse, simply their own sight. Least according to pa’s bestiaries on rogue demonspawn.

      Dashing off and telling Pa would be the smart thing to do.

      But I wasn’t always that smart. And I was a grown guy too. I should be able to handle this myself by now⁠—

      A loud squeak. Mousy squeak.

      “Help me! Heeeeelp! Pleeeeeeease! I—ack!”

      Gagging sounds? Little mousy ones but …

      No time for Pa now. I leapt right onto my bed.

      Whipped off the sheets. A weapon.

      Better than nothing.

      But then I felt the sharp pressure. Through my bed. Its mattress. The instant before it struck.

      RIP!

      RIP!

      RIP!

      I danced. Danced quicker and quicker. More determined than any festival dance.

      Avoiding more and more jabs. Sharp spines tearing through my bed. Aiming for my bare vulnerable feet.

      And just missing. Each and every time.

      Thanks to my training. Endless training since my youngest days.

      My chubby body rolled. Flipping midair.

      And swooshed the sheets underneath the bed.

      Two yelps? Hisses and squeaks?

      The moment I needed. I grabbed the broomstick beside my bed.

      Jabbed whatever was underneath my bed and⁠—

      “Ay!” the mousy voice said.  That Chosen! He’s onto us!”

      “Chosen?” I said.

      Something long and green shot out from behind my bed. With red wings. Not stopping. Just a blur. Through the window. Along with a big fat furry mouse thing riding it.

      “Ay!” the fat mouse said. “Chosen to challenge our dear demon⁠—”

      The pentacles along the window frame glowed bright.

      And the long green thing howled. Vanished into the fog.

      Along with any hope of getting answers. For now.
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      Vivian was behind an extra-extra-wide crooked pine tree before she knew it. Her back pressed tight against its rough bark. Bark biting deep and sharp. The kind of bite that reminded her how alive she was—for now.

      And too much like those awful peppers Miles loved to sneak into her stews.

      (As if that agony would train her to deal with the searing agony of iron. Really now …)

      Her breath was as quiet as a frozen rabbit’s. Her stance as ready as a cougar about to pounce—or flee.

      The eerie silence was only broken by the softened clomp-clomp-clomp of the approaching horse demon thing.

      The clomp-clomp-clomps were only a dozen paces away now.

      Least the thick layer of orange needles on the ground kept the slightest of her movements soft and silent. The smell of pine was more than strong enough to cover her own smell. As muggy as it was, it was practically a sweat bath. The fog hid anything beyond a couple dozen feet.

      But not a single tree was in front of her. Just a wall of gray fog as dense as Dedrick to her own hint-hints.

      But between her and the fog … a few paces of sheer emptiness?

      No. Below her. Only a few feet away.

      A cliff.

      Rocky and jagged. Rocks buried and hidden by the many orange needles. By the scattered ferns. Thick layers of moss.

      But the cliff wasn’t that steep. Like a staircase of giant awkward steps actually. She could climb down it—if she was careful. Even with her bow and arrows. Not leaving them behind. No.

      And the way those big fat boulders bulged out of the cliff, they made Miles and his chubby stomach seem slim.

      Maybe she should try some hint-hints toward Miles. Offer a martial arts practice together date. See if that got Dedrick’s attention.

      (Yeah.)

      ((As if.))

      (((If Miles lost some weight then maybe … Vivian almost giggled smiled a yes.)))

      But she didn’t dare make a single sound.

      Not yet.

      Vivian was already creeping toward the cliff. Low and slowly when the horse stomps came from right behind that last extra-extra-wide pine tree.

      Along with, now, the clink of armor. The burning smell of iron. A burning smell so potent it scolded her eyes and breath. Almost as much as Miles and his awful peppers would.

      With a gulp she knew what Dedrick would do.

      Lunge out and demand an explanation—or else. And offer a sincere apology if mistaken as well.

      But Miles would no doubt run his chubby butt away. Down the cliff. Like he did whenever that heart-thumpingly handsome Thomas Gray showed up to practice. Ready to beat down any guy who wasn’t Dedrick Knight.

      But unlike Miles, Vivian had the silent innate grace of a pure blood elf. Slim and lithe. Her succubus half added some ... sultriness to that grace but not much.

      Not really. Not unless she foolishly awakened her succubus half.

      So climbing down that cliff … Vivian crouched even lower. Headed that way. Like a feline on the prowl. Not a mouse creeping from a feline.

      Even if she felt more like the mouse right now.

      The thumps of the horse … it headed passed that last tree. Now it was near where Vivian had been only moments ago.

      HISSSSSSSS!

      From the horse? No. The horse’s rider?

      Gulp. Silent but …

      No more time.

      Vivian slipped further down the climb. Down and down. Faster and faster. Stepping only on the thick orange needles. As she was trained. Avoided even the ferns. The slightest rustle from them. The slightest risk of a giveaway.

      Left no sign of her passing. The pine scent should smother her own scent. Least against more human noses.

      But against demon noses …

      The thumps now came closer and closer to the cliff. The burn irritated her whole body. Like the iron was making the air into … iron air. As awful as iron water. The very horrifying stuff she had to drink every once in a while to build a resistance to elf-hating iron.

      But no. She didn’t stop.

      Didn’t even look up. No time. Her body trembled. Too much.

      But she refused to give up. Stumble. As wobbly as she was⁠—

      Ah! An extra fat boulder overhung the path and … yes!

      Quickly she slipped right underneath it. A gap between the boulder and the ground was more than enough for her lithe body to squeeze in. The cool shady breeze was more than welcome too. Least compared to the oppressive heat of the muggy fog.

      But no time to savor it. She curled up and stayed as silent as she could.

      HISSSSSS!!!

      From the very top of the cliff. Only paces away. Above her.

      A loud harsh thump rang out from the ground. Strong and vibrating the ground. Like the butt of a heavy weapon pounded once into it.

      “Master Grim … she’s not far but … should I …”

      A creaky servile voice. But trembling as much as Vivian was now.

      “No. Let the Addlertrax have its try at her. As promised.”

      That voice. From the horse rider? As cold and hard as searing deadly iron during the coldest of winters.

      “So loose the cockatrice hounds,” the horse rider said, “Let’s see who catches her first.”

      Cockatrice hounds? What kind of demon were those? Just the very name made her shiver cold. That hiss undertone only chilling her even more.

      “But if she really is a Chosen,” the horse rider said, “than our next chance isn’t far from now.”

      Chosen? What the …

      Chosen for what?
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      I was finally out of my bedroom and oh my …

      Just the smell. Not just spiced cheddar smothering eggs and bacon, no, but now vines of fragrant red roses. They were woven around all the walls and the entire ceiling. Making the once boxy but homely kitchen into a little rose hedge garden of utter extravagance.

      How Pa afforded all those roses … let alone all of those rose vines. Sure hunting and killing, or even capturing rogue demons, especially with helping exile the less murderous ones beyond Breakest, well, that paid well.

      But not that well.

      Not enough to have these gorgeous rose vines arranged like this. Woven along the plaster walls and hanging off the ceiling and … wow.

      Something was off.

      Big time.

      Even the table … not just a regular round table of cute little cherrywood anymore, but a wide oval of solid mahogany varnished as dark as my chances of escaping today unscathed by the upcoming bad news.

      More like sinister terrible news.

      Least the table was still in the center of the room. Like the old reliable one. A table no doubt long gone by now. Gone with whatever hope today would go any better than it had been already.

      The old reliable stove oven was gone too. The old round thing had been as chubby as I was, just like Ma loved to say, and just as reliably adorable. But now it was gone. Replaced by a blocky monstrosity with four gaping holes on top and even a … a … a dark glass door in front? With four more gaping holes along the rim.

      Weird. Freaking weird.

      Weirder than if Dedrick ever noticing anything other than fighting weird.

      Weirder than whenever Thomas Gray actually acted all too nice and kind.

      Yeah. It was almost that weird.

      Even the floor didn’t escape this … this … vandalism of the bizarre sort. Instead of the old reliable hardwood floor that I swept countless times and knew every nick, scratch. and dent in. Even named a few here and there. A floor that once was reliably tanned smooth as Vivian and as firm and supportive as pa, no, in its place was pitch dark reflective something.

      Like stone-like something. Wavy yet not wavy. Its reflections … it looked like it should be wavy like a wind-blown lake but my toes said it was smoother than Vivian dodging another of my date requests.

      No. Smoother than Fey going eagle girl in the sky—and never in a dress like I always requested.

      (Especially not in the skimpy ones she loved wearing elsewhere.)

      This new floor was cold but smooth. Like ... like … Thomas Gray toward any girl who didn’t know his act or wasn’t smart enough to care yet.

      Despite the muggy hot morning air. It should be warm to the touch. Or even hot.

      But no. It was so hot and muggy I was already sweating like a pig about to be spitted. As if I was going to be the bacon rather than enjoy the best bacon this side of Breakest.

      A big burly laugh broke out. Pa. A man still as big and burly as his laugh. In his finest brigandine. As red as his long curly beard. He even tugged his beard at my less-than-grand entrance and smiled bigger than any of the dragonspawn he’d slain over the years.

      Wait.

      Where did all his trophies go? Various horns of dragons. Various claws of demons. Not one was around, and he was constantly changing them up each and every month. With a grand story behind each one. Stories I only half believed even today.

      Even the fork on the table, beside that plate heaped full of cheese-smothered eggs and ringed by a wall of crisp fried bacon … just ordinary cherrywood fork.

      Not the usual one fashioned from thick dark and hefty dragon bone?

      From a dragon so wicked it feasted on a hundred wizards all to evolve into a more powerful being. A lizard worthy of being reduced to mere forks, in other words.

      Pa laughed again.

      “Come come, sit down! Enjoy this homemade custom breakfast!”

      I nodded. What else could I do?

      “Um, okay.”

      Delaying bad news wouldn’t change it. And bad news on a full stomach was better than bad news on an empty one … so …

      “Not just okay!” Pa said. “Come, sit down! Sit! Sit!”

      “Okay okay, I’ll sit. I’ll sit.” I said.

      And I did. So uneasy I almost wasn’t hungry. Well, almost. I wasn’t about to miss spiced cheddar of the double boom doom variety because of a little unease. Nope. Never. I had a heartier appetite than that.

      So I picked up my fork and …

      “This looks excellent. I never knew you had an artistic side, pa.”

      “Oh,” Pa said, “it wasn’t me … say hello to your new ma!”
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      The steaming hot fog was no excuse not to train his bladework today. As dense as the fog was. As thick as mother’s white sauce once was on dinner every night so long ago, but this fog was several times colder, in fact.

      It was nothing. Not compared the flame of the dragon that took his father’s life. His mother’s soul. Her body passing soon afterwards.

      The ground here was solid granite. As solid as Dedrick Knight must be.

      Smooth and slick as Thomas Gray toward anyone he liked too much in the wrong way.

      It echoed each and every movement of Dedrick’s quietly but wonderfully well. His soft leather boots even gripped it perfectly, and footwork was second to breathing in bladework, just as the renowned but retired knight and their instructor, Master Marshall, always said. Without agile footwork Dedrick Knight might as well be another tree waiting for the lumberjack.

      This saber Master Marshall gave to him was as light as a twig. Perfectly balanced. Cut from the most richly brown elfsung wood he’d ever seen, even Vivian said she’d seen—the few times she came to train here.

      Only a few times a month.

      Ever since that little twig of a devil girl Bubbles Grim left for special training, and never came back, Vivian was like that. Even more so after Jazzy Lazuli got sent for training. Jazzy and Vivian were rivals after all.

      Back then at least.

      Unlike Miles.

      He came nearly every day, and openly hoped to outdo both Bubbles and Jazzy on their return. Even if Miles ogled Vivian far too much whenever she did come nowadays.

      Fey too, but her talents weren’t with a blade.

      Maybe it was good thing Bubbles didn’t return yet. One less girl for Miles to ogle.

      Same for Jazzy.

      How Miles was still chubby despite all the hard work he put into his bladework … even Master Marshall was surprised. Both Dedrick and Miles ate the same amounts, same kind of foods. Both pulled the same arduous workouts.

      But if Miles could lose enough weight he’d be nearly unbeatable. Only Miles had ever scored a touch on Master Marshall in all their sparring matches, and not just by accident as Master Marshall pretended around Miles.

      Only Jazzy managed to do that.

      Once.

      Only once.

      Unlike Miles. But that pretense kept Miles from getting a head as big as his gut.

      Right now his size only made Miles a big target.

      Too big. Without Dedrick watching his back once they started hunting rogue demonspawn …

      Miles right now was as big a target as the cliff looming up before Dedrick. A steep sheer cliff of dark granite. The winding thin walkways carved along the side had railings and ropes for safety, nowadays, unlike ages past as illustrated on the walls of Master Marshall’s home high above.

      Back when only the truly determined dared come here to train …

      Back when anyone had to be graceful in mind and body or else they’d pay with their life.

      So, unlike that begone era, the blade Dedrick used wasn’t shaved sharp in the slightest along any of the edges or even the tip. A sensible safety concern, honestly, but the swoosh through the air, the feel of the cuts, not the same as a real steel blade.

      Or even Vivian’s elfsung bone dagger. A dagger she never practiced with. Yet felt far too confident that she could wield it right when the time came.

      Sharp and deadly simply had a different feel. The true feel of a blade. The difference between the little pet dragons Fey loved to secretly collect and the real massive mankiller that ate her flock long before she could remember.

      The same massive mankiller that killed his own parents and scarred him in places best never talked about. Or shown. And why he never wear anything less than slacks.

      But no excuses. Master Marshall ground that much into him. His footwork practice already gave Dedrick a sweat today. He had his usual dark slacks on. No shirt or vest. And the breeze of his movements would keep him cool enough.

      At least against this muggy heat.

      The eerie silence was broken suddenly by an inhuman shriek. Shrill like a harpy but without the warmth of Fey.

      His body froze tense. Tight. As badly as when that massive man-killing dragon struck.

      Yet the heat was still far too weak for a dragon to be nearby.

      His heart thumped. Raced for battle. And chilled with fear. Fear that demanded he dash the other way.

      Sure doom if his battle instinct was right. And Master Marshall trained that instinct well.

      Since no predator would warn its prey of its presence unless it wanted it to flee.

      Flee into the real trap.

      But Dedrick was no ordinary prey. Not anymore.

      Master Marshall would be here any moment too. Flee now and he’d only shame Master Marshall.

      But with this wooden saber … no. Dedrick wasn’t much of an opponent either. Maybe Miles would be. His martial arts extended to his body as well. Unlike Dedrick. Who focused entirely on blades. Gaining the mastery needed to take down that massive mankiller known as the Great Graxis. Bring the relief his mother’s soul needed.

      Save the many lives it would continue to take until dead.

      So Dedrick marched forward. Toward the source of the inhuman shriek. Ready to end the deadly threat.

      When a vicious croak rang out. Closer. Above him.

      His heart practically stopped.

      Unless … it wasn’t an ambush but a warning. Meant to toy with him. Give him a false hope of escape.

      This monster might savor terrorizing its prey.

      Dedrick crouched. Ready for the fight.

      He wouldn’t … the sweat all over his body. The pressure like a thousand iron weights weighed down on him.

      The presence of a powerful demon. A rogue demon.

      Not something he could deal with. Not with this wooden blade.

      Not yet.

      But Master Marshall should come any time now, right?

      CROOOOAAAAAKKKKK!!!

      Right behind him. Several paces away. Still within the dense fog but too close to risk anything but battle.

      Dedrick turned. Faced his foe. Ready to inflict the death on the creature that dared—ack!

      He crashed to the ground. Back against hard stone. A massive claw held his chest down hard.

      “Sssso this is the whelp that ssssurvived my rival’s rage. Pathetic.”

      A few wooden bangs behind him. Beyond his head.

      But his blade was still in his hand … no.

      A broken blade.

      Already?

      But sharper than before too—so he drove the blade into the monster’s claw.

      Death would come but not without a fight. His mother might not be saved but he’d meet his father with pride.

      Yet the blade shattered. Useless against those thick green scales.

      The monster laughed?

      “The whelp has sssspirit! No wonder the Great Graxis spared you for a future hunt.”

      Dedrick bared his teeth but with no breath to speak … his head was already woozy. Spinning like the tops Miles loved toying with at the winter festivals. The stink of serpent was still thick enough to smell. The worst kind of smell to be his last.

      “You must have trained decades only to fall so quickly,” the monster said. “Pathetic isn’t it? A shame really. But what if you could have true power. Power that would rival even the Great Graxis. Able to ssslay that abomination.”

      Dedrick gasped. He knew what this creature meant. Go demonborn. It was as bad as a demon going rogue but serving a truly great demon might just be enough. Especially when his own mortal training proved so … worthless. Those two decades of intense⁠—

      “You hesitate?” the monster said. “Pity. And here I thought⁠—”

      A bang rang out. Loud and clear.

      The claw vanished from his chest.

      “Enough.”

      Master Marshall?

      “A deal is a deal.” the monster said. “A chance at the boy⁠—”

      “Was given,” Master Marshall said. “The first of three. Now your turn to fulfill your part of the bargain.”

      A growl? A bargain?

      Dedrick gasped but⁠—

      The monster chuckled. A dark massive shadow looming above him in the fog.

      “Fine,” the monster said. “The boy might survive the ritual. But if he doesn’t …”

      “You already know the answer, Grogoth,” Master Marshall said.

      “True, true. A deal is a deal,” the monster said. “I grant the boy a chance to wield the Demon Dragon Blade—for now. Until the next tessssst … we’ll see how the whelp fairsssss …”

      The next moment Dedrick felt an agony he could never hope to survive—except that he must.

      To end the menace known as the Great Graxis.
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      I gagged so hard on the empty air it was a stroke of true luck I hadn’t eaten a bite yet. Good thing too. I would of bitten the wood fork hard enough to break it and my teeth.

      Or maybe a stroke of worse luck. Dying would have spared me the coming agony.

      Choking would have definitely delayed it. Ruined the “romantic” “family” moment and given me an advantage in the coming battle for our future.

      The hills of scrambled eggs smothered by melted spiced cheddar of the brilliantly yellow double boom doom variety, and extra fresh judging by the bits of that red pepper scattered throughout the cheese … gulp.

      No.

      These eggs were as scrambled as my pa’s mind was by any pretty thing that looked his way. I couldn’t even bring myself to even look at that wall of bacon. Bacon no doubt fried to the perfect crispiness to bribe me into accepting the utterly, utterly UNACCEPTABLE.

      No doubt another woman was trying to dig gold out of my one and only pa.

      Again.

      Pa was such a … an … easy mark for those kind of women. What woman would arrange a kitchen full of rise vines and extravagance everything? Not one with good intentions.

      Never. Even Ma was never that … that …

      Without me Pa would have become a beggar on the road long ago. No wonder I’m still at home. How could I find a girl to settle down with when Pa needed me so much?

      The roses had the fragrance of a sinister slut globed all over them. And that stove. Who in their right mind gets their beloved whoever a new stove? And what a weird stove too? Really. Along with endless rose vines to ruin their once nice and practical kitchen?

      No one with good intentions, that was.

      The woman even had the nerve to say, “Hello Miles, it’s sooo nice to meet you.”

      But one look at that wretched woman said it all. She stood behind the chair across from me, leaning over it a bit too much, and obviously just enough, as if to show me she had some real good cleavage too. No and NO.

      I could only scowl. Words escaped me for the moment.

      But only for a moment.

      I growled, “The pleasure is all yours.”

      She was a really sultry slutty redhead. Especially with that pouty stupid smile. Her long curly hair framed a heart of a purely evil face complete with a skimpy bra top of plate-armor thingie and bikini armor shorts that matched her scarlet horns and … oh no.

      Horns?

      Nononono and NO!

      Horns! And lizardy wings! Big, glowing violet eyes?

      “A succubus? Really?! Pa. She’s a succubus!” I said.

      Any succubus would suck more than just his wealth. She’d suck away his very life, and his skills, his abilities, especially if Pa wasn’t careful, if he didn’t tame her properly, and not even I knew all the details of taming a succubus. Not mature enough.

      Yet.

      Time to change that. Even if I had to go behind Pa’s back this time.

      That Pa would risk so much all for a little sexy-sexy ...

      Yet all Pa did was sigh. Shook his head sadly? Figures. (Idiot.)

      “Yeah, true,” Pa said. “but look at her arms and legs more closely.”

      Oh yeah. Her arms and legs … like long sleek lizard gloves that weren’t actually gloves but humanish dragon limbs. Complete with slim clawed hands that could rip through human flesh so, so easily that⁠—

      “A dragubus,” I said, “A dragon-blooded succubus. Really. That’s what you’re—no. Just no.”

      A succubus was bad enough. A dragon-blooded succubus ... a succubus that inherited a dragon’s abilities through birth or through ... other means. Means connected to sexual stuff Pa refused to tell me about, so far, only that it was connected to wild succubi, not tamed ones.

      And now I had investigate it all on my own.

      For Pa’s sake.

      Since a dragon-blooded succubus had an elemental power of their very own too. Like fire, or ice, and a number of possible spells with it, along with a strong resistance to that element in attacks and in general.

      Pa sighed again. The fool.

      “Now Miles …”

      I banged the table. The stupid new table that deserved even worse.

      “You’re a demon slayer. Not … not … a⁠—”

      “Of rogue demons,” Pa said. “Not just any demons. You know that. Slaying any random demon is no different than murder. Rosa here can⁠—”

      “You think she actually gave you her real name?” I said,. “Really? She⁠—”

      But Rosa the Dragubus cackled like the evil succubus monster she was.

      “Oh he worked for it,” Rosa said. “You think we just met and puff? Love at first sight? Sigh. So innocent, so sweet. Darling, give him the sword.”

      Pa gasped. “But …”

      “Trust me.” Rosa said.

      The twisted grimace of evil on her race—I knew something was going to go even wronger now. Yet Pa only sighed. Beside that succubus home-wrecking monster.

      I growled. Like a beast ready to defend its home and family to the death.

      “You trust her? Already?! But⁠—”

      CLANG!
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      A moment passed before my utter shock wore off.

      To realize, to absorb entirely that that clang was Pa actually “placing” a magnificent sword right in front of my plate. And not just any sword, but an outright gorgeous saber. Beautiful. With a stunningly wonderful crisp and razor-sharp shine along its edge. That its sleek crimson blade almost made me drool at its awesomeness.

      Almost.

      But I wasn’t one to be bribed so easily.

      Not even by double doom boom cheddar cheese on eggs or even a wall of fried perfectly crisp bacon.

      Nope.

      That sword’s flowery cross-guard matched the rose vines around me all too well. Warned me of the danger of accepting gifts from questionable demons.

      More than questionable, actually, in this case.

      There were even thirteen amazingly sparkling diamonds underneath the cross-guard, ringing it from underneath with their sleek oval shapes. That they sparkled so magnificently despite them being crazy smooth and polished, another warning of danger, Miles, danger.

      Big danger.

      (How Pa didn’t see it yet … unlucky thirteen too ...)

      And worst of all, that giant oval ruby down along the center of the hilt. That was really overdoing it. It created a massive gap in the cross-guard even. Why it was even more polished and super smooth …

      And, actually, it seemed to stare back at me as if it was a blank dragon eyeball. The hilt was styled like a smooth lizard head, okay, a dragon head, and was a warning maybe it was a dragon eyeball of some sort. At least once.

      Before it became part of the sword.

      Normally I’d toss it away as a decorative piece of junk. I’ve seen my share of useless pretty swords but this one, no, the zing up my spine. That tingle up my hackles. Zip through my eyeballs at its very sight.

      This blade was magical.

      Extremely magical.

      Simply touching the handle was enough to confirm it. Since that sharp tingle up through my hand. Through my bones even. Like lightning crackling through water, but without the loud boom and roaring explosion.

      That wretched dragubus Rosa smirked at me. Smirked. She knew exactly what she was doing. How vulnerable Pa was to her selfish greedy and all-too-slutty ways.

      “I trust you know what that is, right?” Rosa said.

      I gulped. Knowing better to than actually agree to anything she said and accidentally agreeing to far more than what I intended to agree on.

      “A demon-sealing saber. Of willing or unwilling demonspawn.”

      Rosa grimaced. As if she wasn’t a potential target.

      “That’s all you know? Really? How can you be so sure then?”

      I huffed. As if I didn’t see through her entirely.

      “These diamonds,” I said, “they aren’t actual diamonds. They’re demigems. Able to bind a demon within them, and to the blade. A willing demon can leave any time, but an unwilling demon has to be absorbed and  … you know the rest, right Rosa?”

      “Of course,” Rosa said, “I’m sure my daughters do too. Least Scarlet does, right honey?”

      An annoyed tsk and huff? Cherry and vanilla scented too. From the chair beside me.

      Ack!

      Another dragubus. Another redheaded harlot, a lot like Rosa.

      Way too much like Rosa.

      Except, maybe, fifteen years younger. Around as old as me, actually, maybe, least eighteen, and her huge and rolling eyes were … wow, her left was green and the right was red? Both glowing bright and brilliant like that weird but amazingly busty demon beauty in my bedroom only … wait.

      “Daughters?” I said.

      “He’s a slow one, isn’t he?” the younger dragubus said.

      Her outfit … a scarlet and crimson version of that skimpy-snug public-undies dress that that other busty demon girl from my bedroom wore.

      “I’m not slow,” I said, “I’m⁠—”

      “Just big-boned?” The younger dragubus sighed pouty-lipped disappointed again. “Really. Slow in more ways than one then.”

      Leading back in that extra creaky chair, and then her extra loud and hefty sigh was … and wow, was her scent an obnoxiously strong cherry and vanilla…ish. Underneath all these crazy roses I—no. Not important.

      I took the magical blade. But knew better than to start flinging it around at these unwelcome guests.

      At least not yet. Let them go openly rogue at me first. Yeah. Rogue first.

      Rosa giggled so annoyingly happy.

      “Oh Scarlet, I knew you two would get along fine.”

      “Fine?” we both said.

      I added, “Scarlet, Your mother is a clueless⁠—”

      That younger dragubus growled.

      “Don’t say it.”

      I chuckled. So the younger one really was named Scarlet? Interesting.

      “Make me not say it.”

      Those weird glowing eyes glared. Glowing even brighter.

      Good. An angry demon was one step closer to being defeated. For good.

      “Outside. Now,” Scarlet said, “First one to lose their cool loses too. And has to go fetch Azura. My sister. Bring her back here. Okay?”

      Azura? Her sister was named Azura? Maybe that demon girl in my bedroom was Azura then. If so …

      “Okay,” I said. “Fine by me.”

      I practically jumped out of my seat. Dashed over to the door. The front door. I even put on my spare pair of soft-leather boots I keep next to the door. But … what?

      Scarlet had only gotten up? Really? Lazy piece of …

      I huffed even more pouty then her at her poutiest.

      “Come on. I don’t have all day.”

      She strutted over. Her arms and legs were sleek smooth scarlet dragon-like leather yet all too human still. As if she was wearing extremely expensive sleek gloves. Gloves with claws at the ends. All too gorgeously sexy and she knew it. Clearly thinking I was as weak as Pa toward any pretty thing.

      Ha! As if!

      She was by the door in moments. Me not weakened in the slightest by her sultry sluttiness.

      So, of course, she hesitated. Glancing at my blade. Nervously.

      Even better.

      “Idiots with swords go first,” Scarlet said.

      “Fine by me,” I said.

      I stepped outside and⁠—

      BANG!

      The door shut behind me?

      CLICK!

      And was locked!

      I turned. “HEY!”

      Pounded the door and⁠—

      Scarlet giggled all too loudly. “A loser says what?”

      And all too clearly. Despite the door being solid oak and … sigh.

      Damn it. I did lose. To a demon slut dragubus no less.

      But round two … would be with that Azura girl.

      And Miles Mayhem wasn’t about to lose a second time.

      Never in a row.

      Never.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Ten

          

          
            Vivian Forester

          

        

      

    

    
      The howls from the distance—not just familiar wolf howls, but with shrill reptilian hissed undertones. Loud and clear. Echoing louder and more powerful than any wolf howl.

      Vivian was already dashing through the pine trees. Leaping from branch to branch. Careful to stick with only solid thick branches. The magic of her traditional elf garb protected her from the worst of the needle pricks.

      And, hopefully, dashing in the treetops would slow whatever chased her now.

      Maybe confuse it a bit.

      The pine smell was even thicker up here. Strong and sharply sweet. Like the pine goober chews that every guy got her for the fall and winter festivals each and every year so far.

      If only some of those guys were here to defend her now.

      No. That wasn’t fair. She was a blood elf. A proud blood elf.

      (Forget her potential as a succubus.)

      But if Vivian couldn’t defend herself, how could she rely on some human guy to do what she couldn’t? Where was her pride in being an elf? A succubus-blooded elf, even?

      (Dashing faster away than her own legs carried her, that was.)

      Her bow with her (all-too-few) arrows were out and ready. Even as she dashed as fast as she could. She didn’t dare free her hands. Didn’t dare try dashing faster. Not without being armed and ready for battle.

      She could call upon allies in this part of the forest to aid her but … if she couldn’t defend herself, the poor animals wouldn’t stand any chance. A certain death. It wasn’t right. or fair to them. She was here to protect them.

      Not the other way around.

      The sparrows in the treetops hid silently. Along with the squirrels. None made a sound. Or movement.

      Even as she passed so close to them. Faster than a feline dashing for a mouse.

      More howls erupted behind her. Not too far away either.

      Too close.

      Far too close.

      How’d they get so close so quickly? The pine smell of the forest should smother most of her own scent. Even with this awfully muggy heat making her sweat far too much.

      The dense fog should hide her from sight. Especially up here in the tree tops.

      Her lithe movements. Her soft leather boots. They all should keep the noise so soft even the sparrows and squirrels nearby weren’t spooked. Even as she sped passed them.

      Gulp.

      Least that awful burning sensation from the iron-clad horse demon was gone. It only weakened her a little now too. Her resistance training saved her this time. A less-trained elf wouldn’t have been able to keep dashing.

      And she was headed for Green Haven. For help. Difficult-to-climb cliffs surrounded the village. Acted as natural barriers to invaders and bandits. Along with the many well-trained martial artists within Green Haven. Both human and demon.

      Including more elves like herself. But full-blooded elves. Even better at fighting than her⁠—

      HOOOOOOWWWWWWWLLLLLLL!!!!!!

      From close behind her?

      Not in the trees but still from the ground. Thank the Oak of Ages. Not far from her position in the trees though.

      Far too close. Far too quickly.

      Hopefully those …whatever those things were couldn’t climb trees. Few things could move faster than elves in the treetops. Even sparrows and squirrels.

      So she should have some hope of reaching Green Haven. It wasn’t far. The crooked pines, the sap that seeped out of their thick trunks, it all looked familiar. She came here to train her tracking skills every so often. Maybe a few times a month. Nothing too much but …

      Her brothers came here every day. Along with their friends. Too awkward for her to come too often, even when she came with her big sis, back before her big sis left for her duties a few years ago.

      Especially in this tradition elf garb. With it being so … skimpy.

      Even in the winter. When she’d receive some magical snow vixen pelts, pelts almost as skimpy, yet their magic kept her bare skin as warm as the covered skin.

      The heavy huffs of canines? From the ground.

      No. Not just he ground.

      The bangs from wood. Shaking branches behind her.

      Below her!

      They were chasing her! Along the lower tree branches!

      At the next jump Vivian spun around.

      Midair.

      Gracefully and deadly lithe.

      Spied down below. Through the thick fog. Several dark hound shapes.

      Dashing along the lower branches—despite their massive
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