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            Prologue

          

          CICI

        

      

    

    
      As Cici lay, sighing, on top of the steeply slanted rooftop, the tile roof was as hard as her coming choice to tell Dirk the awkward truth, but with the sky a pitch horrible black, and it stinking of plant and animal decay, and more and more with each breath … Dirk had more than enough to worry about.

      Even the breeze was as heavy as her coming decision. Her kitty tail had a mind of its own but even it was less twitchy than usual and more sluggish.

      So many nights, and days, doing more than snuggling with Dirk, but actually making love like they should have years ago, before he left to become an Angel of the Sword …

      Even from on top of this five-story tavern on wheels, the pine trees loomed high and shadowy. But they still rustled with gentle whispers. Whispers just like Dirk’s own so many times lately.

      It was a comforting sound, enough that she didn’t gulp right away,

      Even with the red gleam of the crimson sun making this once familiar world so eerie and spooky and spine cringing all at once … and a reminder of the demonic danger nearby.

      That Cici, her sister Kassie, and most of her tigermite kind would soon face a similar fate as humanity if King Krimsoul had his way, and only Dirk was close enough, powerful enough, as an Angel of the Sword, with his divine blades, able to even harm the demons, and their awful demon king, hopefully, and maybe stop this disaster.

      For their child’s sake … if what she felt in her stomach was … what she thought it was.

      The smell of catnip tea reached Cici even from here, but she refused to sip that delicious and exciting stuff. No telling how it would affect her coming child, but even she knew she had to be careful what she ate and drank. How often did Platybuster enjoy experimenting with pregnant human women to see what would come of their child when he feed them certain things, or injected certain things into them …

      Gulp, but Platybuster no longer had interest in a mere mortal tigermite girl.

      Hopefully.

      Not even Kassie knew Cici was with child—yet, but soon enough her scent would make it obvious. Attract attention from demons who yearned for not just girl flesh but an unborn child’s soul within.

      But for now the feline spirit within the tavern, Cici would trust that feline to flee with this tavern as fast as it could if danger came too close.

      Hopefully.

      A shrill scream rang out. Far and birdlike.

      Cici froze. Chills ran down her whole entire body.

      How slim yet curvy she was, how much Dirk enjoyed the sight, the feel of her, and now, the very same figure only enticed demons to savor catching her, to feast on her and her screams.

      If they found her.

      Caught her.

      Cici still had her ruby-red jinxslingers. Close and ready. Strapped to a belt across her thin waist. Her hands instinctively slipped down up along her miniskirt. Grabbed both guns.

      Better armed, then unarmed and completely helpless.

      Even if the jinxslingers were useless against demons.

      When a chuckle rang out. Behind her.

      Close behind her.

      And a voice she never wanted to hear again spoke.

      “That smell! Ha!” Playbuster said, “A moral tigermite girl pregnant with that human angel’s child, no less … but if she were no longer moral but demonic … would that human do what his duty demanded and doom his own child?”

      Cici gulped. Shivered.

      “No! I-I don’t⁠—”

      But the sudden agony. Pain. Stars everywhere.

      Kassie screaming too. No doubt suffering the same fate.

      And now that familiar feeling of … of …

      But inside her, her tummy, her child wasn’t gone, wasn’t consumed by her newly demon self, but … but …

      “Half demon,” Playtbuster said, “and half human. Let’s see how those delicious little girl children turn out—if they survives her father’s duty, of course.”

      “Then Kassie,” Cici said, “She too was …”

      Platybuster chuckled.

      “Time to serve King Krimsoul again,” he said, “for you niece’s sake, your daughter’s sake, your sister’s sake … and your own.”

      Trembling, Cici did the only thing she could.

      She nodded. Racked with chills at what she’d need to soon do.

      And what Dirk must do to save them all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Dirk

          

        

      

    

    
      Bless the Heavenlies, that lone mountain looked too much like a giant boob of light-steel-gray granite. Not a fortress. Or a prison.

      Definitely not both.

      Circles of evergreen shrubbery descended around the round slope and decorated the boob mount like a skimpy, shredded bra. The kind of dress-up Cici was into nowadays too. With her coloring as a blue-gray tiger … sigh. Cici …

      That the sky here was a dark black Not pale beautiful blue. Not even plain gray.

      Black. Utterly, utterly black.

      And stinking of decay. Of plant decay. Of animal decay. Worse than the road kill in towns on the hotter days.

      All carried within the humid breeze right into his face. But it wasn’t the only reason his cheeks were so warm.

      Even with the blood red sun gleamed bright and sinister right above him. As if it were noon. The light too. A red tint covered everything.

      And crimson shadows stretched every which way. No obvious connection to the sun, or any other kind of light.

      But through the gap in the craggy canopy of towering high and (bless the Heavenlies) fragrant pine trees, that boob mount that so reminded of his dear Cici was clearly ahead of Dirk.

      Well ahead.

      It even loomed well over him here. Yet it was still another few hours of silent hiking up this boulder-filled slope at the very least. But if what Pearl had overheard during her captivity a couple weeks ago was right, then Grandmother Tressia and even that wretched Dark, Tall, and Nasty Gelrind were being held in there.

      Somewhere.

      Their execution would be soon. Very soon. Any day now—if Dirk’s estimation of days passed was at all accurate.

      Maybe even today. At midnight. Or the witching hour. A special hour for all of demon kind. Maybe. He did sleep through too many classes to be the one to end up saving the day but …

      The witching hour was, supposedly, special enough that their execution would even be witnessed by King Krimsoul himself, for some reason, but Dirk guessed it had to do with Grandmother Tressia’s past as an Angel herself.

      A past that she refused to talk much about.

      Well, that’s if what Pearl overheard was right. The ones who slaved her back then were humans who had been recently turned into demons. No telling how much they were just bragging. Or guessing.

      Same for the missing Scarlet, Zara, and Amber. Captured and likely a gift to the demon king, maybe even during the execution.

      Dirk fingered his divine sabers, the only weapons he had right now that could harm demons, with only with its familiar pale-blue blade. They were the current form Sky and Azura were taking. Outstretched angel wings for a hilt. Two other angel wings for a grip. That end might work too against a demon.

      Dirk hadn’t tried that yet but …

      This was another clearing without any of the usual titan-sized ferns either. So his range of sight was halfway decent. Kinda.

      For the moment.

      Dirk stood ready on top of the highest boulder. One shaped like a fat cat’s head. He sought any hint in the dark reddish murk of any movement., any rustle of the titan-sized ferns that didn’t match the breeze, a sign of demonic danger, or even just a hint of his own genies returning to report their findings.

      No hint of that fragrant bubblegum delight from Pearl. Not hint of her wonderfully bubblegum pink skin, or even her gorgeous fern dancer slutwear (not her fern-style armor, for some reason.)

      Her figure was so, so stunningly… gulp, sexy, a chest so, so amazingly ample … bigger than any girl’s, even Cici’s and hers wasn’t small by any measure. But Pearl was curved slim in the best ways too. That the very sight of her lately made him ache in the best possible way.

      Just like Cici still always did.

      And Pearl very much knew it. Her brilliant smiles his way. Winks. Despite her refusing to do more than giggle and slip away whenever he started to snuggle for more and more. But no.

      Pearl was so focused on training with her foster sister Lexi, a cat girl demon whose beauty wasn’t nearly at Pearl’s level, but her cooking. WOW.

      Yum.

      Least Dirk was able to convince Cici and Kassie to stay behind and safeguard their traveling tavern on wheels. Hide it as best they could.

      Be ready to run away, worse came to worse. The tavern should be able to go fast enough over the cobble roads. Even here. Where the roads had plenty of potholes.

      But bless the Heavenlies, those two wonderful tigermite girls had already arranged for the scales Scarlet left behind to be fashioned into Dirk’s latest set of armor. He was wearing it now. It wasn’t nearly as protective as dragon scale, but bless the Heavenlies, was it protective.

      It even deflected the rounds from Cici’s ruby-red jinxslingers. Easily and without injury—despite being shot nearby.

      Even his hooded cowl from Scarlet’s scales was far better than a hard-leather cap.

      A scream. A birdish scream. Like a distant hawk.

      But there hadn’t been any sign of wildlife lately. Nothing alive at least. Undead horrors here and there. Horrors that he hid from, rather than risk warning their demonic masters that an Angel was nearby.

      Hunting down the unthinkable.

      King Krimsoul himself.
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            Dirk

          

        

      

    

    
      The heavy breeze slowed to an utter stop.

      To stillness. As still as Dirk himself. As he stood on top of this boulder. The highest boulder. A fat cat head of a boulder.

      Out in the open. As promised.

      Not a single fern rustled. Moved. The smell. Full of decay. Decay of plants. Compost, but of the worst wretched kind. And animal. Roadkill left to rot.

      Very much like the undead horrors lurking in these parts. Boob mount was still far away, but he dared not try climbing the towering high pine trees—yet.

      Not without warning his genies where he was going. Of his plan to get closer and closer.

      Another idea, one that sounded too much like an idea straight out of one of his beloved dime dreadfuls but traveling through the towering high pine trees … but less room for error. Jumping giant branch to giant branch. Slipping silently along that rough bark high up in the canopy. Where it was less likely anything would search for him there.

      Maybe.

      Maybe not.

      No telling what else lurked up there. More undead horrors? Or worse? Actual demons. Here to patrol or worse. His divine blades would only help him so much if he didn’t have room to maneuver, and on those thick giant branches he’d have little room to maneuver to the side.

      A step or two at most.

      He didn’t dare speak. Not now. Not yet. Let alone summon Sky or Azura into their winged human form. The silence was too thick. As thick as the heavy humid air. Heavier than the moment his instructors discovered he slept through another of their critical lessons, once again.

      Lessons now he regretted sleeping through.

      But no time for regrets. Time for action.

      But what action?

      He promised to stay here, out in the open, until Pearl and Lexie returned. They went to scout more of the area. Ensure there wasn’t more than undead horrors about. Maybe silently eliminate some of the patrols that needed eliminating.

      Grandmother Tressia would have no doubt cursed Dirk for his idiocy, coming here, this close to a demon stronghold and staying out in the utter open to top it off, yet maybe, maybe, she’d be a touch proud too. Compared to his usual hesitant nervous self …

      “Move it you mangy monsters!”

      That gruff voice hollered out far ahead of Dirk. Far deep in the dark-red murk. The ascent of the rocky ground ensured none of them could see him.

      Yet.

      “Ey! Ey!”

      Well over two dozen voices. Maybe even three dozen. Mostly guys but some girls. All clearly terrified, from the stiffness in their voices. Yet the tone and power of their responses, they all were clearly determined to survive whatever mess they were in⁠—

      “Ey! Ey! Bolgar, sir!”

      A bubbly fool of a girl, from the sound of her, and the gasps of her breath, not in good shape either.

      A snarl?

      “Bubbles you moron!”

      That gruff voice. It had to be Bolgar.

      “Ey! Ey! I⁠—”

      SMACK!

      A chill cooled Dirk from the humid thick air.

      Bolgar growled again.

      “With everyone,” Bolgar said, “or else you’ll be served as an appetizer to the Necrolancer himself!”

      The Necrolancer? The Captain of the True Blackest Knights. That Dirk even remembered the Necrolancer … Sky had mentioned that terror a few times. That the Captain even made Platybuster, her cruel and harsh trainer, hesitant and a touch nervous.

      And would only feast on the most promising, most beautiful girls … the moment they failed in their training.

      Another idea started to bubble inside of his mind. Each of the wings of his divine blades could hold a genie. Right now he had only had two. Pearl bound to Sky, and Lexie bound to Azura. Three more to both blades …

      No time to waste.

      This Bubbles must be amazing in the way Dirk needed most right now, and not just in looks alone, or else the Necrolancer wouldn’t ever consider her worthy to be his meal.

      Pearl and Lexie could sense where he was. Based their connection, their binding to Sky and Azura, and his own binding to Sky and Azura.

      Time for him to do his part. His duty.

      So Dirk leapt onto the nearest branch. Quiet and deadly.

      And dashed as fast, as silently as he could.
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            Pearl

          

        

      

    

    
      Pearl totally slipped silently and swiftly through the crazy high ferns. Ferns that were now a beautiful ruby-red rather than a brilliant green. Smelled sweet and crisp with the pine needles covering the ground, soft and prickly.

      And one reason why she switched her usual green fern dancer outfit and made a new one from these gorgeous red ferns. An outfit Dirk really, really leered at her long and eagerly in—he-he.

      Maybe sometime soon she’d totally go for that kiss. Make him want it first. Like Lexie explained. Like her romance books went on and on about.

      Make him work for her and he’d be all over her again, and again, and again.

      Forget those tigermite girls easily enough.

      But the smell of death around her, decay thick in the air, yuck! But she was more than used to it. Sort of. How much of her life was spent in the demon world. Plenty. But lately, thanks to Dirk, she spent so much time away from it, in the nicer smelling human world now that the idea of demons conquering it … so totally not good.

      Just like her hunger right now.

      Eating these undead horrors here and there, using her long golden anemona hair and gulping them up quick and deadly the moment they lunged for her …

      No soul in them either. So extra yuck!

      But Dirk ordered her to avoid eating any other demons—yet. Stay hidden. Stay alert.

      Stay undetected.

      Even if she might need to play evil demon for a bit.

      Thanks to these crazy high ferns, Pearl didn’t need to do much to hide. Just listen carefully. Follow the thin animal trails through the dark-red murk. Smell for danger, since it wasn’t just undead horrors that stunk badly.

      Her bubblegum scent should draw what needed to be killed. Just like it was meant to draw human boys to their doom but no more of that. Like ever.

      An undead tree rodent lunged at her.

      Yum yum.

      Quick and soon gulped down. Just like its comrades a few moments later.

      Even with no more fern armor for her. Those tigermite girls did do something right. Locating an alchemist. How they did they wouldn’t say but …

      Thanks to Pearl and her amazing speed, they were able to get Dirk his new armor, fashioned from her own fern armor no less.

      So totally back to fern dancer outfits.

      And ruby-red leafed outfits … the best! All because of cozy soft they were⁠—

      Ah!

      A big fat rooster man with scaly feathers nearly stumbled right into Pearl.

      Gasped. Wide-eyed.

      And then snarled. With a gruff voice too.

      “Another freak of a goof off?! I’ll see you join Bubbles you worthless …”

      Pearl could smell the stinks of so many demons all of a sudden … how they managed to sneak up on her … and the luck this whoever didn’t recognize her as a genie, or even an intruder … but a new recruit. Probably so new no training had been earned either.

      So Pearl perked up and stiff.

      “S-S-Sorry Sir!”

      “Name you worthless freak!”

      “Pearl!”

      “Pearl you stinking freak … beside Bubbles. Now!”

      Pearl blinked. No need to fake confusion.

      “That feather-brained harpy, you moron! Up front!”

      No more confusion.

      Just hurrying and shock.

      At the three-dozen demon patrol.
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