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            Dirk

          

        

      

    

    
      Now to start any day of a dangerously long journey off, nothing was better than a good cup of coffee.

      The most freshly roasted kind too.

      And yes, sure, Dirk knew coffee addiction was worse than alcohol anything, but thank the Heavenlies a man could choose his vices, and coffee, a better vice than alcohol, any day.

      Years ago Dirk had whipped up enough quality coffee to even earn a name for himself in the coffee house known as the Penny Perfect University.

      The nickname: Dirk Dangerously.

      As in dangerously addictive.

      So time to cook up some good, fresh coffee, right now.

      In fact, that this stove was like a cast iron egg with stubby legs on the bottom and its top sliced cleanly off. On top there were even six holes for flame scrolls beneath the grills. Flame scrolls were small, hand sized scrolls of the silkiest parchment rolled along the darkest of hardwood, and wow, could they store magical power perfectly.

      So no need for tinder or anything.

      Not a cheap stove.

      Not at all.

      Just slid a flame scroll in there and puff, it burned with bright blue flame through the grill.

      Hellfire flame in this case.

      It did give off that rotten egg stink of brimstone, but only a hint of that stink, so no problem.

      (Not really.)

      And this was one quality cast iron skillet.

      In fact, the smith who forged it deserved some real … okay.

      Dirk was an Angel of the Sword. Given how this tavern on wheels was, only days ago, run by a terrible demon of the worst sort, a horse demon, and her less than terrible demonic daughters, who weren’t horse demons, but the smith was no doubt some demon so never mind.

      Good chance human souls were burned away in order to forge the skillet. The smith probably used some kind of hellfire of awesome power, but dead was dead, and like Grandmother Tressia would say and the Heavenlies often taught, no better way to honor the dead than to keep living the best you can.

      So with this quality cast iron skillet over a flame, he was roasting coffee beans.

      Beans going pop pop popping and that amazingly dexterous skill needed to roast them evenly by stirring them right and brisk and always moving …

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      With all the beans cracked ready and roast, Dirk knew it was time to grind the beans with a mortar, and boy, did this tavern have a good mortar.

      The mortar was chunk of granite shaped like a cutesy round kitty head. It was small enough to fit in his hand with ease and the grip was excellent.

      Even better, the mortar was heavier than the fattest landlord’s treasury and rougher than his fat thick fist toward another poor tenant.

      The pestle was granite shaped like a stubby thick cat tail and was blacker than the most evil demon’s heart.

      So this must of belonged to the cat girl chef what’s her name.

      Dirk ground the coffee beans like he’d need to (one day) grind the Demon King Krimsoul and his demon hordes.

      No.

      Like he’d have to grind the rest of the demonic Knights of True Blackest.

      Yeah.

      Those demons.

      He already took down … well … was key to taking down three of those knights. With the help of his genies that …

      Okay, technically he agreed they’d be wives, not just the usual genies, even if he … well … hadn’t actually let them out since that day.

      Only because Grandmother Tressia would certainly slay them, or worse, bind them even stronger to his jinx slinger.

      His jinx slinger was a magical revolver looked like it was forged from silver, but it was fashioned from divine silver, a substance granted to him by the Heavenlies.

      Only those chosen by the Heavenlies received divine silver, and it was the only substance humans could safely wield that could harm demons. Those chosen by the Heavenlies to wield it were called Angels of the Sword.

      Divine silver was fashioned into weapons. In his case: a jinx slinger and two longswords.

      And to strengthen the divine weapons, binding a demon to it … sigh.

      But binding his girl demons to his jinx slinger properly, in ways that would really make them true, obedient genies rather than … voluntary ones that could come out and do whatever whenever they wanted …

      So they all, so far, very much insisted on staying inside his precious jinx slinger and very much away from Grandmother Tressia.

      Very sensible but …
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      Now that the beans were ground just right, Dirk sieved them with his secret cloth of … ha!

      Not telling.

      The flame scroll was blackened but far from entirely charcoaled so plenty of time left. With a few cups of water and some patience and stirring and voila!

      The mud water of the Heavenlies!

      Meeeeooooowwww!

      From the solid oak wall behind the stove a wooden cat face emerged.

      Ah.

      This tavern on wheels had been fused with some kind of tame cat demon so giving a nice cup for the kitty and …

      The cat already drank the pot.

      The whole pot.

      The kitty grinned ecstatic. “Meow!”

      And vanished back into the wall.

      Dirk grimaced.

      Sighed.

      But nodded.

      “Enjoy,” Dirk said, since thank the Heavenlies, a new fan, and a veeery important one at that.

      But … time to hunt down more coffee beans.
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      Now Dirk knew coffee addiction was worse than candy anything, well, mostly, kinda, but … woh.

      In the cabinet beside the stove, the very cabinet shaped like a chubby cat face … of the few shelves, on the very bottom one … in the center of that bottom shelf

      That huge jar stuffed full of with spiraled sticks of red and white peppermint-smelling hard candy …

      Almost as tempting as coffee.

      Really. Almost.

      But his teeth, and his throat just hurt from looking at it all.

      And it wasn’t alone.

      Right next to the jar was a thinner jar stuffed full of green and brown sticks of minty hard candy. Renown as the minty death. It was notoriously common in the less reputable Penny Houses to stir patron’s coffee, because their coffee had the quality of road mud.

      But that candy added the sweet sugary addictive touch.

      And stained the teeth awful.

      Painful.

      Worse than the usual lesson from the Heavenlies about over indulging.

      In fact, the shelves were stuffed full of jars, and the jars, each of them was stuffed full of candy, yet Dirk never heard of any demon being this fond of candy of the human sort.

      Demon candy wasn’t made of honey, molasses, or even sugar.

      It was made of human blood and tears.

      Sometimes the blood and tears of their most beloved pets.

      With some soul mixed in for good measure.

      Yet the cabinet didn’t have any demonic candy, no, the bottom shelf, beside that jar, had small burlap bags of what smelled like flour, meal, and cornmeal.

      There were even some vials of dark liquid and …. sniff sniff … strong essence of mint … vanilla … and almond?

      Strange.

      Why so much human candy and no demonic candy?

      Beside the stove, this cabinet was above a counter full of nicks and marks from some incredibly sharply gleaming knives.

      And those dark stains, well, Dirk rather not think too deeply about them. The cat girl demon was now his genie, and no chance he was ever letting her go — even if. … well, when he lamped her, she was under the same … nonono.

      Nothing to worry about. The others would keep her in line.

      Right.

      Yeah.

      Okay.

      Even with her knives hanging in a wicked pair of line off the bottom of the cabinet … maybe … Dirk was too soft on them.

      Her knives shined sheeny yet were a dark crimson red. Just looking at those knives, his nose burned like an iron brand was right under it.

      Dirk dared not touch them. Get any closer to them.

      Those dark black handles … no.

      Even if he put his dragon scale gloves back on, no, good chance the metal was toxic to humans.

      Even Angels like himself. His training, his blessing from the Heavenlies would do only so much.

      He needed to practice some sense here.

      How Grandmother Tressia managed to double check this entire kitchen as she claimed, and she wasn’t the type to exaggerate, let alone lie.

      Maybe she used that purple dress of hers. Somehow. It must be some sort of divine silver. She managed to whip it around and destroy that Great Demon’s wing only days ago.

      But those crimson knives, no, they weren’t enough to burn his nostrils this much. He needed to hunt down⁠—

      “Fool of a fool,” Grandmother Tressia said — from right behind him.

      Dirk turned and there she was.

      Like a slim sword of an old woman looming over him in her usual purple dress.

      The same dress that slashed away the wing of a Great Demon.

      (No wonder his genies hid from her. Smarter than him, they were.)

      “I …” Dirk said.

      “Already made one pot of coffee,” she said, “Yet it’s not enough. Fool! Go fetch some supplies.”

      Dirk nodded. “Let me summon⁠—”

      “No,” Grandmother Tressia said, “Your demigirl whores stay where they are. Where they belong. You can fetch supplies by yourself. No excuses. Now shoo, before you give an old lady⁠—”

      “They’re not …” Dirk said, then gulped.

      “Not what?” Grandmother Tressia said, “Just because you genied them does not make them helpless. Far from it. Now they are even more dangerous. To you! Train them before they train you, you fool of a fool. Now go!”

      Dirk edged toward the door. Thank the Heavenlies it was on the opposite side of the stove. Across from the cabinet.

      “But …” he said.

      “But nothing,” Grandmother Tressia said, “Except yours scurrying for more supplies. Fern Shadow Forest has plenty. Use your aura to locate them. If you cannot do that much, how could you be an Angel of the Sword? Really.”

      Dirk gulped.

      Nodded.

      His aura skills were … wanting.

      “Alright but …” Dirk said.

      Grandmother Tressia grimaced.

      Folded her arms over her chest. Her dress stretched out sharply.

      Viciously.

      “As I said before,” Grandmother Tressia, “If any of your demiwhores show their filthy faces around me, they are dead. If they run off too — and don’t think I didn’t know you didn’t even lamp them properly. Making an old woman repeat herself … what an ungrateful grandchild.”

      Ungrateful?

      Dirk stammered. He had to say something but …

      “Fine,” Grandmother Tressia, “If you wish to make it up to me, fetch me some pine needles befitting for my morning tea.”

      “Y-y-yes, Grandmother,” Dirk said, and dashed out the door.
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            Dirk

          

        

      

    

    
      Now Dirk was sure that coffee addiction was worse than alcohol anything, but those titan-sized ferns swaying calm and peacefully far above him had what looked like the tastiest looking coffee beans on the ends of their leaves and …

      Impossible.

      But bless the Heavenlies, that smell of coffee was unmistakable.

      The sky was still a bright morning orange too that … sigh, a morning sky shouldn’t be that orange.

      Dirk saw more than enough of them to be sure of it.

      Grandmother Tressia would smack his head for stupidity. This was Fern Shadow Forest. No coffee anywhere. Just pine needle everything.

      Especially tea.

      Curse, no, thank the Heavenlies for so much variety in his life.

      Like the trees.

      Huuuuge spooky-faced pines. Their trunks were thick and crooked.

      As crooked as the alley hawker that, last year, sold him a minced meat pie whose secret ingredient turned out to be rat, but bless the Heavenlies for teaching him to be more cautious of foodsters with only a cart rather than a long window in a tried and true building.

      His stomach ache now, nothing compared to the ache back then.

      So double the blessing.

      It was so hot here in Fern Shadow Forest that dressing in only linens sounded tempting, but thank the Heavenlies, his dragon scale everything wasn’t too much hotter. In fact, the ground wouldn’t be so soggy soft if it weren’t for all the shade from the titan-sized ferns, so another blessing in disguise.

      But the beans on the ferns’ leaves were a shaped a bit funny for coffee beans. Yup.

      They were a bit too round.

      Too much like the jinxes for his jinx slinger, and his jinx slinger was holstered to his waist because his new wife and childhood love Cici insisted on it — because of Grandmother Tressia.

      Never mind Cici was now the jinx slinger.

      As in fused with it.

      So his jinx slinger had a gray sheen with navy blue tiger stripes all because Cici was a tigermite. An utterly gorgeous tigermite, but also a kind of demon.

      A quick marriage to save their own lives, rather than the usual genie slave girl approach.

      His longswords were regular divine silver. Able to slice through demons and their powers and blah blah blah Angel of the Sword could only defeat demons and blah blah blah.

      But no demons were lamped to them.

      (Yet.)

      And Angels of the Sword had loads of travel opportunities, so bless the Heavenlies, and Cici back then for chasing him out of his little home village.

      Never mind three chambers of his seven-chamber jinx slinger were each loaded with a lamped demigirl. All willing, unlike most lamped demons. All to save their lives from a crazy titan of a demon a couple days ago.

      And all too early to think about all that without some roasting hot coffee to steel the nerves.

      The pine needle tea burning lingering in the back his throat simply didn’t do the trick. Even when Grandmother Tressia was the one who whipped it up, since his cat girl chef wasn’t allowed to go chef anymore. All because Grandmother Tressia despised demons of all kinds and natures and had the battle skills to back up that hate with her own divine silver woven into that purple dress of hers.

      But still, experiencing the world alone was one thing.

      With Grandmother Tressia another.
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      Just being a dozen or so paces off the road wasn’t enough, but Dirk knew better than to wander too far into the forest. Tree trolls disguised as these giant pines weren’t the only trouble around these parts, and the last tree troll he dealt with was … sigh.

      He nearly died fighting that one.

      But the smell now. The hint of plant decay. Stronger now than a few days ago. Botches here and there on the leaves were more common too.

      The beans … some even had … thorns that resembled fangs.

      Or stings.

      Stings that all suddenly turned toward him.

      Dripped honey-yellow water that wasn’t definitely water.

      It hissed as it hit the ground. Made the air smell so acidic, his eyes burned as much as his nose.

      But dashing back to the road would be like trying to dash through a maze whose walls were dripped poison.

      No.

      Not like.

      It would be.

      His watery eyes couldn’t be trusted for that task either, thank the Heavenlies, or else he might of been tempted to run, unlike what an Angel of the Sword should do — stand and fight.

      He drew his jinx slinger. “Cici?”

      “Only callie when in troublie?” she said.

      More like sighed, from within the jinx slinger.

      “Sorry,” he said, “But Grandmother Tressia …”

      “I knowie,” she said, “I’m the onie who insisted onie it.”

      All because a lamped demon … sigh, as much as he wanted to flirt rather than … sigh, and exactly why his next words, stupid stupid stupid, but Dirk only realized his mistake after he finished.

      And far too late.
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      Sky was sure … yeah, she was sure the mirror didn’t have a yellow trim last night.

      The trim even smelled sweet and like … caramel, a sweet reward her breed of human, Peach Gorgella — a top breed for both looks and ability — only Peach Gorgellas were allowed to receive some, and only a little bit, of course, because a fat Peach Gorgella went to the chef — as the next meal.

      Strange … but demonic creations could be strange but …

      The mirror was a round body mirror. Unlike the rectangular ones back at the Dennery where she had to groom and dress herself perfectly each and every day.

      And the trim on this mirror … so much like a round line of those cute little snail-shaped worms that inched over everywhere in the Dennery she was born and raised in.

      Yet …

      Dirk even said she had a doom to mankind’s kind of figure, even if, as she noted, with a giggle then and now, she was technically part of mankind, even if she was breed by demons, yet …

      It made her perk her chest out more.

      At the mirror.

      Squeeze the carpet between her toes. A soft carpet made of wool.

      But the stains of blood on it …

      This room, with a single but really huge bed, a bed with thick lace curtains as red as the sunsets she loved to watch now, it was all so nice. This room definitely used to be reserved for greater demons, back when this tavern was run by demons.

      Before Dirk killed its previous owner.

      Claimed that bitch’s daughters as his genies. He avenged so many of her sisters. Sisters who failed in their train were sold to that bitch as raw ingredients in their “finest” meals.

      The smell of fresh clean wool, ah, and the gentle cool breeze against her bare skin like a day dream come true … aaahhh.

      Dirk really knew how … sigh, letting her have this room.

      Alone, and only alone because of that old scary hag.

      How warm her cheeks felt last night at him eyeballing her chest so much, especially when that old hag wasn’t eyeballing them both like Platybuster overlording her and her sisters back before she escaped.

      Even now, her cheeks grew red. As red as the cherry pie their cat girl chef genie secretly whipped up last night.

      He-he.

      As red as her nipples, which … she kinda sort of wanted to show Dirk, let him hold like she was doing right now, but that hag that he called Grandmother Tressia … sigh.

      Sky stroked her long lush blonde hair. How her hair went down to her shins, and how much Dirk definitely wanted to stroke it …

      Sky giggled again.

      She was becoming so much like her flirty den sister Zara now. Now that Sky had a husband.

      Sky and Zara both, with the same husband. So perfect. Even if Sky only agreed at first to make sure Dirk cared for Zara and his other genies as much as he swore to, all since Sky was more than able to …

      !

      The yellow trim on the mirror. It inched forward?

      Around?!

      In that oval circle.

      Sky gasped.

      Those worms were never so … coordinated.

      Sky crouched.

      Raised her fists.

      Fighting in the nude … she trained for it. Her future owner no doubt would of demanded it at times. Not because he enjoyed the look of naked human women but because King Krimsoul wouldn’t care to wait for her to dress properly, and no one who would dare upset King Krimsoul.

      Especially his human pets.

      But Dirk would defeat that awful king of demons.

      Free her sisters from the Dennery.

      The mirror started to darken. No …

      Sky knew what was happening. Time to get dressed. Her outfit had magic woven into it. Some helpful potions and trinkets in its pocket.

      Because what was coming … she’d need every advantage to survive.

      And to warn Dirk what was coming.
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      But bless the Heavenlies Dirk was used to being on the late side.

      Just the smell … like honey, but so acidic it teared the eyes!

      The ferns were dripping so much honey-yellow, as so many droplets binging the ground, that now a yellow mist was gathering right over the ground.

      By now the mist was too much like a hedge maze.

      It reminded him, back at the Tower of Heaven, there was a hedge maze too. The one Gelrind loved to chase Dirk into until Dirk learned it well enough to turn the tables, well, except here, the hedge maze was made of yellow mist.

      The weird coffee beans on the giant ferns started rattling too.

      Dirk wasn’t about to risk dashing to the road. It was only a dozen paces away, but no telling how his dragon scale would fare. How well it would protect him.

      His dragon scale did fine against tooth and blade, but against this mystery acid … better not risk it. Yet. It was hard enough to see through the dark murk, but least he could kinda make out the tavern on wheels.

      Maybe.

      The yellow must of started to curl into tentacles. Like the tentacles by the mouth of a giant hungry catfish.

      Dirk making a dash for the tavern, starting to sound better and better but no.

      His dragon scale outfit might protect him. It might not.

      Probably would, but for how long?

      No, he needed to clear the way. The ground was full of buried boulders, bless the Heavenlies, because those boulders that would trip him if he rushed too quickly, so no point even trying that deadly stupid way out.

      Cowardly way out, Grandmother Tressia would say.

      And the honey-yellow stuff was melting not just the dirt, but the boulders too, making the air stink of chalk, just like the classrooms he ended up sleeping through too many lessons in.

      He almost … wanted to take a nap right now too but … nonono!

      Never ever sleep in these situations.

      He knew that much.

      And not just from dime dreadfuls.

      Just think how furious Grandmother Tressia would be if he didn’t escape this mess by himself.

      Wow.

      Okay.

      Very much awake now, bless the Heavenlies, but not enough to stop his next big stupid mistake.

      “Is Zara ready?” he said.

      The fool he was.

      “Always my love [image: heart exclamation]” Zara said and a bright pink cloud popped out of her chamber of his jinx slinger.

      That sweet wonderful smell of bubblegum berries … like a chewy candy berry but for her nose, and so sweet and creamy it made his heart race faster than all the droplets falling all around him.

      A cloud popped out in front of him. A wonderfully pink cloud as fragrant as a pink rose but of bubblegum berries, not of a rose.

      And full genie girl style.

      Just like the dime dreadfuls proclaimed all the time.

      And then, there was Zara.

      A girl so gorgeous that his beloved dime dreadfuls would say she had an hourglass to mankind’s doom kind of figure, with a hellishly endowed chest to doomsday.

      And dressed like how they met.

      Despite being in the middle of this forest.

      Not in fern bikini slutwear. Made from these very same ferns looming over them. The very same ferns the local dancer girls loved to dress in.

      Nope.

      But in ruby red undies of the two-piece lingerie kind. And when it rubbed against her peaches and cream skin, thank the Heavenlies, it sounded like a stretchy heavenly delight.

      Especially with her chest and hip skirts.

      Both as bright pink as her long gorgeous hair, yet their fabric was so translucent the skirts couldn’t really count as coverage.

      In fact, her long lush hair covered more of her then they did.

      And exactly why she never ever appeared anywhere near Grandmother Tressia.

      Not for the last few days. (So far.)

      As much as it disappointed Sky.

      Not since he genied Zara. To save them all from those massive demons. And Sky agreed to go wify for Dirk all to watch over her den sister Zara, and his other genies, and make sure he treated them right.

      Yet Zara going giggly happy genie now … her cackling happy giggle echoed everywhere, especially around the titan-sized pine trees, as the cloud popped, revealing her twirling full body delighted right before him …

      Sending a cool breeze in the steaming hot air.

      A breeze so refreshingly lusty …

      Definitely not enough protection against
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The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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