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            Dirk

          

        

      

    

    
      The mission was simple, really.

      Just deliver a message to the mayor of a town called Grassbarn. Exterminate some demons known as Tentacled Shrooms and Chicken Nixies roaming the nearby farmers’ fields. Before they attack some any poor human that crossed their path and eat their soul.

      Maybe even turn them to zombies.

      Now Tentacled Shrooms were the size of big dogs and looked exactly like they sounded, at least according to the mission statement. Same for Chicken Nixies. Some kind of cross between chicken and snake.

      Simple but thrilling.

      Nothing too troublesome, but work that needed to be done.

      And only an Angel of the Sword could do it.

      Only they would wield the divine silver that could slash through any demons and its powers and so on and so forth.

      And divine silver came from the Divinity of the Heavenlies within those people Chosen by the Heavenlies, so no matter rank or station, only those with a Divinity could ever hope to become Angels of the Sword.

      (More like had to but …)

      Lots of travel opportunities. Travel the world. Paid for by the Palace of the Heavenlies, so quite the Blessing right there, getting to see things only Angels of the Sword could hope to go see.

      Like Fern Shadow Forest.

      Where the ferns were so big many of them were far higher than the average horse. Even beside the cobble roads that ran everywhere throughout the Divine Empire, including Fern Shadow Forest. Their leaves were so big and long … especially if you were down laying on the ground, they were titan-sized ferns.

      No wonder the famously beautiful dancer girls of Fern Shadow Forest were famous throughout the lands for their elaborate fern slutwear.

      (And they were certainly a Blessing of the Heavenlies.)

      (Even if a certain grandmother would disagree. Vehemently, as she’d say.)

      And these parts were so hot that it was like being stuffed inside a barrel and left on the docks again.

      So the dancer girls shouldn’t be blamed for underdressing.

      Rumor even had it they had some intriguing combat techniques too, even if rumors were often just rumors.

      And here in Fern Shadow Forest, a chance to find out.

      Pine needles beautifully mattressed the ground everywhere off the cobble road. Like an orange carpet. With wonderful pine aroma. Especially around the huuuge crooked pines. Pines called pitched pines, it turned out.

      And these pines even had incredibly spooky faces. Each and every one of them.

      Above the ferns.

      The pine needles made a tea that couldn’t be made elsewhere. Apparently, unlike other conifers, these needles must of freshly turned orange or else the tea wouldn’t be any good.

      All in all, an adventure worth having and not much trouble until … well …
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            Dirk

          

        

      

    

    
      Flat on his back as if he fell off another Heavenlies-cursed horse again, Dirk stared up at the wide expanse of clear blue sky and thanked the Heavenlies it wouldn’t be his last.

      (Also thank the Heavenlies there was no Hell-worthy beast known as a horse involved this time.)

      (Really thankful.)

      The rock here was as smooth and bumpy as the fat landlord’s knuckles against his chin for missing rent once again, and actually …

      That was a month ago.

      Already …

      But a few bruises for a few more days were worth it, of course, whether it was bruises on his chin or his back, they built character, as Grandmother Tressia would say.

      She also insisted he savor the blessings in life.

      Like … how the branch that (somehow) flung him flat onto his back was nowhere in sight, so it must of suffered a far worse fate than him.

      The solid rock beneath him, just another reminder to be thankful. Like it not being his shallow new grave. Much like how that poor old fox almost met the wrong end of a speeding wagon in the last village, what’s its name, Briarton, I think.

      Except Dirk chucked a rock at the right moment.

      And he got a knuckle sandwich from an irritated wagoner in return.

      But Angels help those in need.

      Unless they be demons then … (maybe?)

      And landing here, on his back, a real blessing.

      A good few more feet back and that loud trinkle left no doubt, he’d be underwater.

      In the stream called the Mateedoh-Klonk River.

      Its dark water had many trinkling bumps, all incredibly smooth. Not a single sign of a single bubble or hint of foam.

      Or of any rock.

      The stream was so small a simple hop was enough to cross it, but today, it was so hot, it was like being stuffed inside a barrel and left on the docks again. So a dip in cool water was, of course, tempting.

      Only minutes before, Dirk had stuck a long branch under those waters and yank!

      So quick the branch was ripped out of his hand.

      It was so deep and rough, if you got sucked in, you’d never resurface, ever.

      No hope of swimming ‘cross that water.

      Even if it smelled like the best kind of pine needle tea, it was too dangerous to try drinking from. How many poor travelers had died trying to fill their water flasks with it?

      Must be too many to count and probably the reason the main road looped so long and hard to avoid this side road, but no, Dirk didn’t have the time to waste and a little sense went a far way.

      Sure, that hollow echo of water under a bridge, that was from a small arch of stone that served to bridge the stream, as expected of anywhere in the Divine Empire, just like how the bridge and the cobble road were still intact.

      This bridge even had railings, unlike most of the small arch bridges scattered around the empire. The fact this bridge was stone rather than solid oak, another sign that this stream was more dangerous than it first appeared. It wasn’t unheard of for wood bridges to rot enough for a collapse this far out of the way.

      Of course, Dirk knew better than to ever trust a stray bridge.

      He had leapt across the stream.

      It was small enough, and the bridge … it could be a mimic.

      Gulp.

      And mimics took the place an inanimate object, somehow, and the moment a victim used it, it would swallow the poor victim – or victims – whole.

      Then vanish.

      Nothing remaining.

      No sign of what happened remained – except the missing inanimate object

      But mimics wouldn’t – or couldn’t – pose as cups or small objects (thank the Heavenlies) or objects that were too big (really thank the Heavenlies), but … if he hadn’t seen it firsthand … back when he was so young … then maybe bridges … no.

      The Heavenlies-cursed horse he had been on panicked … nearly tossed him onto the bridge mimic – the damn cowardly beast and … the scars on his feet, across his shins hurt just from thinking of it …

      Since even bigger bridge than the one over the Mateedoh-Klonk River had turned out to be a mimic and gulped a bunch of victims and then shrunk and vanished …

      Only to reappear elsewhere somehow … where there hadn’t been a bridge moments before … trapping him on that … that …
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            Dirk

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay. Not now.

      Focus on the past too much and like Grandmother Tressia always said, you’ll miss the current running you down.

      The rock in the here and now, the rock by the first few feet of Mateedoh-Klonk River was more slippery than a fresh caught trout, and the rock seemed just as slimy eager to make a deadly slip happen.

      Thank the Heavenlies, Dirk was wearing dragon scale everything, as much as his peers claimed he had over-prepared – ha!

      He survived because of it.

      Thank the Heavenlies.

      His jerkin, slacks, and even a sleeved cowled cloak, they all were dragon scale as pale blue as the sky, all to remind him of the blessings of the Heavenlies and today, double the luck.

      The dragon scale ensured not even an ache.

      Made sure he didn’t build too much character at once.

      (A truly wonderful inheritance from parents he never knew.)

      Even his suede boots had pale blue dragon scale glued all over them. That dragon scale had saved his feet more than a few times from his own blades.

      As in the wooden blades he had to use back during his several years of training.

      Sure, right now, he was dazed but not exactly confused, kinda, so no need to use one of his five cure-all potions. The smell of fresh overturned earth kept biting him back to his senses, like another tiny pooch determined to get attention or at least some more scraps, his shin be damned.

      Ah.

      The ferns were definitely titan-sized from the view flat on the ground.

      Good thing strapped to his waist were his pair of longswords. They were still secure in their scabbards. They weren’t ordinary swords, no, they were forged from divine silver that, thank the Heavenlies, came from within him, from his own Blessing, a Blessing from the Heavenlies that allowed him to become an Angel of the sword, and travel the world.

      They looked like blue steel but they were most definitely divine silver.

      Of course, right now, Dirk was still plastered on the ground like the cross of snow white fur woven into his jerkin’s chest. There was even another pair of white crosses on his gloves just in case his cloak covered up his jerkin too much. The sleeves of his boots too.

      All snow white fur.

      For the Heavenlies.

      Of course, it was also the kind of fur his landlord would certainly sell if Dirk was ever foolish enough to leave anything precious in his apartment when he was away.

      That’s why he always carried around a pouch forged by an alchemist. The pouch had decent store-it-all pentacles woven into its sides.

      His thermo-flask was filled with steaming hot and still fresh chicken soup rather than the usual strawberry cider with that classic nip of alcohol that most travelers went with.

      Even with the strawberry cider being cheaper than the chicken soup, which wasn’t unusual, and worse, the local strawberries were known as bubblegum berries being so sweet and creamy and incredibly bright pink. They so chewy you could blow bubbles from your mouth and …

      A little alcohol at the wrong moment and he’d be stupid like father at the wrong moments.

      Or like Gelrind.

      Dirk would not of won all those games of Witches and Warriors, despite Gelrind having much better hands of cards, better dice rolls, yet … this pouch … with so many witnesses to prove his lose was truly his lose and not Dirk cheating, Gelrind was forced to give this precious pouch up to cover his loses.

      And his precious six-chamber jinx slinger revolver.

      With its three reload cylinders.

      The catch was that its ammunition was special spells and hard to get.

      Expensive.

      Too expensive, but Dirk would figure out a way around that bridge when he needed to. Practice ammo was more affordable, and even with a quick draw shot, he could ricochet jinxes off each other. Hit targets precisely. The first step had been fusing the rest of his Divinity into it. The next step … he’d figure out. Later. For now, it stayed holstered to his waist.

      Ready for the right time.

      Of course, Dirk kept his pair of Witches and Warriors decks and his dice carved from deer antlers – and all were proper official cards, which included being forged with alchemy so that if some fool tried using fake cards, well, the game would always lead them to a steep horrible loses.

      It made sure nobles couldn’t cheat quite as easily.

      This boxy blue pouch could store a closet worth of goodies. It always weighed as much as a heavy tome, no matter what was in it, and so more than a few couple thermo-flasks of chicken soup were doable.

      Maybe he’d sip from one right now.

      The pouch even allowed Dirk to indulge his bookworm pastime, and normally, carrying more than a few heavy tomes was no hard feat.

      In fact, he carried more than a few stray heavy tomes of obscure but interesting topics in the pouch, even today of all days, since once a bookworm, always proudly a bookworm, since bookworming was good to avoid too much character building at the wrong times, which was why, despite to Grandmother Tressia’s … opinion, a few of the latest dime dreadfuls too.

      Where else would he get the best quips from? Even the stray idea to snatch victory from defeat.

      So bookworming, the best.

      But thank the Light there weren’t bookworm demons or else⁠—

      ROOOOOAAAARRRRR!
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            Dirk

          

        

      

    

    
      The roar shook his whole body.

      Oh no, he hadn’t been a klutz once again.

      That branch smacked him on purpose.

      A troll demanded his full attention.

      And it was never a good idea to ignore a troll.

      Ever.

      Worse, the troll was a tree troll, so it looked like one of the many young pitched pines surrounding the road, and all those huuuge trees had knobby faces and their trunks split into two or more branches.

      But tree trolls were usually loners.

      Least according to the bestiaries he had to read and memorize (or run a circle around the Palace of the Heavenlies for every mistake or forgotten detail.)

      Nothing in any of the many records he had to read suggested any feelings toward their own, but …

      The needles of the other trees … all blotched … black?

      Wait.

      Something was off. Even the titan-sized ferns had a stray blotch here and there.

      The rock beneath him felt colder, nippier all of a sudden.

      No. Just goosebumps.

      The smell of musty earth and pine needle water … No.

      Focus on the tree troll.

      Its trunk, even at its thinnest, was thick enough that even his big fat landlord could of barely been able to wrap his arms around it.

      A third of the way up, the tree troll was split into two branches. Its arms. That branched into massive hands. With many, many fingers.

      Their needles all folded together into razor claws.

      Below the branch split, a knobby face. With beady eye-holes. And a jagged vicious mouth eager to munch tasty human flesh.

      But no blood splatters?

      Maybe no victims in quite a while.

      Maybe.

      A third of the way down the tree troll split into powerful legs. Down and down into feet.

      With sandals of roots.

      One foot of which was now pressing down hard against his chest.

      But dragon scale saved him.

      The more pressure the tree troll put on his chest, the more the dragon scale scales linked together.

      Countered the pressure.

      Even better, the most of the natural magical resistance of the dragon was remained in these very scales. And since tree troll were magical, guess what, the crushing power of the troll was greatly reduced, thank the Heavenlies.

      And the reason Dirk survived.

      Despite the tree troll’s best attempt to kill Dirk.

      Then umphf.

      Stomp him into a human pancake.

      Again.

      Stomp.

      Stomp.

      This tree troll, like a pine tree from some herbivore’s nightmare.

      But he was a carnivore deluxe.

      As in give him steak or give him death.

      “Die …” the troll said, “Murdereeee …”

      Its voice, like wood grinding together to somehow form words and–

      “Wah ha ha ha ha ha!” a girl cried out.

      All bubbly and airy and cutesy.

      Then a witchy cackle. Of the young beauty(?)

      A bit a ways. Behind the troll … wait.

      Dirk could … smell her?

      Yes.

      That perfumy smell. It had to be a her.

      (Hopefully – but you never know.)

      A girl.

      In the middle of nowhere.

      Strange …

      She smelled of … the local sweet and chewy bubblegum berries … but … no.

      It didn’t smell quite like perfume.

      More like a musk.

      Like a natural musk. And something else.

      Bestial.

      Dirk couldn’t place it. Yet.

      Too faint. Tip of the tongue unsure.

      “Kill him for me [image: heart with ribbon]” she said, “Sweetie Poo [image: sparkling heart]”

      What? Who …

      Umphf!

      Another tree troll stomp.

      It had a master?

      Among slaved demons it was usually kill the master kill the minion. Simple yet –

      The tree troll roared. “Diiiiieeeee!”

      It lifted its foot again.

      (Not exactly an intelligent one, was it?)

      Dirk rolled out of the way.

      Onto his feet.

      The scales on his soles holding the rock firm.

      Then not.

      Back on his ass. Now …

      Facing the river? A few feet away.

      The tree troll, right behind him …

      Least the dragon scale still held him in place.

      The troll roared. “Aaaaaalllll diiiiieeee!”

      All?

      There was just Dirk and the mystery girl.

      Dirk rolled backwards.

      Thump! The troll stomped.

      CRACK!

      His cloak, under that foot.

      Dirk slipped out of it real quick.

      Grabbed the sleeves.

      Ready to try something risky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Five

          

          
            Dirk

          

        

      

    

    
      Risky was right.

      Just like the dime dreadfuls.

      For a critical moment, as if dazed, Dirk simply sat on his ass.

      His cloak off. Held in front of him.

      But the cloak was still trapped under the foot of the tree troll. The rest of the troll, behind him.

      The rock scolded his rear bad enough for Grandmother Tressia to approve of the rock.

      It also slimed his dragon scale, but his dragon scale held him firm to the ground.

      The Mateedoh-Klonk River trinkled a short way in front of him. Beckoning for another victim to yank under.

      Yet his only hope.

      Timing was everything.

      (Kinda like the dime dreadfuls.)

      He breathed deep and–

      The familiar smell of fresh overturned earth?

      Like the garden all trainees had to farm to tone down their ego.

      The nip of pine. No stink of decaying plant from the raging troll. The other pitch pines cursed in the breeze like zombies.

      In the breeze, wow, it was faint, but it was there.

      Plant decay.

      Ferns across the stream of death were blotched too.

      Less so than this side.

      He quietly sighed deep and – ack!

      That strange bubblegum berry musk … no.

      Dirk forced himself to ignore it.

      It tried to yanked his attention where it shouldn’t be. A trick Gelrind played on him more than once. A common theme among tricksters of many places.

      And just like the sight of a drop dead gorgeous girl at the wrong moment.

      The tree troll stomped down on his cloak.

      Lifted its other foot.

      Dirk held on.

      An instant almost too long.

      Then rolled to the side.

      Stomp!

      CRACK!

      The troll just missed. “Yoooouuuuu slooooowwww.”

      Dirk laughed. “You stupid clutz.”

      The tree troll, all in front of him.

      Between him and the stream.

      “Yooooouuuuu stuuuuuupiiiiid,” the troll said.

      Shifted all its weight to the foot without the cloak.

      And yionk!

      Dirk yanked his cloak hard.

      So hard he rolled backwards.

      Made the troll fumble forward.

      Wobble

      turn

      wobble

      wobble

      turn …

      wobble turn–

      SMACK!
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      Sedrick knew that side path was too risky.

      It meandered away from the main road, yes, he was relieved it was cobble and in decent shape, but it crossed the Mateedoh-Klonk River and that innocent looking stream was notoriously deadly.

      Just the thought unsettled the tea in his stomach.

      And tea was the best for settling an unsettled stomach any time of day.

      He was a big man, muscular and tall, yet he read plenty of accounts where greater creatures, even massive trolls had been pulled under quick.

      This main road made a wide loop all to avoid it completely.

      Even the stallion Sedrick was riding refused to go down it.

      According to the last village, Briarton, horses usually refused to go down it, and even more importantly, if the horse refused to go on a bridge, don’t go on the bridge, it’s a monster called a mimic, and Dirk without a horse …

      Jaxus sent Sedrick to fetch Dirk for more than just that. The Demonic Knight of the True Blackest were on the move in the region. That was reason enough to clear the area of Angels and bring in some Archangels but … if the boy fell victim to a mimic there would be nothing left.

      No sign of the boy since the last village. Only word of mouth, as it should be.

      The boy wasn’t unskilled … just …

      The pitched pines all along the side of the road were too straight. Their scent, the fresh needles had made a wonderful tea that delighted the tongue.

      The sky was clear and with the cover of the trees, Sedrick was sure he could confirm the rumor of a stray pair of winged serpents without much fuss. Winged serpents weren’t as powerful as dragons, or even lesser dragons, but they were massive flying snakes, and too much for Dirk to deal with alone.

      Yet.

      Maybe Sedrick could deal with them before finding Dirk.

      Sedrick had a jerkin and leggings on. All dark blue as the standards for Angel of the Sword required. The white cross on his chest too. He wore a cowled cloak weighed down with the fur of a steel wolf.

      The rest of his outfit was dyed in steel slime, which gave his clothing a shiny look, and gave the dark blue a purple tint at the right angle. The steel slime was enough to give his garb the power the protect him from fang and blade, when he needed it.

      Right before using his aura.

      His aura could make his skin impenetrable to danger and was better than any armor. If he needed to strike from a distance, he could call upon his aura for a number of projectile attacks.

      Unlike Dirk. His aura abilities … were wanting.

      It was a surprise he even managed to pass the exams to become an Angel of the Sword. He had the Blessing but not all with a Blessing had … the rest of what was needed.

      But rumor had it the boy had an atypical offensive aura skill and it was … amazing. Supposedly.

      And a sign of something far better.

      He was an unusual case. An atypical aura user. If the instructors could figure out what impeded him … according to Jaxus … he might even have the power of an Archangel Paladin to wield.

      Maybe well beyond the usual Archangel Paladin.

      No wonder Jaxus sent Sedrick to fetch Dirk. Jaxus seemed worried something more was afoot in these parts other than the Knight of the True Blackest, but intel on those notorious demonic knights …

      Details were sparse.

      Too few survivors, for one, but there was more.

      Just hurry back, Archangel Jaxus had insisted. Kill the winged serpents if you stumble upon them but the key was to fetch Dirk and hurry back.

      Before the Knight of the True Black reach these lands.

      Hopefully Dirk had avoided that side road, but that boy’s dislike of horses was legendary, strange as it was. Sedrick didn’t know why, but a bad experience when the boy was young was probably the reason and no amount of reasoning would change the boy’s mind …

      Hark!

      A massive brown python ahead.

      Posed ready to ambush the next traveler.

      Only a few dozen feet away.

      The evil serpent was coiled and camouflaged around a thick pitched pine. It dangled slightly over the road.

      Frozen inhumanly still.

      All too easy to miss.

      Its wings were partly folded. Looked too much like craggy branches of the tree it was coiled around.

      And what looked like countless pine needles – actually spines.

      Spines it could shoot at enemies.

      At him.

      Cover his exposed face and hands. Destroy his eyes.

      If he was foolish to get too close.

      This serpent, a prevertian pitched python. It had no fangs. It strangled its prey. Swallowed it whole.

      The spines weren’t venomous.

      Just razor sharp and barbed, so that when it squeezed its prey to death, it would bleed in crippling agony.

      There was no hope of surviving once caught.

      But if Sedrick stopped, or even slowed his horse now, it would warn the serpent he knew of its presence. It would attack.

      Sedrick had a better way.

      He had a pair of short swords. Sheathed in the whitest of bleached unicorn leather. Both were the finest of spiraled sharp alicorn, and no serpent scale could hope to deflect alicorn.

      Add his aura ability to fling sword slashes like projectiles …

      And best of all, he could draw faster than any serpent could.

      And did so.

      But a second flying slash came from behind him.

      Crack!

      Struck his.

      Destroyed it halfway to the serpent.

      Sedrick swung around.

      His horse snorted but obeyed.

      Unicorn blade out and ready – a red flash!

      Toward his gut.

      Bang!

      Both his blades out. Deflected …

      By a big red scorpion stinger?

      Attached to a lion’s tail.

      To a muscular man-shaped lion. In red gold armor.

      “Not bad for a puny human.” the lion said, “A hero to rescue the escapees, but alas, you are too late. They are all dead.”

      No, not lion.

      A massive manticore troll, and it was revolting how human it looked, even with the face of a lion.

      And escapees? From what?

      Sedrick knew better than to ask.

      The manticore troll clearly had pride in its appearance. A pair of broadswords were strapped to his back, and that mane had more than a few deadly spikes inside it.

      “Sneaking up on me,” Sedrick said, “In that armor … not bad yourself.”

      Wait.

      In the trees around the troll …

      Brawny men and slim yet busty women.

      All painted like human tigers but … no.

      They had with actual cat ears, noses, and tails.

      Tigermites.

      A race of Lesser Demons made long ago from the fusion of man and tiger and … something else.

      The men in brown tunics wielded long clawed weapons known as katars. Exotic weapons in these parts but they caught on in some places. Where they came from, Sedrick didn’t know, but that wasn’t important.

      Those mites knew how to use them.

      The women, archers in form-fitting brown dresses, and they filled the branches behind the troll.

      All their bows drawn.

      Arrows pointed at Sedrick.

      But he knew how to play this troll.

      “And some tigermites to even the odds,” Sedrick said.

      The troll waved off his tigermites. “A few referees. Nothing more.”

      And the troll struck with his stinger again.

      With full force.

      Crack!

      One unicorn blade broke.

      His horse edged back.

      Shivered.

      Ready to bolt any moment now.

      “And here I thought,” the troll said, “My sister would have all the fun.”

      “Sister?” Sedrick said, “Where?”

      “Capturing my lord’s newest pet-to-be,” the troll said, “Such a feisty little girl. The Dennery of the Blooded does such a splendid job of breeding them. They make such fine livestock! And the women, such fine pets! This pet was trained with her playmate to be stronger than the others. Hopefully it’ll last longer too. Humans are so fragile.”

      Human livestock? Pets?

      The monsters!

      Sedrick gritted his teeth. “The Divine Empire shall not stand for it.”

      “The age of humans is ending,” the troll said, “The age of the demon comes charging, and none can stand in our way.”

      “I already do,” Sedrick said.

      “Ha!” the troll said, “But not for long.”

      Sedrick nudged his horse forward and–

      The horse shrieked. Reared up.

      Ah! The serpent!

      A rain of spines smacked his back.

      His cowled cloak and jerkin saved him.

      But not his horse.

      Sedrick leapt off just in time.

      Flipping in air.

      Flung a pair of slashes. At the snake and at the troll–

      Ack!

      Crack! Crack!

      His slashes deflected again.

      And pain … suddenly radiated … from his gut. The massive stinger of the troll …

      His body skewered …

      He couldn’t … couldn’t …

      “As I thought,” the troll said, “Not much trouble at all. Hardly worth the effort. The other one better be better sport for her or else … she can be quite cruel, and this pet she trained running away? It will put her in a fouler mood. Least her playmate cooperates with the hunt and your corpse shall prove useful to the NecroLancer Warlord. A Captain of the Knight of the Truest Black his latest plan … this forest …”

      No … now Sedrick couldn’t … even …
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      Smack?

      The smack definitely came from above Dirk.

      It cracked over the stream, throughout the woods much like when Grandmother smacked foul language out of Dirk way back when.

      It even echoed over the pines.

      Their whispers all too much like the forest’s own version of gambling among spectators to a street fight. That crack, all too much like the climax of that last sword bout between him and Gelrind. Thankfully with wooden swords, but the bruises to his ribs still weren’t entirely healed, but so what?

      Dirk was a man and Grandmother Tressia insisted a man didn’t whine about pain.

      He got up and fought till he won.

      It all came from above him, and no spectators gambling on his loss now either.

      Yet again, Dirk fell onto his ass.

      He wasn’t hit. Thank the Heavenlies.

      But everything slowed drastically.

      Like he was suffering another beating from Gelrind.

      But without the painful pounding.

      Yet.

      The troll, still in front of him. Between him and the deadly Mateedoh-Klonk River.

      But it was facing him now.

      Still wobbling.

      Trying not to tumble onto its ass.

      Right as a gust of sugarberries and cream musk hit Dirk.

      Just as loud too – but to the nose.

      And a fox tail … smacked the nose of the troll hard.

      Huh?

      A fox tail?

      But he wasn’t seeing things.

      A ruby red pair of stiletto heels even daggered the troll’s eyeholes.

      Ye-ouch.

      The troll’s face now twisted in agony.

      (Who’d have thought poking a tree troll in those empty eye sockets would do something?)

      Wait. Those heels …

      They were on peachy girlie legs.

      The kind of girlie legs a guy would not mind being strangled by, as–

      Why would he think that!

      Gulp.

      Just because it appeared in some of his favorite dime dreadful novels … idiot.

      Be professional!

      But the legs were on a girl who, as his beloved dime dreadfuls would certainly say, had an hourglass to mankind’s doom figure.

      Assuming she was a demon girl i.e. a demigirl.

      Her chest, hellishly endowed as two titan-sized peaks to doomsday.

      Assuming she was a demigirl, of course, but her heels were … drilling into the tree troll’s eye sockets?

      Weird magic only demigirls could pull off.

      The tree troll, trying to stand its ground.

      The demigirl, trying to drill it into the stream.

      A war of … something.

      Weird.

      Least time was still slower than the honey Grandmother Tressia poured into her tea every morning.

      Less weird but still weird, the hellishly endowed demigirl was in ruby red undies of the two piece lingerie kind, plus some chest and hips skirts that were bright pink yet too translucent to count as real coverage.

      (Not that Dirk minded …)

      The undies’ fabric looked and moved like skin-tight silk but …

      It was as shiny like polished steel.

      Some kinds of silk alchemied with steel slime demons, steeled silk armor, but … as lingerie? Strangely … pointless. Well, the golden trim …

      Probably was fool’s gold.

      But it added a nice touch.

      Including the white pearl wrapped and dangling off the bottom threads of a ruby string lacing up her bra top.

      Her translucent skirts also had that shine so … but … not exactly protective with so little actual coverage.

      And more importantly, not even a whore would wear that kind of getup here in the middle of nowhere.

      Let alone a dancer.

      That hellishly endowed demigirl even had waist-long platinum pink – yes, pink – hair. Her hair was so nice and trim and all around well-kept. It even flowed beautifully in the air.

      Definitely a demigirl.

      And there was no way she was simply too crazy to wear anything but undie skirt armor.

      Her gorgeous baby face, with its big bright blue eyes, were too intelligent and clear-minded too.

      Yet that happy grin of hers very much reached her eyes.

      Eyes that gleamed as bright blue as the sapphires chained in golden headbands around her forehead and throughout her hair.

      Her grin, as white as the pearl hanging off her bra top.

      Her grin even perked up her fox ears on the top of her head up even more.

      Fox ears too… wait … a fox girl?!

      No, a demon known as a foxling.

      Foxlings had some kind of innate mix of fire, ice, and wind magics they could quickly call upon.

      The only real limitation of their innate magics was exhaustion that made them flat out pass out and, of course, all foxlings were gorgeous drop dead beautiful girls since lust smitten men, very easy prey to ambush, and, oh yeah, better try to snatch their precious fox pearl to weaken their magical powers.

      Oh yeah, the closer the pearl was kept to her heart the more power she could draw from it, and honestly, a young foxling needed all the power she could get and … and … um …

      So obviously, the one hanging off her bra top.

      Yet for a young foxling to dress so … in public undies, and here of all places, where there were only titan-sized ferns and spooky faced pines … weird.

      This cobble road wasn’t exactly heavily traveled either, supposedly. All because of that deadly stream only a little ways away.

      The duel between raging troll and raging stiletto drills … no, he shouldn’t waste this free moment.

      On his feet.

      Aura time.

      He survived many years of intense physical training to awaken his aura abilities … okay.

      Just to see auras.

      Supposedly, it could be detected with other senses but he … couldn’t.

      Yet.

      It was like bathing his eyes in warm cozy bath water and right now, it was so very refreshing compared to the hot forest air.

      Now a halo, around each and every single thing.

      The troll had a blend of black, brown, and green halos. Black for demon. Brown and green for … (what again …)

      The sky had a faint one of blue against the normal blue for … (ah, his head was too dizzy to remember right.) The pitched pines had a polluted rainbow of orange, green, and black …

      Black?

      That usually meant demonic.

      But all the trees here couldn’t be demons, could they? He had a book in his pouch to look it up but not the time now.

      The halos could, no, should reveal health, deception, and lots more.

      Like seeing through the sleight of hand tricks he got amazing good at for reasons stupid and unimportant and then pointless.

      Of course, aura vision quickly strained the eyes to blurred blindness for a bit. You could only use so much aura before you out and out passing out and with the troll … and the girl … he should look at the hellishly endowed foxling but … no.

      Not yet.

      He shut eyes blurred.

      Blinked away the aura vision.

      Hot forest air returned. Not too blurry.

      Good.

      The same aura training made aura users extra tough and, supposedly, an aura user could use the aura to become even tougher. Aura strengthening it was called. Again, do it too much and boom, you pass out.

      Like in Dirk’s case, a few moments, at most, so don’t use it yet.

      But (technically) he did (sort of) master them both … enough to become an official Angel of the Sword …

      Barely.

      And not enough to move onto the next step.

      (Yet.)

      (But if he completed enough missions well enough … as Archangel Jaxus said …)

      The tree troll finally gave way to those stiletto drills.

      Fumbled backwards.

      Finally.

      Clomp

      clomp

      clomp

      The girl flipped off the troll. Landed – clonk.

      A good little bit behind Dirk. Perfect for the next fight.

      Against her.

      (If it came to that.)
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      No time now.

      All the ferns, swayed so slow, just like Dirk himself did, yet their whispering, just as quick.

      His rush was on.

      Every instant counted. As much as it dragged on.

      And on.

      The spooky faced trees seemed to cheer on their tree troll cousin. Much like the gambling spectators did with Gelrind. But the black blotches on their needles were clearly worse on this side than the other side of the stream.

      Thank the engineers of the Divine Empire, the cobble road was no worse for all the tree troll stomps. That arch of a stone bridge still so, so inviting to the foolishly trusting stranger.

      The deadly stream trinkled only a pace away, oh so slowly now.

      His rush. The stream.

      His best hopes yet.

      But first Dirk flipped his cloak back on.

      Hopped back onto his feet.

      Oh so slowly.

      The tree troll was before Dirk. Still fumbling back.

      Sloooowly.

      Slower than grandmother pouring honey into her tea.

      The cracks of its steps snapped throughout the whole forest too quick.

      But somehow the troll didn’t to fall.

      Yet.

      Till Dirk shot its nose.

      The green sparkling jinx flew so slooow.

      But true.

      And gave his other hand time to start one of his famous sleight of hand tricks. The kind of trick he often fell back on to counter his lack of magic prowess against Gerlind …

      A deft flick into the pouch.

      Not too slow but …

      The magic of the pouch instantly sent him the little bag of marbles he used for late night drunken gambling against minor but wealthy enough nobles. The feel of the crazy smooth silk-like fabric of the marbles’ bag, good, it was the pearl-like set, as he wanted.

      While turning as fast as he could drag himself, he slipped out the big shooter.

      A big white (but a very realistic fake) pearl.

      In one sort of quick movement, Dirk tucked the shooter securely into his sleeve’s secret pocket. A pocket that saved him more than once over the years. A guy always needed a few secrets when he was backed into a corner and so, he was halfway passed turning around when …

      BOOM!

      The jinx struck home.

      Right as time jerked back to normal.

      The troll fumbled back.

      SPLASH!

      Into the stream.

      The troll was yanked down quick and hard.

      One monster down and one to – yank(?) – SMOOOOO
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      OOOOOCH lips … fusion … heaven … warmer and cuddlier than any … dream of … fresh warm custard on the lips sweeter … bubblegum berries and cream delight sweeter … and his eyes open … too open … wide open and wow her face …

      her … those big eyes wide shut eyes …

      a peachy baby-faced heaven topped with a button of a nose every beauty from every dime dreadful novel had to have … a lust dream come true

      even her breath

      so warm so sweet and bubblegum berries his heart … thump thump thump thump as fast the stream trinkled so, so rapidly close but …

      dreams do come true … she … held … oh she had grabbed … his jerkin(?) … yeah his jerkin … pinched the ends of the woven cross so tight … tighter than his boots to the rock that … he … why not?

      He slid his hands onto her slim hourglass sides and wow … thump thump thump …

      his dream coming true.

      With plenty of titan-sized ferns to … you know, under. So soft, softer than the pine needle piles, and so, so silky warm, that the hot air, nothing, compared to her.

      Like a touch of the Heavenlies that … no training in the Palace of Heavenlies could …

      She even moaned cutesy and throaty at his touch.

      Lust at first sight!

      Just like those dime dreadfuls foretold!

      (Dream do come true!)

      And yet – she broke off the kiss just as quick.

      She winked at him. “My hero [image: sparkling heart]”

      Her big gorgeous eyes were as bright sparkling blue as the sapphires woven in golden headbands throughout her gorgeously platinum pink hair.

      Her golden chains headbanded a pearl to her forehead but was it her fox pearl? Her hair … was a strange color yet … beautiful.

      So beautiful.

      Especially with the golden headbands.

      Okay okay. Bestill his stupid heart.

      Still … his heart was melting like snow around a bonfire, and no doubt this hellishly endowed girl was a demon. She was a foxling after all …

      But …

      She called him her hero.

      There was no way he could go … but treachery was their forte and … her words … when the troll first attacked … ugh, but …

      “You’re next, Smoochie,” he said before he knew it.

      He had already angled his body ever so slightest away from her.

      Ready for the next shove.

      Idiot. At least give her a chance to betray him first.

      She was so going violent femme fatale any moment. Why rush it? His words were so … crass, so callous. That was his first kiss … honestly … why did it have to be from a drop dead gorgeous foxling? An enemy rather than …

      But what a kiss!

      But Grandmother Tressia … ah! Bless the Heavenlies for a dream come true!

      Her giggle and sigh were so cutesy … yes!

      A dream come true!

      “I sooo know Sweetie Poo [image: sparkling heart]” she said, “Spoken like my first true cutie pie Angel [image: heart with ribbon]”

      Of course she knew. Heavenlies bless her.

      She even sighed all cutesy at the thought of him being an Angel of the Sword. Wow. Strange but …

      And her breath … so warm, so delightfully bubblegum berries and cream sweet that … he could breathe it all day and not get tired of it. It so smelled like the custard he made that childhood love Jenny so long ago and this fox girl’s giggle reminded him so much of Jenny …

      (Why was he thinking of Jenny now?!)

      But Jenny … of his childhood friendship and dreams that, of course, rejected his stupid deluded self quicker than a snake snapped up a mouse. His heart being the mouse, but teens were teens and that was (a few many) years ago and all in all, yes.

      Heavenlies bless her.

      That was the boost he needed to accept getting dragged out of his dinky little village in the middle of nowhere for the grand, renown, and to the very distant Palace of Heavenlies. Accept aiming become the best Angel of the Sword ever and make something of himself, and so, here he was now, doing that.

      Sort of.

      He was no regular guy from another regular village at this point. He was an Angel of the Sword, and his aura skills would open up unusual tradecrafts later in his life too and so on … this scent … ah!

      (Oh yeah – say something! Anything!)

      “But no dying without a first kiss,” he said, “That would be just too sad.”

      “Yup! I knew it!” she said, “We are sooo alike it’s spooky [image: sparkling heart] Too baaad Handsome [image: sparkling heart] We could of been sooo cute together [image: heart with arrow] We could of like, gone places [image: sparkling heart] Maybe … one more … to remember the other by? Before … you know …”

      “Just one?” he said and smooched her lips like they were the finest and last bubblegum berries and cream desert he ever could smooch up.

      Startled, she tensed.

      Blinked.

      Her big eyes, so beautifully wide and bright lovely blue – before she shut them again.

      Went moany.

      Smooched him back long and moany.

      But besides her moan … silence?

      Not even a breeze.

      Just the stream’s trinkle.

      Another trap … of course … but what?
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      Dreadsaw couldn’t help but chuckle. Another fork of the road. Crossroads always favored his kind, the Great White Land Shark.

      It was even as gray and solid as his own tail.

      These humans created such convenient roads. Even with their delightfully piggish aftertaste, those pathetic troop of human knights, crunchy on the outside, gooey on the inside, and how their iron-filled blood warmed his jaws!

      Yet the cobble of these roads was well suited to all four of his thick leather boots, and unlike dirt roads, every inch of his long body was still sleek and clean as his lessers still stuck in the sea, the Great White Sharks.

      No need to march through the ferns. They were only as high as his jaws, but they tasted worse than seaweed.

      No need to sully his jaws with them.

      Thanks to the NecroLancer Warlord, the Captain of Dreadsaw’s troop, the Knights of the True Blackest, soon this deplorable place would transform, become the wonderfully ravenous plants of the demon world.

      And the pathetic beasts too.

      The trees here were still too much like aborted tree trolls. Their branches only worthy as crude tooth picks, nothing more. The piles of their needles stunk so wretched, he’d rather wallow in rotting mackerel than keep smelling them, but as a member of the Knights of the True Blackest, as Dreadsaw the Second Rippest, he had a job to do.

      A legacy to uphold.

      And the reason he wore his family’s sea serpent armor.

      The scales themselves were as each large as those pathetic but tasty human knights. All from the ten thousand year old behemoth whale snake that dared terrorize the valley that became his family’s estate.

      His weapon, his long whip of a tongue.

      It was ridged sharper than his King’s own fangs!

      Its reach, several times his own body length.

      Its speed, well beyond any eye.

      Except the King’s, of course.

      Those pathetic human knights were ripped apart before they realized they were dead and eaten.

      The smell of succulent pig nearby, no, piggish tigers, behind him, from his own tigermites. He still had a few dozen left, and the bitter touch to their stink, no doubt they still feared another tree troll was lingering nearby, but they knew better than to hesitate.

      Especially their women in the trees.

      But they all knew Dreadsaw had been lenient compared to his companion, the Hawkill Crower, a fellow Knight of the True Blackest.

      In the fading clarity of the morning, those pathetic human knights mistook Hawkill as one of their own kind, since Hawkill was their height and similar build.

      But instead of arms, he had hawk wings as red as the blood they both loved spilling. His feathers were all razored blades that he could fire at will and his feathers always grew back quick. Both his legs ended with a true bird of prey’s massive curved talons, and each leg could wield any his feather blades far better than any of those pathetic human knights could their swords. He even wore the finest wyvern scale jerkin, as black as his enemies’ fate.

      Hawkill, simply impaled all his tigermites.

      But floating behind them, a demon born of iron maiden torture devices, but now of flesh and bone, and this one, the Guardian Casket of Lady Mawdrake.

      Best not give it anything to report that looked wasteful on their part.

      Dreadsaw knew this obnoxious task would soon be done.

      Under the stink of soil as strong as a fresh graveyard, under the rot of plants headed toward the refuse heap, and even the distant smell of water rapids, of beasts only worthy of being a quick snack and nothing more, the gust of wind again carried that familiar stink.

      Of young foxling.

      In the direction of the river the humans called Mateedoh-Klonk River, but little did they know the truth … why even approaching it was such a foolhardy idea, even for a Great Demon such as himself.

      Yet that wretched foxling dashed ahead in that direction.

      With her own dozen tigermites.

      Did that foxling truly think replacements for her weren’t already trained and ready? The human she foolishly called her sister … a replacement was already being prepared, but the King, he so wished for a human girl for a pet, with a foxling girl sister, both of the finest breeds.

      So, of course, both were trained strong and skilled enough to play with the King himself, and survive the experience – unlike his other pets so far – but only that much, and no more.

      Fool of a foxling. No doubt with her outfit’s enhancements, she outran her tigermites.

      Again.

      But … her guess wasn’t wrong. That piggish stink … three humans … two stunk of that scolding scent …

      Divine silver. Angels of the Sword.

      Down the main road, those scents … Lord Mawdrake already got to kill an Angel.

      Hawkill cooed. “I smell Angel.”

      “Me too,” Dreadsaw said, “Fly ahead and fetch the foxling. Lady Mawdrake wants them both alive.”

      “Fresh Angel to feast on!” Hawkill said, “Hurry or there shall be none left for you!”

      Dreadsaw chuckled. “I shall have plenty in what’s it called … Briarton. Yes, Briarton.”

      But Hawkill had already flown off.
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      No doubt this girl was a hellishly endowed booby trap.

      But once Dirk used aura vision … no.

      Not yet.

      To use aura anything he’d need to breath calmly, like ripple over a tranquil pond, the kind of pond that was flatter than grandmother’s wonderful potato pancakes, the kind of pond found in the middle of a vast forest.

      The air here was so still, like a snake about to strike, yet so hot, but the bubblegum berries … no.

      His heart, thump thump thump, no no no, silence.

      Focus – that’s what’s needed and …

      His boots solid on the ground.

      The slippery hot rock. The dragon scale clung to it firm. Firm like he must be.

      Like Archangel Jaxus.

      The power was in Dirk’s own bones, like all Angels who were … selected, and flowed throughout him in his blood, blood with the gift of life, and demons needed that mana, whether the bones, the blood, or even the flesh holding some of it.

      All bound the soul like the roots of the forest’s trees, the ferns binding the soil tight.

      The forest, even with its spooky faced trees, and countless titan-sized ferns, and soil darker than a demon’s heart, or his favorite morning coffee – wait.

      Where did that thought come from? Coffee … what the …

      Okay okay. He liked coffee too much, despite what Grandmother Tressia always insisted.

      Coffee was worse than alcohol.

      Least others realized how stupid alcohol could make someone but coffee … it was the innocent baby-faced crook that pretended all-too-well it was your best friend till … okay okay.

      Not now.

      The trinkle of that Mateedoh-Klonk River, it might as well be the dark coffee his fellow Angels drunk and overworked themselves so much their mistakes multiplied like rats in a refuse heap.

      But that bubblegum berry scent and no calmness and … Dirk … he didn’t want to know, confirm the truth.

      The obvious truth about this hellishly endowed foxling.

      Just because it was obvious that this pink-haired beauty, that her purring more content than a sexy kitten drunk with too much catnip and milk, that it was all a horrible hollow act of a treacherous femme fatale straight from the dime dreadfuls stashed in his pouch.

      (Of course it was an act. Duh.)

      (What girl wore bikini lingerie out in a forest? In the middle of nowhere no less.)

      (No one, that’s who. Crass enough only to seduce an idiot. An idiot like him. So virgin dateless stupid but …)

      No. Like Grandmother Tressia always said, cursing himself was no cure. It’ll only weaken his senses when he needed them most.

      Leave the insulting to Gerlind.

      So bless the Heavenlies, Dirk savored this hellishly endowed foxling and her bubblegum berries and cream taste like it would be his last for life.

      For maybe it was.

      Angels … didn’t always live long. So he savored the feel of her juicy warm lips against his, and savored her sweet moans, but … he still, as relaxed and hidden as he could, listened for more.

      She wasn’t a dancer from these parts or else she’d be wearing some of the local ferns but … come to think of it … dancers did wear slutwear to thrill their audience lusty and stupid.

      But dancers only dated nobles. Everyone knew that. Why settle for less? He was an Angel of the Sword yet even he knew … sigh.

      Angels could … sometimes … be the exception.

      Her sultry moans, they were the only sound that echoed loudly in these woods. Not good. Woods shouldn’t be this quiet. The squirrels, the birds, where were they now? The troll was long gone. What other trouble was nearby?

      His thump thump thumping heart didn’t want to care but … her warm touch …

      Her moans were so cutesy loud they started smothering the trinkle of the stream, as if he wouldn’t notice but … he couldn’t get himself to care … too much.

      His boots held the slippery rock firm.

      Firmly enough.

      Just in case push really did come to shove. (It would but … a guy could hope not.)

      Just like her stiletto heels must be doing the same for her but in a different way (judging by how steady she was in his hands.)

      But … no to being putty in her hands. He was the one to break off the kiss.

      This time.

      She pouted. “One more before … you knoooow [image: broken heart]”

      (So cute! She was such a good sport about this he didn’t want to … you know, actually fight her to … what he was supposed to … as an Angel … and they both knew it too well.)

      His heart even thumped high – too high in his neck.

      Only Jenny had done that to him and she was long gone, least to him, and Gelrind bedded more girls than … well, any noble could bed plenty of girls since too many girls loved themselves the chance at easy coin and power, even if it mean being treated like a dick napkin.

      Yet … his thumping heart, it also kept him from sputtering the answer this hellish endowed foxling definitely wanted to hear.

      Would trick him to his doom with.

      Instead, to delay the inevitable backstab, he slid his hands down to her hips.

      She even perked up nervous – yet pleased.

      (Pleased with herself no doubt but …) his hand slipped cozy onto her silky soft undie bottoms and boy, Heavenlies bless her, … did she purr.

      “Your bikini bottoms,” he said, finally, “They feel as soft and smooth as the finest silk. No, softer. What are they?”

      She giggled. Leaned in closer.

      And whispered, “Guess [image: red heart]”

      He wanted to kiss her again but … why not? There’d never be another nearly nude beauty eager to get all smoochy with him like this, in the middle of nowhere.

      He smooched those juicy lips of dreamy pleasure once more.

      Startled, she blinked those big beautiful blue eyes of hers, and then, she smiled a bit more.

      Pulled him closer.

      (Heavenlies bless her, did she hold his jerkin tight.)

      “Giving up already [image: sparkling heart]” she said, “Or trying to bribe me [image: heart with ribbon] So sweet [image: sparkling heart] I love it [image: heart exclamation]”

      Dirk chuckled himself. “But not as sweet as you.”

      That got her smile to reach her eyes. No doubt why but …

      This was the perfect chance to achieve another dream.
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      Even with the titan-sized ferns arching so calm and romantically quiet over Dirk and this hellishly endowed foxling — like the good kind of spectator — even with the deadly stream trinkling a mere few stumbles behind him, and worse, the arch of a stone bridge a few extra steps to the side and waiting sinister for a foolish victim.

      Even with the spooky-faced trees. Them being the perfect hiding place for more tree trolls.

      Or worse.

      Even with the obvious treachery afoot. Dirk stood at a slight angle, ready for the obvious push to a watery doom.

      But the suspicious silence …

      And this hellishly endowed foxling in public undies, Heavenlies bless them, Dirk slipped, no, rubbed his right naughty hand back and …

      Over her really, really fine rear.

      The fabric of her bottoms, it felt so much like the finest of silks that only the best tapestries in the Palace of Heavenlies in the highest of levels were made out of and, more to the grope – point, I mean, point, the tapestry’s silk was intentionally made so fine they were slightly transparent so that any trainee hiding behind it would be quickly found and scolded as Dirk learned firsthand too many times.

      But her lingerie wasn’t transparent.

      At all.

      Yet she wiggled her bottom in his hand. “Ooo so naughty I likie [image: sparkling heart]”

      His mind … reeled … through lust-rough stormy waters … of thought for the answer to her … question that … so close, so far … he swore he should know but … but … her bottom … wow … only covered half covered … her rear so so and … wow.

      He never ever in his twenty years of life ever touched a girl’s rear … not even … Jenny’s by … accident as much as he dreamed of … and not fresh grope-ready … hellishly fine rear … as much as he … wished ... and he so enjoyed the soft warm feeling of her rear too much to … cut off this pleasure with a proper answer.

      Yet.

      “Ooo give up?” she said.

      Dirk chuckled again. “Do I …”

      “Just pinch me to find out [image: sparkling heart]” she said and wiggled her rear again.

      Then she tugged him closer.

      (Oh Heavenlies bless her evil heart.)

      So … with his right naughty hand, and right hand because it felt so right, he gave her rear a good firm squeeze, and she gasped, moaned, her breath amazing sweet bubblegum berry and so, so warm and better than this nippy forest air, and then, she leaned in closer.

      And closer.

      “Its …” she said, “Silked human skin [image: heart with ribbon] Knit, of coursies [image: sparkling heart]”

      Dirk sighed. “Nice try.”

      “Try? So sad [image: sparkling heart]” she said, “Naughty me loooves ending humans [image: sparkling heart]”

      Yeeeaaaah. Right.

      Uh huh.

      “Aaah, no-kill braggart,” he said, “No femme fatale worth her sexies brags about her kills … unless she’s aiming to win an assassination job.”

      “You’re. so. mean [image: sparkling heart]” she said, “I guess I need a spanking.”

      She even wiggled her innocent sexy rear in his hand again and again, but her teases trembled his stupid heart shocked, thank the Heavenlies and her evil, evil heart, it steadied his lust-rough waters of his mind.

      She wasn’t a human killer.

      Yet.

      So he spanked her. “Bad girl.”

      She eeped.

      “I’m sooo naughty [image: sparkling heart]” she said, “Imagine how much trouble I’ll be once I escape [image: sparkling heart]”

      Good. Too inexperienced and nervous to realize her mistake.

      And she’d no doubt go way to extreme way too quick and suddenly, all to prove herself.

      “Worthy of another spanking,” he said and spanked her with a snap.

      Her eep, so sexy cute, and he pecked her lips to cut her off her next words.

      The look in her sapphire blue eyes, good, his kiss threw her off again, but not in a bad way.

      So she thought.

      “Too bad, our future …” he said and slid his hand up over ass.

      “… together …” he said and slid his hand over her soft sides.

      Sides as lovely as a sunset for the fingers.

      “… would of been …” he said and slid up her flat tone tummy like a ramp to the heavenly sexy of her two giant suns.

      “… grand,” he said and–

      Bop.

      A pearl … the one hanging off a loose thread of her bra top.

      Perfect.

      Her sudden gasp. The tint of fear in those beautiful eyes …

      The brief instant of contact, he felt the thread. The thread held the pearl by looping around it three times. Easy to slip off but … of course, for serious magical hijinks, they both knew she needed to hold it, wave it around for the necessary gestures, and so her forehead pearl had to be for show …

      And so in that long indecisive instant, the instant she was way too aware of her pearl and the peril of it being so close to his hands, he smiled so friendly she blinked.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Then he winked. Smiled again.

      She blinked again. Uncertain.

      Good.

      “Time for worse than a spanking,” he said and just as she froze, he tickled her tummy so tickly fun, she burst out laughing so loud and startled so badly she shut her eyes and squirmed … and relaxed.

      Her next mistake.

      And the perfect excuse for his next move.
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      That instant for Dirk, for his next move, as silent as the whole forest.

      The ferns gave the perfect shade. Like the barns stuffed with hay and horses more romantically successful guys in his hometown used for … you know. The air, already the perfect heat, unlike those sweltering barns.

      The trees giving the air the perfect spice. Like this morning’s tea still lingering in the back of his throat.

      And only the stream trinkling so innocent yet so deadly and so, so close behind him.

      His heart, thunk thunk thunked stupid.

      Good.

      Since in that instant, with the hellishly endowed foxling before him, as if her bubblegum berry wonderful smell intoxicated him beyond stupid, Dirk hooked his pinky under her bra top’s strap, the strap below her hellishly endowed breasts, and pressed his pinky down so, so gently against her bare warm skin.

      Only the side of his hand pressed down too, so his other fingers could reach her pearl …

      He gave the bra top a sexy tug.

      Her startled yip, even louder laugh of blissful relieved glee.

      So cute.

      So femme fatale.

      And so dead.

      He slipped her fox pearl out. Slipped his shooter marble in its place.

      This sexy close, no worries. With the real pearl up his sleeve. In that secret pocket. There’d be no effect until they were separated enough.

      Not even Gelrind couldn’t hope to pull off something this smooth.

      And just in case, he traced his finger up between those
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