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            Romeo

          

        

      

    

    
      Romeo Bladell knew, for sure he knew, that there were absolutely no roosters in the middle of Shadow Forest, and yet that cock-a-doodle-do was no doubt so very rooster-like, wow. It was as loud and proud as any rooster challenging the sun in the morning, a mere bird that was determined to rise higher and brighter than the sun itself.

      His back was to a wide mossy trunk of another oak, while he sat knees to chest on an incredibly thick and low winding branch, all hiding among the countless broad leaves.

      Alone this time, for now, but the murk around him was more than bright enough for the morning. Plenty of light was sprinkled everywhere like the many, many crumbs of Aunt Tilda’s famously delicious peach pies for dessert.

      She even insisted that without the countless crumbs it just wouldn’t be peach pie.

      Just like without sprinkles of sunlight, it just wouldn’t be a proper morning in Shadow Forest … kinda.

      What Romeo would do for a taste of one of Aunt Tilda’s peach pies right now … but she’d smack him silly for yearning for a dessert when it was time for breakfast. Bad enough that cock-a-doodle-do was getting louder and louder.

      Closer and closer.

      Don’t think of a good greasy eggs and bacon breakfast right now. The kind of breakfast both his ma and Aunt Tilda were famous for.

      But no doubt the source of the cock-a-doodle-do was on the ground. A good several paces below the very branch Romeo slept on. Every inch and cranny of his body ached but, like pa often said, that was just another way his body let him know he was still very much alive and well, despite whatever beating he took earlier, or, in this case, his makeshift bed helped him survive another night in Shadow Forest and its countless horrors within its endless murk.

      That he slept in his red jerkin and brown slacks, sigh. If only he hadn’t skipped the shirt so many days ago, but no crying over spilt milk.

      Even better, Aunt Tilda wasn’t here to wallop him either, for daring to think about spilling some precious milk again.

      But ack!

      Twigs snapped loud and clear nearby, but behind him. Leaves rustled. Crackled. Ferns got scrapped. The source coming his direction, from behind, and it sounded like it was far bigger than any rooster.

      Closer to the size of a wolf.

      Maybe bigger.

      Thankfully Velvet Ruins let him hold onto one of her precious scimitars. Its curved blade was a wicked lightning violet and yet there was no doubt it was forged from human bone. The lavender handle felt like quality ivory too, but they both knew it was somehow forged from human remains, at least from what Velvet was told. The balance was so perfect, so solid, but not too heavy, not too light, he was still utterly shocked at the scimitar’s quality.

      Nothing short of the best for a clawgirl like Velvet Ruins.

      Well, before clawgirls like her got demoted to fodder slaved to their lessers. Lessers clawgirls used to command themselves.

      A fate Romeo saved Velvet from.

      Back a few days ago she showed her appreciation by not just fighting beside him, but fighting with him in the gorgeously bare utterly nude to as the sexiest thank you ever.

      Well, recently, when his other clawgirl girlfriends insisted Velvet finally let her outfit regenerate from his Puributcher Technique and, ugh, that no-sex-until-safe policy hammered away another joy in life.

      But in return Velvet got to guard Romeo for the last few days, and with her velvety voice, she was one fine singer, singing him gently to sleep each and every night.

      A cool breeze stirred through the forest, rustling countless leaves, and right into his broad but now scruffy face. It filled his breath with the natural musty earthiness of these woods, and best of all, that strangely natural almond and vanilla musk of the stunningly gorgeous Velvet, who, was hidden by a strategic cluster of broad leaves from all directions except his own.

      She was laying down a pace ahead of him, and still snoozing sexy on the very same branch, but unfortunately, now fully dressed. Her violet leotard fit perfectly, with pink hearts in choice places to emphasize her lushest curves.

      As in curved perfectly slim in the right spots, and superheavy in the moneymaking chest spots.

      Just like how her fine smooth skin had such an exotically tanned complexion like toasted almonds and was just as sweet on the eyes. While her gorgeous heart of a baby face was framed with long lush black hair that went curly at the bottom, near her shoulder blades, even after she slept sexy sweet for him on her side. Also so that her other scimitar laid above her, strapped to her side facing the sky, easily in reach.

      She slept over a nice thick patch of moss, even if she deserved far more than that extra comfort, and not just from all the sexy she offered him these last few days.

      Especially after saving him time and time again from hazards he himself missed, to, no doubt, the chagrin of pa and his grandpa.

      But while her bright beautifully violet eyes met his, clearly wide and worried, her cherry-lipped grimace was directed downward … and⁠—

      Another cock-a-doodle-do?

      Velvet shuttered, eyes shutting. Shivering.

      Cringing?

      Romeo gasped. Tried to catch her attention again. Ask what was wrong without speaking the words and revealing their location.

      But no.

      Velvet started to curl up. As if … if the very sound of the rooster was hurting her?

      And hurting her badly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Romeo

          

        

      

    

    
      No. It couldn’t be a rooster.

      The rustles below, of leaves being stepped on heavily, crinkling, and the scrapping of many ferns together, snapping more than a few of their stems along the way … no.

      It sounded like it was at least as big as a wolf. Maybe bigger.

      No rooster was that big.

      But then what was it? Romeo never heard of any legend about monsters with rooster-like calls. Or that clawgirls like Velvet had any dislike of roosters. No. Her kind were meant to be able to hide among mankind. Seduce and slay guys like Romeo, but not all clawgirls embraced such a vile lifestyle. More than a few didn’t, actually, since a human’s lifestyle nowadays, not so bad. It was so good that a number of the gorgeous girls working off their debts at the Honey Heart Resort run by Aunt Tilda turned out to be clawgirls enjoying their human lifestyle, for the most part, at least.

      There was no chance Velvet would be weak against an actual rooster or its call.

      If only he could check on his other clawgirl girlfriends, but he wasn’t about to leave Velvet here alone and vulnerable.

      The twisting limbs full of big broad oak leaves around this winding thick branch hid Romeo from the creature, but also hid the creature form him.

      Same for Velvet, who, only a pace away, was curled up like a fetal baby on the thick soft moss and trembling now.

      Romeo had to move. To get up. His suede boots were more like suede socks. They’d let him feel the rough bark of the tree.

      But that wouldn’t stop the bark from crumbling, snapping underneath his movement.

      And making a sound when Velvet was so vulnerable … no. He gripped the ivory-like handle of this precious scimitar. Shifting around to seek a better view of the coming danger.

      Wait.

      Not a single songbird chirped. Not a single squirrel scampered. The forest was all but silent.

      Even Velvet was utterly silent in her cringing pain.

      Romeo gnashed his teeth—silently. That clinched it. The small forest critters knew this world better than he did.

      Whatever was cock-a-doodling was a dangerous monster.

      The branch Romeo and Velvet were on was at least several paces above the creature, but no telling how high it could jump. If it was a bird-like monster, it might even be able to fly, some, or at least jump high and glide.

      Even chickens could jump high and glide.

      Well, some breeds of chicken. Especially certain roosters.

      How many times had Romeo, back at home as a little young brat chased the chickens until the rooster came and defended them with its cocky proud life and even defeated him more often than not.

      Partly because ma would smack him silly if he hurt the chickens too badly. Let along scare them too badly.

      But this creature was no farm rooster. Ambush the monster or … Velvet flicked her foot at him.

      Shook her head at him.

      Finger over mouth and silently hushed him.

      Before cringing in utter agony once again.

      He nodded. Hand tight on her scimitar.

      When a chuckle ran out below. A very human but sinister chuckle.

      And his blood run colder than ice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Vivian

          

        

      

    

    
      Vivian gasped silently,, in utter, utter totallies pain at the sudden cock-a-doodle-do crackling and echoing through every nick and cranny of Shadow Forest.

      Like a kick in the gut, every bit of the rooster’s call kicked her more and more, and then throughout every bit of her body, her body forcing her to curl up, gasp silently more and more at the pain starring her vision blurry, enough to force her eyes were to squint through the crust from last night’s sleep. A nightly sleep she had started to savor, since her duties at the Honey Heart Resort left little time for beauty sleep.

      Yet now, Vivian cringed as tightly as her own awfully revealing leotard of pink with pale pink hearts clung to her. Her long naturally pink hair covered her, but couldn’t hide her from the source of that agony.

      The bed of thick soft moss she had slept on suddenly felt bumpier, more jagged than any of this oak’s bark anywhere. Like bugs were crawling through the moss, up around her leotard, and into her bracers and even into her thigh boots.

      Yet she cringed so tight, so awfully horrible, that she couldn’t even rub herself, try to scrub those bugs off her.

      Nothing but the cock-a-doodle-do reached her ears. Not even her own heart beat, the rooster was so loud.

      But why?

      How could a rooster do this to her? No.

      It couldn’t be rooster. This was Shadow Forest. She was a good few branches away from her dear Romeo. That cocky Velvet stole Vivian’s place for the last few nights and and and …

      Shaking by her waist. Violent shaking.

      And not by her?

      Her sword?!

      The Savage Sword of Shadow Forest!

      A wicked scimitar in more ways than one. Its blade was like an evil deer antler curved drastically and sharpened worse than any blade she ever saw.

      Even compared to Romeo’s harpe, a beautifully crescent blade.

      Last time she wielded this savage blade, dared touch its handle, the black hilt and dark red handle had swallowed her hands together into a painful spiky ball and … this pain from the cock-a-doodle-do …

      Nothing compared to that pain.

      That terror.

      Vivian didn’t dare moan, but she did reach for her lone but dangerous blade.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Romeo

          

        

      

    

    
      Romeo held his breath throughout the entire chuckle. A very human chuckle several paces straight below him. Heavy footsteps crinkled dry leaves, snapping ferns sharply, and cracking hard leather sole against solid granite, the sounds all spoke of a solidly built man.

      But this was Shadow Forest, so best not be too certain.

      The thick winding branch Romeo was sitting on would only do some much to hide their presence from the man below. Even with the many clusters of broad oak leaves. The many off-shooting branches.

      His jerkin was too bright a red.

      Velvet had a leotard that was far too bright violet.

      Both easily seen from below—at the right angle. A few to several paces beyond beneath the branch and looking up, and around.

      No wonder the songbirds and squirrels were utterly utterly silent. It was so silent his own heart pounded far too loudly in his ears, ready to beat the music of battle, but to fight another human, and without an obvious reason or direct threat … not like he hadn’t done so.

      He saved Velvet by slaying some clawgirl hunters. Using his Slash-o-Boom technique. One technique of many of his sword techniques.

      But not as an ambush. Romeo had tried talking them down. Just like pa would have done.

      Still, maybe the guy below was another clawgirl hunter. That there were so many hunters out here, this deep in Shadow Forest … strange.

      Unless that monstrous necromancer who slaved Romeo’s clawgirl girlfriends was sending them, somehow. Gold was an amazing motivator to the wrong sort of men. No question why. The necromancer could easily revive dead clawgirls and if the clawgirls were undead, there was no way for Romeo to save them except to end their miserable undead existence.

      Velvet, even if she recovered enough to move from her mossy bed on the branch, she couldn’t fight like this, and especially now that she only had one scimitar on her. Without both scimitars she couldn’t snap the pommels together into a scimitar bow and fire any bolts from a distance.

      Not right now.

      No. This was all up to Romeo. Up to Romeo to save her, once again, and save her he would, somehow.

      But announcing there position seemed … far too foolish. Too foolish for words.

      And yet an ambush—no. Pa would never approve.

      No guarantee this man was even an enemy.

      “You sure they’re here, Grif?”

      A growl and snort? Paces below Velvet.

      And a hint of smoke. Of burning bird flesh?

      Like Uncle Jethron always said, trust your nose.

      “They’re here. I smell ‘em, Midus.”

      Oh no. Velvet had a lovely but potent almond and vanilla musk after all, so anyone with a decent nose could locate her easily. Romeo had to get these men and their rooster monster away from Velvet, but without leaving Velvet alone. Then he could try talking to them. Maybe.

      “Which direction?” Midus said.

      More deep breaths. Rasping. Dry.

      “Up,” Grif said, “In the tree.”

      Another chuckle. Romeo tightened his grip on the scimitar. No point hiding now.

      “Come on.” Midus said, “Come on, little clawgirls, or …”

      Another cock-a-doodle-do. From right below them? Loud enough to jab his ears and gut like pa getting another strike in on him during a bout.

      But Velvet … she cringed even more, curled tight even more.

      Trembled in agony.

      Romeo leapt up. Right by Velvet.

      And bared the scimitar she gave him.

      “Go away,” Romeo said, “You’re not wanted here.”

      Two chuckles now.

      SWOOSH!

      SMASH!

      The branches and leaves hiding them vanished. In an instant.

      Ripped away by a dark blur.

      And revealed the horrors that had to be defeated—or else.
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            Krotha Rigot

          

        

      

    

    
      Krotha Rigot chuckled with bloodthirsty glee. The cold pitch dark surrounded her, just like the hole within her, deep within her head, making it both lighter and heavier, and filled with pure raging hatred as dark and deep as this unending abyss itself.

      Just like her demon core, the hole within her.

      A core reaching its final state of perfection.

      The disgustingly bright rainbow of spider threads crowned the circular hole far above her, but their blinding glow no longer reached down into these cool dank depths. The path itself now wound down around and around this circular hole of hard smooth rock.

      The click-click-click of her fox mount’s claws against the slowly descending pathway, a ledge protruding from the wall and winding around and around, wider and wider.

      Only the glow of her wonderful green spore lit the way now. Through what used to be the fox’s eyes.

      A glow that beamed brighter and brighter now that her demon core was reaching perfection.

      This demon core, it was the last gift of her beloved mate before death finally claimed him forever. No hope of reviving him now. Not after that awful technique that boy used on him. That same technique that freed those clawgirls from her spore, from her control.

      But power surged within her now. It was what she needed to not just claim the lives of that wrecked boy and his delusionally treacherous clawgirls, but all clawgirl kind.

      A deep gust powered up through the
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