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            Prologue

          

          CICI

        

      

    

    
      Cici took a deep breathe of fresh pine-scented air, and, as hot as it was, that strange chill up her nose just wouldn’t go away.

      The dark dry dirt beneath her bare-pawed feet was full of brown pine needles poking them. A strange feeling in itself, but it only confirmed what she suspected a while ago: she was definitely mortal now. Nearly anything could harm her, just like how nearly anything could harm a human, or a lamia.

      So focus.

      It was still as hot as the blazing sun above her, and, even with her snug dress of green leather, and, of course, with the midriff, shoulders, and half the usual thigh coverage, since even a tigermite should be stylish, even if it might mean death—as heart-racing as that sounded—ugh.

      She was sweating up a storm, a storm as fierce as the rumbles from a distance sounded.

      The path itself was so wide it would take Cici several sprints to cross it, edge to edge. The huge ferns typical of this forest loomed well over her. Rustling in the breeze like hawkers eager to buy the latest parts of humans caught by her clan.

      The ferns here formed a thick green wall beside the path and shaded anything off the path. It shaded everything off the path so well the dirt was as dark and moist as … the inside of her dress, as awful as that felt.

      Back as a demon, she never felt this … moist. Unless she got dumped in water. Or it had rained too heavily and she couldn’t stay under dry cover.

      No reason that she should feel anything chilled.

      At all.

      The dagger-styled pomander hung off her chest and scented her a sweet peaches and cream. It kept any vile demonic sicknesses away, but now she was mortal … did smell hold sickness for mortals like it did for demons?

      The right smells depended on the demon. Tigermite men tended to think the stinky smell of bloodied mortal prey were the right kind of smell to hide from sickness.

      Just the thought of becoming crippled and hideous like papa back when—shiver.

      No.

      Her reliable pair of red jinxslingers were out and fully loaded with her last cylinders of rounds. These revolvers cost her nothing but she did gamble her own life, more like life servitude to some cruel demon best not thought about.

      But it was a gamble she won several times over, including the expensive spare cylinders, all fully loaded too.

      Now time to gamble again.

      Cici pointed her jinxslingers down the sharply curving path. The path was like an analogy for her life right now. First she was just another tigermite hiding as little human girl, so, of course, she was bodypainted a nice peachy color rather than her lovely sheeny gray complexion with its navy tiger stripes. Spells fixed the bodypaint, and also so that below her knees she had human-like legs and feet rather than the hindquarters of a feline, so that her eyes and ears weren’t feline but human, just like her hands were turned more human, slimmer, less paw-like.

      Just like her tail and its stinger vanishing, and wow, was that odd. To be without a tail. Like losing a sister she barely noticed except when it was gone.

      Almost like Kassie.

      Yet her own tigermite nature … the difference back then … that hint of mortal weakness spelled into her, those human emotions too, they all were difficult to embrace but necessary, and now, the needles poked her bare feet like they did back then.

      When she played with Dirk. Back as his beloved bestie Jenny.

      Even back when they parted.

      Back when she dumped him as hard a falling boulder so that he’d go to the Tower of Heaven rather than linger in their village and with her, and end up captured by her true master, Platybuster.

      The very same monster of a demon scoring win after win against Dirk, yet not obvious wins, of course, since Platybuster wasn’t the obvious time.

      At all.

      Cici really needed to help Dirk turn the tables. Gain his trust back. Before that snake girl Scarlet won his heart more than … than …

      She gulped. A hand patted her shoulder. Moist and hot.

      “You’ll snag him,” Kassie said.

      Her sister Kassie. Figures.

      They even had similar hair styles. Wedged and blonde, down to their shoulders, and all meant to flummox Dirk silly, maybe even get him to notice more than their chests.

      That he spared Kassie only yesterday … she was orange and black-striped and far too cute for her own good. She was lucky one of her betters hadn’t gobbled her up. Same for Cici but Platybuster sort of protected her. She was his to eat and only his.

      That Kassie tricked Cici into serving Platybuster rather than …

      “Still annoyed,” Kassie said, “that I likie got you to servie Platybuster.”

      “And you weren’tie?” Cici said.

      “Never said I wasn’tie,” Kassie said, “But now we’re … what are we? We’re mortal so are we stillie genies? I stillie want to fuck that Dirk boy.”

      “You didn’t even speakie like⁠—”

      “Does he likie this accent?”

      Both were silent. Neither knew, obviously, but Cici was the one who should have known.

      Just like they should have known Platybuster would betray tigermite-kind somehow. Somehow he removed their immortal demonic nature. Reduced them to mortals. All her kind. And now some of their menfolk were even transformed into strange monsters with faces in their chests.

      Another rumble but this time close by.

      At the end of the path? End of the curve.

      And a whiff of decay?

      Something cracked and cackled beyond the curve. Like bones breaking and mending far too quickly. Even smelled of death and fresh injuries.

      Enough that her blood raced as much as her own heart.

      “Kassie …” Cici said, but Kassie stood shoulder to shoulder with Cici, drawing her bow and arrow.

      But the thing that slithered down the path … a monstrosity of bone and corpses, of tigermites and humans caught in extreme torture, all in the form of a tree, a tree crawling like a quickly growing vine down the pathway… right at them.

      A vine growing nearly as fast as they could run.

      But run they did.

      And faster.
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          PEARL

        

      

    

    
      Pearl took a deep refreshing breathe of hot cabinet air and gasped, bumping hard against the small wooden box she was squeezed into.

      But she was alive!

      Really, really alive!

      And free?

      Still?

      Her heart thumped harder than the box around her, louder than the booms of her bumping against the cabinet walls. That she had nothing on … she felt even hotter now, a full on blush, but she was alive!

      How?

      She was sure Dirk killed her with Sir Lamona. The agony of his divine blades piercing her chest and even her hips, enough to make her shiver, squirm, a cold chill tickle over her whole body, then how … did it matter? Really?

      She was alive. Her desire to serve Dirk. To gain his favor, loins and you know, not entirely gone but … gulp.

      Wait. Pearl needed to figure out where she was. Then she could figure out how she survived.

      And at what price.

      Her first master made it clear no one was spared death without a price. Just the thought … shiver totally.

      The cabinet, it was so heavy a strong bump barely shook it. It was heavy enough to crush her if it fell on her by demonic means, yet it still seemed totally like nothing compared to serving another heartless master.

      Even Dirk, but …

      Pearl folded her arms over her chest and … it was so bare. She was so bare naked. Why? Her dancer fern leaves should be able to handle … sigh. She must of died. Totally. So her dancer leaves were gone too.

      But no biggie. She could fetch and make new ones from the ferns anywhere in this forest. Her slime should help strip them into the right shapes. She knew the knots to tie them right.

      No worries. Totally.

      But she could even smell her own bubblegum scent right now, and she could never smell herself so strongly. Was she a reverent?

      No.

      She didn’t despise the living. Just the thought of Dirk alive and well … happy, yeah. Even if she might need to be the one to end him … a second chance … or not.

      Pearl gulped. They were friends, so he shouldn’t hate her for you know, almost killing him like he knew she would if she ever escaped his control, but … now she wasn’t under anyone’s control.

      She was really free.

      Maybe.

      There had to be a door here somewhere. Some way to get out. With her hand she searched and searched but no? Nothing?

      Was she captured? Imprisoned inside a box?

      Least she wasn’t a genie right now, but …

      A bang exploded from the side of the cabinet. Glass trinkets crackled and wobbled above her, as if deciding if to fall and shatter all together.

      “The merchandise is awake.”

      A voice she didn’t recognize. A man’s. Gruff and callous.

      “Don’t worry, Grumm. She can’t melt it. It’s slime proofed. I assure you.”

      Another man. His voice as slimy as her own slime, but far more gooey and icky.

      “But the collar—” the gruff-voiced Grumm said.

      “That neither,” the slimy-voiced man said, “Can’t melt it. Can’t even feel it. Much. So she can’t choke herself. I assure as much as my name is Slee Snagfull.”

      She checked her neck and … oh no. There was a collar. Smooth and thin and very stretchy. Easy to miss—if she didn’t know about it.

      “Didn’t think demons could kill themselves,” the gruff-voiced Grumm said.

      “This one’s been mortalized,” the slimy-voiced Slee said, “Even mugs like us can hurt her now. Thanks to that Platybuster fellow. Real insightful. Making so many of their lesser demons mortal. Puts them in their place easier. Only real demons get real immortality now. So says King Krimsoul. Long live the king.”

      What?!

      “You think we can … you know,” the gruff-voiced Grumm said.

      Pearl cringed. Too scared to speak.

      Do anything.

      “Maybe,” the slimy-voiced Slee said, “Once this war gets going they says humans who prove … useful will get good rewards. I already gots myself a real nice new power. No more worries about them constables, I tell you.”

      “Fetch me another one too then,” Grumm said, “That real nice fox girlie. Completes the set.”

      “Of course,” Slee said, “but the price …”

      “Here,” Grumm said, “Triple what I owe you, and you fetch me all them goodies nice and tight. Clean up any loose ends too. Platybuster don’t want anymore loose ends now and with what’s he’s paying …”

      Their laughter … Pearl finally wished she was back with Dirk.

      Even if it was as his genie.
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            Dirk

          

        

      

    

    
      Dirk eyeballed the titan-sized ferns everywhere, but their extra large leaves looked as green as usual and they rustled as loudly as usual—as any fern anywhere would in a gentle warm breeze—but they smelled … off.

      Like a touch of … decay?

      A long creak. From all four wooden spoked wheels of his tavern. His tavern was like an upside-down pyramid of framed-timber floors on a huge, self-powered wheel barrel.

      And the best way to travel.

      Especially on this wide cobble road.

      But he let the spirit within the tavern do the driving. He was just sitting on the ledge in front, enjoying the sights slowly strolling passed. A nice cozy if hard-on-the-behind seat, but nowhere as hard as any wallop by Grandmother Tressia.

      There even was a plank slanted upward to prop his feet against, and right beyond the plank’s sides were a poles to each sides. With more than enough space between so that a sizable horse could be strapped in securely and pull the tavern if the spirit within it needed a break.

      As if anyone with any sense would trust those cowardly four-legged beasts.

      Still, it was Dirk who really needed a break.

      Especially ever since Grandmother Tressia disappeared. She had vanished ever since that strange attack several days ago. Back when Dirk defeated Pearl once again, along with a few other slug sirens, and that other major demon, Sir Something-or-other.

      Still, Gerlind disappeared too, but who cared about that guy?

      Not Dirk.

      That Tall, Pale, and Handsome jerk of a … no, bless the Heavenlies for his disappearance.

      But the smell of decay was new. Worrying kind of new. Not even the soil had that smell. Where countless piles of pine needles lay orange and brown around the cobble road.

      The kind of needles Grandmother Tressia would of demanded Dirk gather several hours ago for her daily pine needle tea.

      A tea he already missed making her each and every day in the early, early morning.

      Yet Dirk could only stare at the gigantic pine trees. Trees that were like gigantic wood spears pointed to the blackening sky. The sky itself was black. Pitch black. Despite the blazing bright noon sun.

      The darkness in the sky had to be some kind of demonic corruption.

      Somehow. Not that he’d know. Downside of sleeping through too many classes. Of falling to master his aura abilities, even now, as an Angel of a Sword.

      Maybe that blackened sky was where the scent of decay was from. Maybe.

      But if he used his aura, his vision would become blurry for a good bit. And if he was attacked again then … and the further along he went down this road, the more certain would he’d attacked, and by dangerous demons too, but …

      And he no longer had his dragon scale outfit to protect him either. That whole attack days ago was to destroy his dragon scale outfit.

      It was probably connected to the disappearance of Grandmother Tressia and Gerlind, but he had no real leads.

      Not yet.

      Without his dragon scale outfit, the slacks he wore now, his sleeveless jerkin too, the crazy sweltering heat of this forest, it wore on him, but he was trained to suffer through worse, thanks to Grandmother Tressia and his training at the Tower of Heaven, so bless the Heavenlies for helping him keep up with heat resistance training.

      Yeah.

      Bless.

      Like how Zara was now sitting beside him. Her long, platinum pink hair framed her pixie pretty face and flowed feathery in the wind. Golden chains were woven throughout her hair and jingled with the wind. Chains that were even woven into a crown with a pearl.

      One of her fox pearls.

      And those chains would be yanked out and used as whips. Deadly whips she loved to use as just the right moment.

      The wind even carried a whiff of her familiar bubblegum scent that was as sweet as her playful giggle. Especially when she fiddled with her rosy pink bra top. How her bra top clung so tightly to her sizably ample chest, yet kept slipping down too much. The translucent chest and hips skirts weren’t much better yet flowed through the wind even more gently.

      Never mind her other fox pearl hung from her bra top.

      But despite her scantily clad look, Zara was more armored up than Dirk. Her skirts were reddened by slime that gave her whole skin more protection.

      Similar to actual armor.

      Least her red fox ears were perked up and attentive. Her fluffy red fox tail too. Eager to please him like usual, but Zara had always been like that since he lamped her.

      And she was proud of her victory. That she got to guard him all by herself.

      A chance to enjoy her company too.

      Even if now she was so shy and yet so giggly at every glance of her bright blue eyes, while her dimpled cheeks were often as red as her translucent skirts.

      Dirk, deep down, in his gut, knew this was it. Their chance to chit chat all alone and without real interruption, unless a demon attacked them and saved them from this drawn-out awkward moment because he … slept with Scarlet before he slept with his dear Zara and now Zara clearly decide it was her turn and yet … sigh.

      This was getting too complicated.

      He should focus on the decay. The hint of it was stronger here, and there, but nothing dark, nothing blotched dangerously among the green fern leaves or pine needles.

      Dirk himself wore a pair of blue trousers and a leather jerkin of the sleeveless kind. It wasn’t much protection against blade or fang—nothing compared to the skirts that protected Zara—but it was better than nothing.

      Probably.

      Scarlet said she’d arrange to remake his armor, using her lamia scales once she shed again, which she should soon enough. But even once she shed her tail scales, they’d need to find the right alchemist to forge the armor. So it’ll be a while before he’d get any real armor.

      Yet Dirk held out his hand anyway. For Zara.

      But Zara didn’t grab it.

      So gulp. He fondled her thigh. Bare soft bliss.

      And her hand slipped on top of his.

      Even more bliss.

      “Maybe,” Zara said, “We could … you know.”

      And she pecked his cheek.

      A cheek that cooled only an instant before heating up even warmer with a blush that must be redder than Zara’s own skirts.

      Rumble. From a near distance.

      Thunder?

      The sky was a corrupted black. Mostly. The towering tall pine trees blocked much of the sky. Well before the horizon.

      He really should lean to use his aura better, but without Sky to help him …

      She was in her new saber form, strapped to his waist. Why she was still too embarrassed by the battle days ago to come out … sigh.

      Her new position as his genie … and his falling for Scarlet … especially once she learned Scarlet was a lamia, and how Dirk had history with Scarlet, double sigh.

      Scarlet was inside the tavern, napping. She had traveled so, so far. The battle when she arrived didn’t help either. She needed to recover.

      Yet … some black blotches on one of the titan-sized ferns.

      They were round globs of darkness and they speckled the leaves of the fern like an evil splatter from above. The breeze crinkled those leaves
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