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            Dirk

          

        

      

    

    
      Dirk woke to the blissful smell of that addictive heaven known as hot steaming coffee, but also, for some reason, serpent?

      He was sunken in a feather mattress. Soft warmth all around his back and side. Against his bare skin even. Just like how he fell asleep last night. No hint of anyone else in bed, human or not.

      Not even Sky.

      She was still in her new longsword form. A pair of angelic eagle wings as the hilt. Another pair as the handle. Sheathed for the obvious safety reasons but still tight in his hands, his hope that she’d revert to her human form once again … but no.

      Like Grandmother Tressia would say, savor the blessings in life, especially before they vanished.

      And this bed was certainly a blessing. At each of its four corners it even had elegant poles carved like curvy wicked spears that … well … only a bloodthirsty demon could love, but they held up a lovely tent of crimson satin. Curtains enclosed the bed too. Thick crimson velvet. So not a single chilly breeze ever managed to pass through to him.

      No wonder this bed was once reserved for only the best of the best demons that once came to this tavern on wheels.

      Until Dirk slew the awful demon that ran it.

      It even was pretty quiet in here, despite songbirds chirping right outside a window by his side of the bed that … he didn’t recall leaving open.  The shutters should of been shut tight and locked, but …

      But he was on the fifth floor. Few things could reach him so easily, right? Besides some songbirds.

      Maybe a tree rat, or two, also known as squirrels.

      A few muffled cries and giggles of the many beautiful girls now living in the rooms below his own eased some of his worry. They all were badassed fighters that valued their lives a lot, so none would be so playful if they were under attack, right?

      Yeah.

      All clearly savored the blessings of life more than Dirk was at the moment. The blessing of being freed from the demons that bred them for war against their own kind. A war they recently refused to participate in, back in Briarton, and in return, they nearly became a demon’s meal.

      Normally, only humans blessed by the Heavenlies, humans that became Angels of the Sword, could fight the demon menace, well, more like had to fight the demon menace, whether they wanted to or not.

      Only they could obtain and wield had the divine silver weapons that demons feared most.

      But well, technically, this room, this bed was Sky’s, and Dirk had hoped she might, well, since it was her room but … technically, he was her master now, since she was now one of his genies yet … only demons should be able to be lamped like she was yet …

      Gulp. She was human, right?

      Her strength was insane for a human but … well …

      With only a thin sheet a satin over him, without even his linens on his lean and um, wiry, yes, wiry body, he wasn’t exactly ready for a battle against anything dangerous.

      Whether a simple snake or an actual snake demon.

      But at least he wasn’t completely unarmed. Not with Sky still in her longsword form. With her in his hand. His other weapons, and the genies that were once free demon girls, they were elsewhere in the tavern. Doing their own thing. As he foolishly let them.

      Sigh.

      But he also smelled a whiff of cherries. Very familiar for some reason, but curse, no, bless the Heavenlies, he quite couldn’t put his finger on where he smelled it before. So, so familiar, yet … he didn’t recall any cherries in the storage room. It wasn’t a common fruit in this region.

      But the coffee … wow, a real blessing of Heaven indeed, no matter what Grandmother Tressia would say. It smelled amazing. As refreshening as a sunrise to a groggy rooster.

      A beautiful girl to a lonely, lonely guy.

      And years ago, he had been a coffee barista. Whipping up such amazing coffee he had earned the nickname Dirk Dangerously, as in dangerously addictive, and without the need for patrons to dump in loads of sugar in it. Only some cream, and … wait a moment.

      That cherries scent was familiar. Just like that sudden giggle beyond the curtain.

      “May I?” a girl said, and her voice, incredibly sultry, yet so, so familiar that … ah!

      “Scarlet?” Dirk said, and sat up. Longsword-Sky now beside him. Leaving plenty of space for her to go back human.

      (If only she would.)

      “Thee one and only,” Scarlet said, “And here I was worried you’d forget your best partner in coffee crime.”

      Scarlet was still behind the curtain to his side. Strange. All he had to do was reach over and slide the curtain open, yet … he hesitated.

      They had worked at the same coffee house together for years while he trained to become an Angel of the Sword. Became best friends of a sort. Able to talk about anything to each other.

      Anything except romantic stuff, actually, despite how much she made his heart pound like crazy.

      Even now.

      Least while working, before he left on his travels, as duty required since he graduated, and yet for her to be all the way out here …

      In the middle of nowhere no less … something was wrong.

      Very wrong.
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      The warmth of the morning suddenly felt a bit too chilly. Especially for a region that was often crazy hot.

      Even at night.

      The smell of pine and ferns came from another gust of wind. From the window was very much open and unshuttered. The forest beyond the road they were traveling on … those pine trees were gigantic. The ferns were huge. Titan-sized ferns.

      No telling what kind of creature might of slipped in.

      Grandmother Tressia would be so disappointed him in. Insist he’d need to train more. And more. Probably against his own genies, just to improve everyone at once.

      He felt like sinking deeper into the bed, but no, that wouldn’t solve anything. As cozy as this giant bed was, and just the bed was bigger than his apartment back home. Then again, he gave it to Sky. So it really was Sky’s, and hoping she’d return from her longsword form … no.

      She was his only weapon against this possible demon.

      No more hesitating.

      Only humans chosen by the Heavenlies, no matter the rank or station, only those humans could wield their own weapons of divine silver—silver as blue as the Heavenlies themselves—just like this longsword was, and only they could become Angels of the Sword.

      (More like had to but …)

      Never underestimate the desire of a demon to take down an Angel of the Sword.

      So actually … despite the familiar smell of cherry from beyond the curtain, despite that familiar voice, was this really Scarlet?

      Or something imitating her?

      Maybe from a memory of his. There were demons that could do that. Doppel-something-or-other. Sleeping through too many classes had its downsides but no need to scold himself. Grandmother Tressia did plenty of that herself. Just yesterday even.

      “Coffee crime?” Dirk said, “You were the best waitress any side of anywhere. The Diva Dame. Only waitress who could sing so well that once you served them they’d pay you thrice the price.”

      “And your coffee skills,” Scarlet said, “Made sure they kept coming back for more and more.”

      “Even alehouses,” Dirk said, “Tried to snag you away, but⁠—”

      “Serving drunks?” Scarlet said, “Ugh, and I do mean ugh. But you did get me the job too. My first and wow, did I need one by then.”

      Too accurate, too at ease to be a demon mimicking Scarlet.

      Probably.

      (Hopefully.)

      “I know,” Dirk said, “And … coming all the way out here, as nice as it is to meet again, you’re in trouble, aren’t you? How can I help?”

      Scarlet sighed. “True. Do you … mind?”

      A ripple flowed across the curtain. Scarlet wasn’t exactly a girl to rudely barge in.

      “Oh, yeah yeah,” he said, “No worries.”

      And he slid the curtain open and gasped.

      Her pretty pixie face hadn’t changed a bit since a few years ago. Since the moment she stumbled through the doors of the coffee shop years ago. Hoping for a chance. A chance he convinced the owner to give him—with his own salary that week at stake.

      Except her peaches and cream complexion was now a good bit dirtied now, actually.

      But their eyes meeting, her lush ruby smile reached her huge gorgeously bright green eyes. Her long hair was as beautiful as he last saw it too. Slightly wavy and curled over her slim right shoulder, it was as scarlet as her namesake and framed her face perfectly except … her perfectly hourglass, a wet dream come true kind of figure, was completely and utterly …

      “Naked?” Dirk said, and his cheeks, they were hotter than … than …

      Even more …oddness. Across her hellishly endowed yet dream-come-true kind of buxom beautiful chest was her arm but … it was like she had a lizard claw glove on. A glove up to her elbow. Complete with sleek scarlet scales and sleek amber claws.

      Her other hand, arm too. Very scarlet lizardy.

      And below her slim beautiful waist … !

      Not legs, and well, back home, she had legs that a guy would love fondling plenty, but now … She didn’t even have hips of the human sort, no, but a beautifully spooky snake tail.

      A gorgeously scarlet snake tail.

      “You’re a lamia?” Dirk said.

      (Finally.)

      His mouth was so dry even the sludgiest coffee would be welcome. His hear raced faster than … than … too much sugar in the muddiest kind of coffee.

      “Lamia Princessss,” Scarlet said, “Technically, well, used to be. May I … join you?”

      Gulp.

      Even Dirk knew that, well, lamias weren’t, well, technically demons because, well, it didn’t require divine silver to harm them. Their scales made them tough, but killable by regular humans.

      Gulp.

      Still, too many people insisted on treating them like demons, and hostilities between lamias and humans … well, humans and lamias weren’t exactly on the best of terms.

      Usually.

      Gulp. Kinda like what um … um … brainfart. From lust.

      Gulp.

      “O-o-okay,” Dirk said, and began to slid over.

      Till Scarlet said. “Oh no no,” she said, “No need to move over. Here.”

      She slid over, onto his … lap?! Wow. Soft. Warm. Dream. come. true.

      Gulp.

      She sighed at ease?

      “I … I’m not a demon,” Scarlet said, “but if I was, I’d so volunteer to go genie right now.”

      That’s … yikes. Few demons volunteered. In fact, none really did.

      Gulp. A good cue as any.

      So Dirk … he had gorgeous genies yet they hadn’t … no, but … so Dirk let go of his longsword. Slipped his bare arms around her slim soft and very bare-naked waist and hugged her against him. Her soft peachy skin against his chest was as blissful as the Heavenlies themselves.

      They sighed together. This bliss. Like the Heavenlies themselves. How many times had he hoped for more with Scarlet? She was someone he could talk with, yet he never … you know, even asked her for a date. Working together … well, awkward, if things didn’t work out or …

      “Marry me?” she said.

      “Alright,” he said.

      No hesitation. Heart raced too fast for hesitation.

      She even pecked his lips. So moist and warm and … he hugged her even snugger. Thanking the Heavenlies he didn’t wear his dragon scale to bed last night.

      (Or his linens.)

      “You know,” she said, “That’s all it takes out here. You sure? I … I’m in a lot of trouble. Serious trouble. You might … regret, you know.”

      Dirk smiled. Heart as warm as his lap and squishier than … than …

      “What kind of Angelic hubby would I be,” he said, “if I couldn’t help my best friend and new lovely wify?”

      Scarlet chuckled so sultry sweet. Her breath was so warm and cherry scented.

      “Alright,” she said, “Don’t say I didn’t warn⁠—”

      Another snakish chuckle rang out.

      And it wasn’t Scarlet’s.
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      Like Grandmother Tressia told Dirk countlessly many times: don’t react the obvious way to ambush or he’d end up with the Heavenlies even sooner than he should.

      And the sound of the other snakish chuckle was right above both Dirk and Scarlet.

      Above the tent of crimson satin.

      Behind the satin.

      No wonder there was that serpent smell. It wasn’t Scarlet. (Phew.) He only smelled that familiar cherry musk from her and she was warming his lap so sultry sweet and frightened like she was a human girl again, not a dangerous lamia girl.

      That left another question. How did she switch between human and lamia form? That wasn’t … well, supposedly, something lamias could do, right?

      His longsword was right beside him. Behind Scarlet, but both his arms held her. Moving to snatch his sword, no, that movement right away, too predictable, too slow for against a serpent style strike.

      And no doubt there was a serpent style strike coming.

      And probably from a demonic serpent no less.

      So he’d need the sword. Scarlet, even her clawed hands and arms, they’d be helpless against a demonic snake.

      This was the kind of situation Jaxus, the mountain of muscle and the Archangel who trained Dirk, exactly what Dirk was trained to handle, right?

      “Eating a traitor,” the other snake creature said, “Sssso tasssty. Ssso great.”

      The snake’s voice was completely inhuman. Echoed enough that its exact source wasn’t clear. Only that it was above the satin tent top somewhere.

      So delay, and he’d get more chances to fund an opening.

      Or make one.

      “Scarlet,” Dirk said, “isn’t a⁠—”

      “Who sssaid I’m sspeaking of the lamia bitch?” the snake creature said.

      “Me?” Dirk said, “Who said I’m a⁠—”

      “Gelrind the Great!” the snake creature said, “That I — Snervious the Sly — shall end your life sssooon and savor a tasssty lamia girl as a reward, ha!”

      “Gelrind?” Dirk said, “Since when did that … did he become great? He’s just another Angel of the Sword. Like me. And⁠—”

      “Your pathetic wayssss,” Snervious said, “betray your duties. So ssays Gelrind.”

      Gelrind was still a cocky bully through and through, but a murderer? That’s … a bit extreme. Even for him.

      Scarlet huffed this time. Leaned even more into Dirk. Sending his heart racing even faster.

      “Gelrind says a lot of things,” Scarlet said, “but killing a fellow Angel is a big no-no. Especially for a genie like you, Snervious.”

      “But to be caught sssso off guard,” Snervious said, “The old lady lossst the bet. As they both expected.”

      “Bet?” both Dirk and Scarlet said.

      Old lady … the snake genie must mean Grandmother Tressia. Which meant …

      Dirk nodded. “We’ll be down soon. First⁠—”

      “Firssst,” Snervious said, “Dresssss. Both of you. Consummate your sssilly marry later. If you both sssurvive, that is, ha!”

      Dirk gulped. “Survive?”

      Scarlet pouted. “Wait? Both? I’m not an Angel. I’m⁠—”

      “Hurry,” Snervious said, “or elssse the old lady will ssslay the lamia for intruding and ha! You know how most humans feel about a lamia bitch snagging a human boy for a mate. And don’t think to show yourself in a human form either. Everyone knows the truth now.”

      Dirk gave Scarlet another tender hug.

      “We’ll need clothing for Scarlet,” he said, “She⁠—”

      “Right outside,” Snervious said, “Ssso don’t delay, or else I can eat the lamia bitch for daring to marry an Angel so sly and sneaky, ha!”

      “Eat?” Dirk said, “But⁠—”

      “Okay okay,” Scarlet said, “I’ll dress up and we’ll head down quick. I … don’t want to end up anyone’s meal.”

      “But …” Dirk said, but Scarlet smooched him again.

      A slow tender kiss. Full of love and compassion. Of loneliness and hope.

      “Wait for me, please?” Scarlet said, “I want to see you in your dragon scale. As an Angel, once more.”

      Dirk nodded, and kissed Scarlet back just as tenderly.

      “And you will,” Dirk said.
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      Sky could not believe she was standing on an actual cloud. A real live cool misty cloud. So white it … was so white … she was speechless. Really speechless. It was bleached bone white, but without the spookiness of death.

      It was so fluffy too. Amazingly fluffy. So cool and refreshing. Like a dip into a clear pond on the hottest of summer days. Something often forbidden to her at the Dennery yet she managed to sneak it in occasionally.

      The cloud was like a misty water but how it was holding her up … she had no idea. Her wings, her two pairs of wings from her back and waist were curled up against her back. Ready to fly her anywhere, but where was she?

      Above her … the sky was as blue as … well, Dirk would say her eyes, and it did glow bright blue. A brighter blue than any sky she ever seen.

      Even from the rooftop of his tavern on wheels.

      Below the cloud … she couldn’t see through the cloud. It was a solid white. Whiter than any bleached bone she ever saw in the demon-controlled lands and she’d seen plenty of those kinds of bones in the Dennery she was raised with her sisters. There wasn’t even a hint of gray. Anywhere.

      Just pure bright light everywhere.

      Lighter than what she felt since … since … what was she doing before she got here?

      Her heart raced. The only sound she could hear. At least she could hear something. The silence was so … eerie.

      Creepy.

      Ahead of her, around her, more clouds. All so white and beautiful. Sky couldn’t help but brush her long sunny hair. It went down to her knees now. Trimming it would be difficult. Platybuster had trained Sky and her sisters so well even their hair doubled as supple armor, and Platybuster … yes, that was the demon that … that … like a fatso in a dark robe and long-snouted raven mask. With lots of orbs. Too many orbs. And a stink like rotten eggs.

      And an even more sinister chuckle.

      A chuckle he loved to release moments before feasting on a sister who failed any of his crazy quizzes.

      And there was always at least one to sate his awful hunger for human flesh. Just the memory was enough to make Sky cringe in this … cloudy enclosure.

      Want to see the sun again.

      Her wings … she tried to stretch them out but … they didn’t listen? Strange. Why did she have wings when they … wait.

      Since when did she have wings?!

      Back at the Dennery, she didn’t have wings. Back with Dirk, she didn’t have wings. Now …

      What was she? Dirk even said, his grandmother too, that only a few chosen by their Heavenlies could harm demonkind and that was with divine silver made from something … Sky couldn’t remember. Why was she so forgetful suddenly?

      Something was off.

      She … she looked at herself and … wait.

      Why was she … naked?! Completely and utterly naked.

      This … what was going on?!

      “The traitor awakens.”

      That voice. So calm yet so furious. So human yet so … ominous, and … not human.

      Sky wasn’t sure if the voice came from a woman, or a man, or a child, or an old person. it was too … different. A blend of everything. And nothing like she ever heard. And where. It seemed to come from everywhere. Yet nowhere. All at once.

      “Traitor?” Sky said, “To who? Those demons⁠—”

      “Siding with demons for so long,” the voice said, “Punishment is due.”

      “Punishment?” Sky said, “Who are you?! What⁠—”

      “The right question is,” the voice said, “who are you. Remember and mourn your foolishness. Let your next quest be the start of your punishment. Thrice the pain. Thrice the suffering. But thrice the reward — if you succeed.”

      “I have no idea what,” Sky said, “You’re⁠—”

      Suddenly her head hurt worse than if Platybuster was trying to crush it. And then …

      Oh no she … started to remember. And her next quest …

      “No!” Sky said, “I’ll never hurt my sis⁠—”

      “Who said you have a choice?”

      Clink. Clink. Clink. Clink.

      Golden bands shackled her wrists and ankles. Tight and oppressive, despite their shiny beauty that her dear sis Zara would love. More bands were around her chest, like a bizarre bra, and several around her hips, like a very short skirt.

      Sky still felt naked, but less so, yet—ah!

      She shuttered.

      Then her body moved on its own. Upright and ready for a fight?

      “Move by your will,” the voice said, “or our own. And the Heavenlies shall not be as merciful as you, little Traitor.”

      Heart sinking quicker than any pebble in a pond, Sky gulped, and nodded.

      “Will Dirk …” Sky said.

      “He shall be your master,” the voice said, “for now, but later …”

      Slaved to … to … gulp. Sky tried to shutter, but her body refused to listen. Again.

      “What am I?” she said, “Besides a traitor?”

      The voice chuckled. “You shall find out, soon enough.”

      “Punishing me,” Sky said, “without letting me know why is …”

      “Ah yes,” the voice said, “so you can think after all, but the rest of your memory will return, soon enough. Now that Platybuster overextended himself. Violated the rules set down by the Heavenlies. Allowed us to intervene. Now this is what you will do …”

      Sky gulped. Heart icier than ... than … she nodded. Hoping there had been a mistake—and not by her.

      All for failing the Heavenlies so, so badly, she must absorb her sisters and regain her former power.

      Whether by her own will, or the Heavenlies themselves.
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presented to the users.

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

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

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

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