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      Lord Dogface still hungered for more conquest. It was a hunger greater than any prisoner starved months for a mere nibble—yet far less easily sated.

      But the sheer jagged scar of a canyon ahead just might do it. This time.

      The city within the dark granite cliff, the city was known as Breakest, for its breaking of demon hordes past. Within the almond-shaped mouth of a cave its walls shined strong and bright in the fading sunlight. Much like blocky teeth ready to crush down any lesser conqueror.

      Somehow, not even dragon flame would melt that dark granite. The black scars along its lengths proved that much.

      The countless slits higher up in the walls, known as murderslits, would let archers swarm the air with arrows, and do it far too quickly for even the swiftest of flying demons to get through.

      The cave itself was several hundred feet above the thick carpet of a pine forest below. A few hundred feet below the ragged head of the barren cliff. Both were sheer cliffs, The perfect defenses against land-based troops, from fierce pig-like orcs devoted to bloody battle to human mercenaries devoted only to coin.

      Normally.

      But Lord Dogface was no ordinary demon lord. No ordinary wolf man.

      He was a martial artist of the highest caliber. A true master of the martial art known as Razorine, the original martial art for any clawed creature. A martial art developed and perfected for eons and eons.

      No mortal art could compare. And why all other Chosen Ones had fallen to him. Chosen Ones meant to stop his rise to true Demon Lord. Whenever a Demon Lord arose Chosen Ones would arise too. The nature of the magic involved. A competition doubling as a counter-balance.

      And all but three of the twelve Chosen Ones now remained.

      He was seven feet of powerful muscle, thanks to Razorine’s teachings. With legs like hindquarters below his knees, they were built powerful. More than enough to leap several story buildings. His arms could tear through solid stone walls.

      Even without his razor sharp claws.

      His face was even more wolfish than the usual wolf man. The usual wolf man had a more … human appearance in their face. Enough to soften that wonderfully cruel and brutish effect that terrified lesser creatures.

      And his most powerful technique—Time Eater—let him jump backwards in time. Eat the timeline he didn’t care for. Empower him to repeat what happened and change it for the better.

      That ability had helped him win unwinnable battles—but at a high cost. His ability, using it beyond ten seconds … Lord Dogface chuckled.

      Well worth the scars. The weaknesses. Especially in places he’d rather not show to anyone.

      No matter the reason.

      And why, despite most martial artists refusing to hide behind armor, despite the protection his black fur coat and hind provided, he wore the blackest of brigandine. The plates fitted together were forged from the strongest of dragon scales. Held together by an outer layer of studded minotaur leather, the strongest leather of all, and dyed as black as a demon’s heart should be.

      Anyone who dared call it a dress paid dearly for it.

      With the destruction of their soul—worse than what any elf girl suffered when eaten alive and screaming.

      His army of demons awaited well behind him. He could send them. Swarm this cliff. Swarm over its defenses. Lose maybe half of his massive demon horde breaking this last true defense of the mortal world.

      But no.

      He could smell the fruity musk of elf girls in that city known as the Breakest.

      Plenty of them. A hunger almost as great as his hunger for conquest.

      Lord Dogface licked his massive chops. An elf girl curved slim in the right spots, curved fat in the better spots would sate his growing appetite, but only for the moment. He needed more.

      And once he crushed this last barrier to the kingdoms of lesser creatures, of those elves, dwarves, and humans … once he arranged the doom of the last few Chosen Ones.

      He’d see to that last elf girl Chosen personally. Rumor had it she was as tasty looking as a succubus.

      No.

      More.

      Far more. Since that elf girl supposedly had succubus blood in her. Just like the very last Chosen One, Fleur la Noir, her long lost step-sister. A succubus as stunningly gorgeous as ... as ... well, the title of most beautiful in her generation, in a few generations even, and for a succubus beauty was the perfect measure of her power.

      And his spies didn’t lie. Or exaggerate—or they ended as badly as his enemies did.

      He’d soon eat that elf girl Vivian Forester alive and screaming. After she was properly tamed, her succubus side fully awakened.

      Just he had the other Chosen Ones with succubus blood.

      And drive her promised companion, the Chosen One known as Miles Mayhem, to utter despair. First he’ll grant some of his select minions the chance to toy with the boy. Torment him to prove their worth for better tasks. Maybe even kill him if he proved too weak. A reward for what they would all miss today.

      Time to crush that city known as Breakest.

      Personally.
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      That rich smell of bacon and eggs smothered with the finest of cheddar cheeses meant some bad news was coming my way.

      Wait.

      The cheddar nipped my eyes as much as it nipped the tongue. No. Burned as much as the thought of losing to pa’s blade master skills once more, later today.

      No. Wait. I knew this burn, and knew it well.

      It burned my tongue and eyes as wonderfully as the sight of the town beauty, that blonde peaches and cream delight for the eyes and loins, Vivian Forester did in that public bath yesterday. Best slim busty beauty ever. Even if her long lush golden hair shielded most of her from my gaze. That could only mean …

      Spiced cheddar?!

      As in spiced with double doom boom peppers. The kind of peppers that killed lesser men by smell alone.

      The best, most expensive kind of spiced cheddar in the whole entire kingdom of Green Shard, and all the villages around, especially including my own village, Green Haven. For miles and miles around. Maybe even one of the best in all seven kingdoms of the Rainbow of Shards.

      So not just bad news.

      Very bad news.

      Yet my eyes were already tearing in joy and delighted agony, and I had only just gotten up.

      But not in bed.

      My ass was on the floor and my back to the bedroom door. A solid oak door. One that loved to squeak like it was full of celebrating mice nowadays. Least the hardwood floor was swept clean … mostly clean. Okay. Plenty of dirt already?

      Despite the whole train-my-Martial-Art-of-the-Phantom-Saber by learning to sweep the floor right and perfectly each and every day.

      Pa would be so disappointed.

      But not as disappointed as I was with myself. I was so sure I swept up last night too. A good while of sweeping before heading to bed.

      Enough that the dark cherrywood floor should have shined sparkling clean.

      The broom was right beside my bed. Where I left it. Its bristles of hay as straggly as ever. Its long jagged handle of cherrywood was worthy of the wonderfully wicked witch Pa claimed it from a good few decades ago.

      A witch that soon afterwards became my mom …

      Only moments from now Pa should start pounding away at the door. He had gotten back from his last demon-hunting journey only yesterday, so double the awful news then, since normally he’d want some nice and quiet R&R.

      The kind where I’d be the one cooking instead of him … that I slept so late, sigh. My fault. Entirely.

      But that latest dime dreadful was a real page-turner. Sure, everything that Lord Dreadslayer wrote was, and one reason that over a decade ago that rosy-pink-skinned devil girl Bubbles Grim got me hooked on them over a dare to see who could find the most mistakes in them. The winner serving the loser for a week.

      But no. Like usual, that book even got everything about demon-hunting right too.

      Least from what I knew of the topic, and that wasn’t a small bit either.

      Even Jazzy Lazuli got into it.

      At the time Jazzy seemed to be a little cute twig of a blonde tomboy. She tagged along everywhere with me, well, over a decade ago, before she got sent training elsewhere far away and hasn’t returned yet.

      Yet I had no doubt Pa would soon invite me to a grand breakfast so delicious that swallowing the upcoming bad news would be easier than …

      Wait.

      The shutters to my window were cracked open? With a view of thick gray fog. Spooky fog that chilled me to the core, despite the muggy morning air. The kind worthy of the rogue demonspawn Pa loved to hunt, kill or capture, and not just for coin.

      But my shutters were scratched up. Solid thick scratches. From talons no less. Especially by the latch. That poor, poor latch. It had seen better days.

      Far better days.

      Not even my crude drawings along the window frame were spared. Not the one of little-kid-me wielding a saber with Pa. Not of the one of Ma watching over us from Heaven on her broomstick.

      Only the pentacles along the frame of the window were intact. Unscratched. Just like the pentacle charm I always hung around my neck. All still a crisp charcoaled purple like the day Ma put them there long ago.

      Except for all the dirt scattered thick over them.

      My hackles shot to the sky—and beyond. Practically saying a hello to mom and back.

      A moan came from my bed. A girly moan?

      My heart lunged into my throat. Stabbing the roof of my mouth.

      Gulp.

      Bestill my stupid heart. No chance I got lucky last night. Not when I hadn’t scored a dance with any girl at any festival since forever. Too chubby. Too suntanned. Too callused.

      Least some of them talked to me. Acknowledged my awkward existence. And more. Plenty more.

      Like Vivian Forester, but she was genuinely friendly with everyone, like a good-natured  elf girl should be. Not quiet and withdrawn like the erotically gorgeous Fey Skylure. Sure Fey was a harpy with lovely white eagle wings and feathers in cute but unusual places, along with feet like an eagle’s, but wow, was she … shy.

      Yes. Shy. Not haughty. As much as it seemed like.

      Least according to Vivian. Who was friends with Fey too. Like she was with practically everyone.

      Which was how I learned for sure that girls in these parts wanted thin, pale, but firm. Like most nobles were. Proof of wealth and success, supposedly, or at least what girls found cute and handsome.

      Nothing like me (yet).

      Unlike any noble, I was very much dressed in plain blue slacks, an even bluer vest, but no boots. Not indoors. My soft leather boots were beside the foot of the bed.

      Dirt was scattered over them? Not under them.

      Someone tossed a bunch of dirt into my room last night. Why and how it didn’t wake me … least I knew I did (probably) swept up and well before the vandal struck.

      Phew.

      (Kinda.)

      So I managed to take a deep breath. But only smelled that rich deceptive breakfast being prepared for me. Pa would be here any moment and that long human-sized lump underneath the covers of the bed …

      I stood up.

      Thanks to pa’s martial arts training I was dangerous with or without a blade.

      So, quietly, I crept over.

      The human-sized lump was stirring. Breathing. As if sleeping.

      Until I yanked the covers off. A flash of blue.

      And no one was there?!
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      Knock knock knock. The door. But so what?

      My bed. Empty? Really …

      My heart raced so fast it could have dashed around all seven kingdoms, the Rainbow of Shards, and not just once. The cock-a-doodle-doo coming from right outside my window—ah, yes, breath.

      Breathing right was the most important technique I had to master in my training. Calm. Deep. And steady.

      Except, no, that freezing cold gust of wind from yanking off the covers, yeah, it hit me an instant later.

      And that gust smelled strongly of a peaches and strawberry musk. The kind of gentle but potent musk a town beauty like Vivian or Fey would definitely perfume herself to the beautiful death with before a festival dance—for the right guy. Like Thomas Gray or, even better, Dedrick Knight. Both stallion studs in their own way—according to Vivian and all her friends.

      Even if Dedrick was too clueless to notice anything except how to improve our fighting skills together. Never mind the crazy tall Thomas somehow also had so much dwarf blood in him so he only really went for chubby short dwarf girls who, unfortunately, were very rare in these parts.

      Wait.

      Blink.

      Blink blink blink.

      The smell vanished as soon as I smelled it. Despite smelling deep and certain.

      As certain as I was with a blade.

      Even with that rich breakfast smell smothering it away. A breakfast I better not be late for. Pa must have put so much work into it, sigh, I had to have it. Enjoy it. Or else the tears in his eyes wouldn’t be just from double doom boom peppers.

      Time to face whatever bad news Pa was going to throw at me.

      But the indent in my mattress proved someone had slept there too. And not me. Someone … strangely shaped. Wider. More jagged. It was human-sized but … maybe not quite human. There were some deep dents in the sheets. Very deep.

      As if from spikes. Or dull blades.

      But my down pillow had a human-like head indent in it. A few strands of my short black hair too. More than a few here and there. Another cleaning was in order. But wait …

      It couldn’t be but …

      A closer look …

      And a couple long golden strands of hair?

      No one in this house ever had golden hair. No one. Few people in Green Shard had hair this golden. Only a few town beauties did, actually, like Vivian and Fey, but Fey’s was a bit paler yet still utterly gorgeous. No horses either. No animals. No.

      Not this golden. Other than Vivian.

      I sniffed the pillow, my sheets close up. That gentle yet potent peaches and strawberry musk. Yeah. It was there. And⁠—

      Knock knock knock.

      Oh no. Pa. What would I say? I was twenty so having a girl in my room wasn’t exactly unheard of, well, for me it would be, but for guys my age, not unheard of, not at all, in fact plenty got married by now.

      Stepping back—ack! The dirt on my feet. Oh crap. The dirt. There was so much beside my bed. I … no excuses. I’d just need to sweep up again. No problem.

      Just another chance to train even⁠—

      “Hey! Miles⁠—”

      “Pa! I’ll be right out!”

      A glance at my nightstand across from bed. At the drawing I made long ago of Ma and Pa and me and—oh. my. Gods.

      On the waist-high cherrywood nightstand was a girl, and not just any girl, but a girl erotically slim in the best places, and gorgeously obese in the chest places. Sitting with lush legs crossed and kicking gently, as if patiently impatient. In a beautifully brilliant blue dress so snug and skimpy short … and revealing, really really revealing, it was more like undies in public revealing.

      Nothing any girl in our village was allowed to wear in public.

      Maybe not even in private.

      Especially those suggestive pink strings. Keeping those erotic gaps tight while revealing a tight slim tummy and sweet curvy sides and part of that ample, ample bosom that⁠—

      Gulp.

      Those lips of hers smiled strawberry tart sinister at me. At if saying finally without saying a word.

      A smirk that reached those huge gorgeous eyes. The left … a brilliant glowing blue? No, not just blue but a brilliant azure blue. But the other … a brilliant beaming red? Ruby red. Wow.

      And my full-body ogling of her, especially a second longer ogle at those obese jiggling breasts, only got me an annoyed flick of that golden hair. Waist-long hair that still framed her heart of a pixie pretty face so perfectly … wait.

      From her elbows down to her hands … not brilliant blue leather gloves of the snug and sleek variety that so many girls loved lately, no, it was a part of her. Down to her hands.

      Hands that had pink but yet all-too-cute claws?

      Same for her knees down to her feet.

      And wings!

      As wide as her arm span. No. A good bit wider. Brilliant blue dragon wings. Like beautiful bat wings gone exotically serpenty scaled. With pink smudges spread between the … the ... long finger thingies?

      She giggled. Softly.

      A demon girl. In my bedroom.

      Correction.

      An erotically gorgeous demon girl. In my bedroom. Acknowledging my existence as a guy. A guy with needs and desires. For busty slim beauties.

      (Okay. Sort of. A guy could hope.)

      ((Really, really hope.))

      Knock knock knock. My door. Pa.

      “Miles? You okay?”

      The girl grimaced. Rolled her gorgeously brilliant eyes of blue and red at the door.

      She whispered, more like mouthed, “Later. You and me.”

      Her voice was so bubbly sexy sweet and yet so sinister serious that—ack! A blue blur?

      And she was gone!
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      Eerie silence.

      One of the worst kinds of silence in a forest. Especially where the crooked pines towered so high and mighty that the thick canopy of green needles above blotted out the sky completely. That it was so thick her best friend Fey couldn’t hope to fly through it and Fey was a stunningly amazing flyer, even for a harpy.

      It was normally so dark, well, Vivian Forester had to be honest with herself. It was as dark as her chance at getting Dedrick Knight to even ever notice her.

      Least as an elf girl she looked human enough, despite the long dagger-like ears poking out the sides of her head, and her proportions were ... more elegant and graceful than any human girl in the village. Just like her eyes. A bit bigger than any human girl’s.

      But today, this forest was even darker.

      Good thing the ground was practically a thick but soft bed of orange needles. Softer than her mother’s touch and her mother was a succubus so extra-extra-soft then. Even if the softness of the ground ensured any creeper could easily creep up on her. Her own soft leather boots ensured she could creep just as softly away—or around, and strike back!

      She was Vivian Forester. A blood elf—not a vampire, or, ick, a vampire elf like that Miles would joke about just to tease her, but a proud blood elf—with a proud lineage of tending to this forest nearby. Drink fresh blood and gain the loyalty and trust of the creatures of the woods.

      (Never mind her succubus half often put those very same creatures on edge.)

      ((She hadn’t really awakened that half yet. So no worries. Yet.))

      And it was an honor to have one’s blood drunken by a blood elf—despite what Miles would (jokingly) say. At least he didn’t know her mother had been a succubus. Jokes about Vivian’s ... figure and her extra-sharp kiss ... ugh.

      But like her father, her three brothers, (and, well, her older sister, if she hadn’t left for other duties,) all of them performed their duties in their section of the forest. Forging new bonds with the younger creatures. Refreshing old ones. All by blood. Keeping an eye out for trouble, and so on and so forth.

      Just like Vivian was now. Sort of. Hunting and gathering was … alright. For now.

      It was good training. Just be several times more quiet. More swifter than any creature in these woods. Prove she deserved her spot. Their trust.

      That her kiss, her succubus half, didn’t ever take more than their regular normal blood.

      Plenty of ferns dotted the place and should have been whispering soothing rustles in the usual gentle breeze.

      But no.

      It was foggy and muggy out. The air was as still as a spooked rabbit.

      But Vivian was no spooked rabbit. Her bow and (all-too-few) arrows weren’t her only weapon. (Thank the Oak of Ages.) Or her bone dagger, elfsung so rich brown that it just had to be more effective than steel, strapped to her all-too-bare thigh.

      Like Dedrick and Miles, Vivian had her own training in martial arts, and it was going … okay.

      (Sort of.)

      Next time maybe she’d ask Dedrick for pointers except … well … awkward.

      Good thing it was so wonderfully warm and wet out. Traditional elf huntress garb was so … skimpy. Like a loincloth for her chest and another for her hips, skimpy. Both as bright green as the greenest ferns and vines they were woven from, and enhanced through the finest elf singing techniques, making the material far too precious to use more of—except for guys like her brothers and father. Yeah.

      Thank the Oak of Ages she at least never had to wear this thing in Green Shard.

      Or even near it.

      Her mother would have approved of it. Maybe even insisted she wear it around town.

      Good thing Vivian was so slim and lithe. She could easily slip between the ferns without even standing up completely.

      But the scrawny blueberry bushes were more trouble. They tended to still catch her long golden hair. Even if little berries were so bittersweet good and tempting for a snack. Not that anyone but elves—full-blooded elves—and birds could eat enjoy them.

      But their twigs snapped loud and all too easily⁠—

      SNAP!

      A dozen yards behind her. Right behind an extra thick pine. A pine thicker than three fat Miles standing side-to-side. With only empty space full of blueberry bushes between her and the tree.

      No squirrel chitters. No bird peeps.

      Nothing.

      An enemy? Here?

      But the nearest tree, the nearest cover—several paces away. Here was utterly empty space.

      Not any cover.

      SNAP!

      SNAP!

      SNAP!

      Thump!

      Thump!

      Thump!

      The sound of a horse? Nearby. At least a few dozen paces away. Behind her, behind that extra-thick tree, but trotting quickly toward her position.

      A traveler?

      Maybe … should she pop out and say hello? The merchants loved when she did that—after their usual gasp of shock and relief she wasn’t a bandit. A free guide was always welcome.

      No. Not this time. Her hackles shot higher than any crooked pine here.

      Vivian curled up tight. Breathed deeeep and calm. As deep and calm as she was NOT feeling right now. Her heart racing faster than Miles toward any pretty thing.

      Nonono.

      Focus.

      Calm.

      Yes. Calm.

      The horse thumped closer and closer. No snorts or whines either. Weird. They always whined a little whenever an blood elf like her was around and they hadn’t had a blood bond forged yet.

      The snaps behind the nearby pine headed toward the horse, not her. But that horse made her shiver under an intense pressure, like someone weighted her down with iron chains.

      And iron was roasting hell to any elf. Even a halfie like her, who developed a good amount of resistance to its awful toxic touch, partly thanks to her mother’s non-elf blood in her.

      Like … gulp.

      Maybe … it was an awakened demon. The kind unlike Fey. Utterly utterly unlike Vivian herself too. Unlike any demon current in Green Haven.

      Except when they go into a bad enough rage.

      And that horse gave off the feel of … like what a vicious demon full of malice and soul-eating hunger should feel like. Well beyond the rage she ever felt from a demon in Green Haven.

      That instant her body tensed. Tensed just right.

      Time for her best technique.

      Seven Step Dash. An escape technique. Take seven steps. Big or small. All faster than a blink of an eye. Perfect for ambushes.

      And escaping to cover unseen.
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      The sudden dry heat was the first warning the danger hadn’t passed. Not at all.

      My heart raced fast and stupid but the dry taste in my mouth all of a sudden … despite the immense smell of such a delicious breakfast spicing up the air …

      It wasn’t just the double doom boom peppers blurring my vision now. That steaming hot burn. No. It was unlike the wonderful frying burn of the best peppers.

      My eyes were now tearing for reasons other than that delightful agony.

      Paces away the nightstand was the gorgeously busty demon girl, no, beauty had been sitting so sexy sultry only moments ago … wait.

      The drawings of me and my family. They were gone! Vanished with that girl. That⁠—

      No. Not now. Not the time.

      So I gritted my teeth and looked out the window. More dense fog. A deep gray denser than Dedrick at all of Vivian’s hint-hints.

      But it was the only exit I could imagine that gorgeously busty demon girl taking. Just thinking of her scandalously skimpy dress … no! Focus. Beautiful girls were definitely my weakness and it wasn’t mutual, usually.

      Still, her technique, whatever it was, was amazing, but I doubted she outright teleported away. That would require outright magic. Something my mom might have been able to do, at least once, maybe.

      No. That demon girl must have moved faster than my sight could follow. That technique, of course, would have serious limitations, just like all powerful techniques. Just like Vivian and her Seven Step Dash technique. A technique I still had trouble dealing with. Dedrick on the other hand … no problem for him.

      He was downright awesome all around. And he wouldn’t hesitate to take down that busty beautiful demon girl, if she turned out to be rogue demonspawn.

      My hackles shot skyward again. The direction of my bed.

      Why that demon girl had been in my bed of all places … well, probably. I never actually confirmed it by sight but⁠—

      HISSSSSSS!

      Below my bed? I backed away.

      Almost looked down.

      Almost.

      But no. Why would it hiss? Why would danger warn me of its presence—unless it was a trap of some sort.

      And some demonspawn, especially some serpents, could freeze a victim on sight. Eye-to-eye or even worse, simply their own sight. Least according to pa’s bestiaries on rogue demonspawn.

      Dashing off and telling Pa would be the smart thing to do.

      But I wasn’t always that smart. And I was a grown guy too. I should be able to handle this myself by now⁠—

      A loud squeak. Mousy squeak.

      “Help me! Heeeeelp! Pleeeeeeease! I—ack!”

      Gagging sounds? Little mousy ones but …

      No time for Pa now. I leapt right onto my bed.

      Whipped off the sheets. A weapon.

      Better than nothing.

      But then I felt the sharp pressure. Through my bed. Its mattress. The instant before it struck.

      RIP!

      RIP!

      RIP!

      I danced. Danced quicker and quicker. More determined than any
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