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      Romeo Bladell knew there shouldn’t be a rope bridge crossing the canyon here yet …

      Here it was.

      And the canyon itself was a deep jagged gash in the granite. Actually, more like how the maw of a deep gray dragon was.

      (Not that he’d ever seen a dragon of any sort, but maybe one day …)

      The canyon itself was only a few good times wider than he was tall—but he wasn’t exactly tall, and now that he was in his late twenties, it was long past the time where he’d get any taller.

      The posts the ropes were tied to were stout logs. They only went up to his knees, but they still reminded him of his stout dwarven grandpa, whose bald head, even when he was on his toes, could only reach the tips of Romeo’s chest.

      But … the logs looked older than some of the thick craggy oaks behind him. You know, the kind of oaks so old the moss of them doubled as old guy beards.

      No, dwarf beards.

      The planks were light gray and as warped as the weird joke the world had to be playing on him. The occasional gust of wind was refreshingly cool, like a lemonade during a hot summer day—like today actually, it was hotter than a hot spring with a roasting rock tossed in, so the gusts were more than welcome.

      Each gust also made all four ropes of the bridge crackle out as loud as the crows in the bearded oaks behind him.

      The bridge was even sunken a bit by the middle.

      Like a sly bridgy smile—at the joke being played on him.

      He was a lean and mean five foot six, so yes, he was a bit on the short side, for a human, but compared to dwarves, he was on the taller side, and he was muscular enough to wear his red jerkin like a vest, with no shirt, and his brown slacks were snug, but not tight.

      Rather than risk another pair of flimsy sandals breaking again, he went with his reliable suede boots. They were dark red and the darkness was not entirely from the dirt of use. They were like thick reliable socks. Thick enough to protect his feet yet he could still easily feel the soggy soil underneath them.

      Feel the few smooth pebbles in the soil.

      Maybe climb down the canyon but … the sides of the canyon were steep cliffs. At the bottom it would be incredibly slippery. It would take another hour or two. No. More like three. Assuming the light lasted. Longer if it didn’t.

      Much longer—and for what?

      His backpack was basically a big bag with shoulder straps. It was made from sturdy burlap but far from water proof. It had some long-awaited precious books—more than a few of those books were the latest dime dreadfuls meant for guests, but he got to read them first to ensure there weren’t any obvious problems. There were more than a few bottles of absolutely needed olive oil for lamps and cooking. Most important of all, some general provisions for the next few days.

      Get the provision wet … and not just the books … yikes.

      But Romeo … the hackles on his neck stood up just looking at the odd bridge. It seemed to promise the hope of saving him over two hours. The usual bridge was an arch of stone along the paved usual road, but it crossed the river below long after the canyon was no longer a canyon.

      And that bridge was well over another few hours hike away.

      This shortcut, hiking along the canyon already saved him a few hours since the regular road made a very wide curve around the forest behind him.

      All because rumors of monsters in there, but they were just rumors. Yup. Still, the bearded oaks behind were a part of the fringe of what was known as Shadow Forest and he had seen some of the corpses of the beasts in there … like horse-sized blue jays called jumping raptors and …

      No.

      They and the other dangerous beasts were only found much further south, much deeper in the forest, not here, in the fringes, at the edge of the civilized world.

      In fact, that hint of danger was a draw to the Honey Heart Resort. Honey Heart Resort was a spring bath inn and resort on top of the mountain here where Romeo was working at for the past few years.

      Sigh.

      So as Uncle Jethron would say, trust your nose when all else fails, and Uncle Jethron was among the best trackers in the county—human and dwarf.

      So …
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      … sniff. Sniff.

      The smell … earthy soil. Mossy oak like all forests everywhere. The cool crisp clean smell of the river below. Echoes of the splashes and crashing of foamy rapids splashing against unyielding rock. Echoes snapping against the canyon’s steep sides.

      The usual smells. Sounds.

      The midday rain had washed away his own footsteps from the morning trip. The crazy heat had already dried out the soil enough for it not to be outright muddy.

      Just damp.

      In fact, the wooden posts showed the usual expected grim from the ages.

      You’d think the bridge had been here for ages too.

      But it hadn’t.

      This very morning, on the way to town, back when the taste of his latest experimental pine needle tea was burning his mouth far too bitter, there hadn’t been any rope bridge here at all.

      Along the cliff on the other side of the canyon, the lichen showed no scraps along the jagged rock cliffs—no sign of any climber involved in setting up the bridge.

      And Romeo read enough books over the years to know what’s involved.

      Rope would of been secured on one side of the canyon, and the climber climb down, go cross the foamy rapids by jumping the slimy slippery rocks, and climb up and stake the ropes on the other side.

      In fact, Romeo had done such work as a side job here and there.

      Another, more straightforward approach was to shoot arrows with rope tied to the ends into one of the trees beyond the canyon. Someone else on the other side would then tie the rope to the post.

      Or if a heavier rope was needed, only a lighter rope would be shot and secured to the trees on both sides of the canyon. The thicker rope would be carried over and tied to posts on each side.

      But … no matter how much Romeo studied the line of bearded craggy oaks on the other side, there wasn’t a sign of torn moss, of any arrows shot into their bark, or even a sign that the dirt was disturbed in the slightest.

      Looking up at the sky, mostly blue with some clouds, but … less than a few hours to sunset.

      Legends said monsters were most active after night, and this close to Shadow Forest …

      Getting to the road … he might not make it back in time.

      Aunt Tilda would. be. pissed.

      She was as big as ma, being her older sister and all, and she was the kind of women a guy would sprint a few laps around, as a woman should be, would be what pa would say, and grandpa, but … ugh.

      He really to get back before sundown.

      Aunt Tilda was the boss lady of Honey Heart Resort, and he knew there were more than enough provisions for the night. For the next morning … enough. Aunt Tilda could scrap enough together to last a couple more days but … sigh.

      Lucky for him it was Tuesday, not Monday. Tuesday was the slowest time of the week, even now, during the peak of summer, the hottest and busiest season.

      But Romeo also knew this path wasn’t commonly taken. Few even knew of it. Most travelers would take the long winding road rather than risk whatever trouble the fringes of Shadow Forest may throw at them. Rumors of monsters and worse things …

      Sigh. Would Aunt Tilda believe him about this bridge?

      Even if she did, she’d absolutely forbid him from taking any “short-cut” (or “long-cut” as she’d call it then) off the road ever again.

      (One sister and his foolish hubby lost was enough, she’d say, she wasn’t about to risk her dear nephew, the last of her flesh and blood …)

      And … honestly, it’s unlikely anyone else would even run into this rope bridge. No other witnesses. This place was so … empty … so … weird … weird place for a trap but deep down …
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      Sigh.

      Romeo had to scratch his hair. It needed a good scratching, and his hand was a good a comb as any. It was short and black and untamed as he wanted to be but … sigh.

      No worries if he got it a little soiled.

      Like those stakes.

      They even had splatters of soil right by the ground. The rain was around midday so the earliest this bridge could of appeared was sometime late in the morning.

      The sweet aftertaste of that last lemonade at town at the cafe known as Honey’s End … lemon juice with loads of honey, utterly brilliant … and his tab was due next time he stopped by. A penny for each … and way too many lemonades this summer, but they also carried the latest and greatest dime dreadfuls.

      Should he take off his bag and take a break? Think things over? It was a bit heavy and his shoulders …

      Of course it was. As it should be.

      With a few days of provisions for the personal at the Honey Heart Resort, besides the bunch of bottles of olive oil for the lamps and more than a few books. His shoulders ached, but he didn’t regret avoiding a shirt today. The heat was bad enough with the vest on. He’d go with shorts but if, for some reason, he needed to dash through the woods … no.

      Slacks it was.

      The bearded oaks behind him didn’t hide any dangers, usually, but just in case, strapped to his belt was the harpe blade he inherited from pa. It was curved like a crescent moon. The metal was still clean and reflective as a mirror. Only the inner edge was sharp, but that edge was rumored to be sharp enough to slice through steel.

      But how … Romeo hadn’t figure it out yet.

      He couldn’t even cut through the black granite of this mountain range yet. Practice practice practice yet …

      Especially against the occasional cocky patron, as Aunt Tilda permitted, no, insisted, putting his swords skills to good safe work, and, of course, as she insisted, he let those patrons win just enough keep their ego more than intact.

      Or more often, have Romeo spar against the bubble cute and gorgeous Vivian, with her long lush rosy pink hair and forever rosy smell, yet wow, did she have a way with her double sabers.

      Ouch.

      Graceful hourglass to a boy’s doom, was one way to put it, and true be told, when they sparred, she didn’t exactly hate him.

      No.

      If he didn’t know better, and one couldn’t hide their true feelings behind a clash of blades, as his pa would say, Vivian, maybe, had some feelings for Romeo.

      The good kind.

      Feelings Aunt Tilda clearly didn’t approve of, or else she would of allowed Romeo to spend more time than just the random but dramatic sparring match against Vivian.

      Match more or less meant to convince patrons Vivian, despite her gorgeous looks and vividly dramatic moves, she was definitely a stunning great swordsgal. So when she let those cocky patrons defeat her, wow, they must be like totally, awesome, as Vivian would always say, and always so cutesy happy too.

      And her bright violet eyes were always smiling around him too. Unlike many of the patrons that ogled her extra hefty bosom as she jiggled it plenty.

      Especially to distract Romeo during a bout.

      But … rumor had it his own very blade, his harpe, had cut down legendary monsters like hobgobbles, clawgirls and even dragotrolls back back and back centuries ago back when the legendary enemies of mankind, the monsters known as the baelzog, those winged titans of fire and shadow, nearly flooded the whole entire world with guess what, shadow and flame (and monsters, many many monsters the human-munching sort, which lead to the question, once humanity was gone, what would all those monsters munch?)

      Like any decent adventure-loving guy, he had seen his fill of illustrations of each and every one those monsters.

      Who hadn’t?

      Every dime dreadful worth its dime had more than a few and Romeo read his fair share of them and what kind of guy would he be if he didn’t know anything about them?

      With Shadow Forest so near, this place should of been ripe for adventure. The Honey Heart Resort drew more than a few patrons because of it and that’s one reason Aunt Tilda built the resort here, of all places, as she admitted more than once, (but before she lost her sister and …)

      While the honey hearts who lived and worked at honey heart resort were the stunningly gorgeous girls whose company the patrons came to enjoy along with the hot springs …

      Those honey hearts were pure damsels-in-distress-to-be, at least in the minds of lusty patrons, and Aunt Tilda paid good coin to the girls’ families, and to the girls to work there for a living, at least until their youthful looks faded — or a patron paid amazing coin to marry one, but few bothered to actually marry …

      When Romeo first came to this vast mountain range of the blackest of granite, he could easily imagine secret hordes of hobgobbles lurking in some of those vast caves or among those craggy peaks.

      And hobgobbles, the sword fodder of the monster minion lot, they have slimy blue skin, a big round head with only a massive fanged maw, yet their sight was somehow amazingly good, and even more messed up, they had powerful tentacles for arms and legs. They supposedly stunk like dead fish and sniiiiiff.

      Mossy oak. Earthy soil. River rapids.

      Nope. No hobgobbles nearby.

      Like always.

      Phew.

      If there were any hobgobbles around, they must love staying in their rumored nests deep deep deeeeeeep inside those caves that Romeo never had the chance to explore.

      Yet.

      Rumors of hobgobbles here and there throughout the realm, well, some bounties were actually paid for confirmed kills, according to the patrons here and there, and since some of those patrons doing the talking were also doing the paying … (as in paying the bounties …)

      Now clawgirls got caught more often.

      They were gorgeous human girls in one form, so they took far more risks to actual mingle with humans, but their other form was their true evil reptilian self.

      Instead of skin, they could shift their skin into protective but gorgeous scales which, even now, would fetch more than a few pretty pennies.

      Instead of hands and feet, they had beastly but beautiful lizard talons with gorgeous but wicked deadly claws.

      And that’s why they were called clawgirls.

      They played the honey pot role in stories everywhere and they were also (sometimes) wicked cruel archers too, supposedly, in their human form, but all in all, they were often fodder sent to raze through armed men because no armor could deflect their razor claws, and thus, another reason why they were called clawgirls, not talongirls.

      Some stories even claimed their claws were poisoned.

      Or had other wicked powers in their claws.

      Patrons confirmed it all here and there. Bounties they themselves paid in silver. Not copper pennies. Like the copper Aunt Tilda paid him every other week. Silvers.

      Real serious money.

      And plenty more clawgirls were still hiding. Even after all these centuries. Waiting for their chance to strike.

      Avenge their lost sisters.

      (And a dime dreadful wasn’t a dime dreadful without some wickedly gorgeous clawgirl going femme fatale with her amazingly unique and deadly claw power.)

      But … a clawgirl out in the middle of nowhere … ha!

      Keep dreaming.

      (Not even the patrons dreamed that far.)

      Anyway, clawgirls were still girls and cutting one down … even if she was a wicked monster … ugh.

      Better face a dragotrolls, and the dragotrolls were the real captains of terror. They were like a cross between a massive deformed man and dragon. Even better, they were as several times fiercer than the dragons they rode as mounts.

      He’d know if there was a dragotroll nearby and there wasn’t.

      Good.

      No bounties collected on them in his lifetime, but the occasional “disaster” as patrons would call them … well, disaster within their lifetime …

      Unlike any baelzog.

      No hint of them, and they were titans. Giants. Winged giants and all shadow, smoke, and flame.

      The forest would be on fire if any of them were around.

      None had been spotted outside of dime dreadfuls for centuries.

      Over a thousand years or so.

      It was best that way too.

      And sure, the handy work at the resort kept his body in shape for when destiny called, if ever, and sure, he often turned chores into secretive training and ended up completing the tasks far soon and far better than any other handy man could hope to.

      But maybe … Romeo could take a break … to train, some.

      (You never know what a monster from legend would pop up and cause havoc.)

      ((Even a clawgirl.))

      (((Or a honey heart turned out to be an evil clawgirl in disguise then … nah. Keep dreaming. She’d just then be considered exotic goods.)))

      ((((Maybe.))))
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      Juliet swore she smelled a familiar hint of spoiled fish.

      Her skin right new felt its freshest and cleanest in ages and just that hint made her want to cringe but no, she strutted in her stilettos high and proud like a clawgirl hiding perfectly in sight.

      As long as that smell wasn’t what she knew it was.

      The ground was soft but not muddy. It scrapped as loud as the river down below in the canyon, and the only reason she even went this way. So far out of the way. She needed to shed her skin again and where better to dump her serpent skin than here?

      In the middle of nowhere forest.

      The trees were so big … Boss Tilda even had the beds of the honey hearts as the stumps of those big trees, and wow, were those beds huuuge. The lichen was here was still green and crumbly rather than green and silky from the pricy, magical treatments Boss Tilda put on their beds.

      Since, eventually, now that she was eighteen … she’d be using it to … for patrons … enjoyment … as well.

      (Gulp.)

      Sure, right now she looked like the part of a gorgeous honey heart. Six sexy feet of peaches and cream complexion and strawberries and cream scent, both as sweet on the eyes and nose as on the loins — well, loins once the bidding for her virginity … gulp.

      But she was eighteen today. Big girl time.

      This life was faaaar better than wandering the woods as some crazed clawgirl eager to avenge her sister for things dead and gone.

      And a good virginity auction should help pay off her debt far sooner, and Juliet would get a cut of it to hold onto. Keep with the rest of her coin in her heart-shaped pouch and its many protective spells.

      A pouch she kept strapped to her slim waist.

      Her outfit wasn’t so bad in this crazy heat, actually. Being scantily clad, just like she was expected to be, had it perks during the summer, after all!

      Her top was a bra top of a pair of blue hearts cupped her breasts with stretchy soft blue silk, and best of all, they were the biggest moneymaking breasts at Honey Heart Resort. Her miniskirt was also a pair of blue hearts strapped together with the stretchiest white silk, and they were upside down for just enough coverage that patron only needed to undress her a little with their eyes.

      How her miniskirt fit so snug yet so comfortable over her crotch and behind, leaving only the sides of her hips bare … yet never showing anything underneath … a magical pentacle woven on the underside of the hearts.

      Thank Boss Tilda to insist on no fashion mishaps.

      No free peeks.

      Juliet hadn’t shifted in ages. Her reptilian form felt so … different, yet it really wasn’t. Her skin went to exotically pink scales. Her neon blue eyes went serpent and sigh.

      Even if the pink
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