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            Dirk

          

        

      

    

    
      The mission was simple, really.

      Just deliver a message to the mayor of a town called Grassbarn. Exterminate some demons known as Tentacled Shrooms and Chicken Nixies roaming the nearby farmers’ fields. Before they attack some any poor human that crossed their path and eat their soul.

      Maybe even turn them to zombies.

      Now Tentacled Shrooms were the size of big dogs and looked exactly like they sounded, at least according to the mission statement. Same for Chicken Nixies. Some kind of cross between chicken and snake.

      Simple but thrilling.

      Nothing too troublesome, but work that needed to be done.

      And only an Angel of the Sword could do it.

      Only they would wield the divine silver that could slash through any demons and its powers and so on and so forth.

      And divine silver came from the Divinity of the Heavenlies within those people Chosen by the Heavenlies, so no matter rank or station, only those with a Divinity could ever hope to become Angels of the Sword.

      (More like had to but …)

      Lots of travel opportunities. Travel the world. Paid for by the Palace of the Heavenlies, so quite the Blessing right there, getting to see things only Angels of the Sword could hope to go see.

      Like Fern Shadow Forest.

      Where the ferns were so big many of them were far higher than the average horse. Even beside the cobble roads that ran everywhere throughout the Divine Empire, including Fern Shadow Forest. Their leaves were so big and long … especially if you were down laying on the ground, they were titan-sized ferns.

      No wonder the famously beautiful dancer girls of Fern Shadow Forest were famous throughout the lands for their elaborate fern slutwear.

      (And they were certainly a Blessing of the Heavenlies.)

      (Even if a certain grandmother would disagree. Vehemently, as she’d say.)

      And these parts were so hot that it was like being stuffed inside a barrel and left on the docks again.

      So the dancer girls shouldn’t be blamed for underdressing.

      Rumor even had it they had some intriguing combat techniques too, even if rumors were often just rumors.

      And here in Fern Shadow Forest, a chance to find out.

      Pine needles beautifully mattressed the ground everywhere off the cobble road. Like an orange carpet. With wonderful pine aroma. Especially around the huuuge crooked pines. Pines called pitched pines, it turned out.

      And these pines even had incredibly spooky faces. Each and every one of them.

      Above the ferns.

      The pine needles made a tea that couldn’t be made elsewhere. Apparently, unlike other conifers, these needles must of freshly turned orange or else the tea wouldn’t be any good.

      All in all, an adventure worth having and not much trouble until … well …
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      Flat on his back as if he fell off another Heavenlies-cursed horse again, Dirk stared up at the wide expanse of clear blue sky and thanked the Heavenlies it wouldn’t be his last.

      (Also thank the Heavenlies there was no Hell-worthy beast known as a horse involved this time.)

      (Really thankful.)

      The rock here was as smooth and bumpy as the fat landlord’s knuckles against his chin for missing rent once again, and actually …

      That was a month ago.

      Already …

      But a few bruises for a few more days were worth it, of course, whether it was bruises on his chin or his back, they built character, as Grandmother Tressia would say.

      She also insisted he savor the blessings in life.

      Like … how the branch that (somehow) flung him flat onto his back was nowhere in sight, so it must of suffered a far worse fate than him.

      The solid rock beneath him, just another reminder to be thankful. Like it not being his shallow new grave. Much like how that poor old fox almost met the wrong end of a speeding wagon in the last village, what’s its name, Briarton, I think.

      Except Dirk chucked a rock at the right moment.

      And he got a knuckle sandwich from an irritated wagoner in return.

      But Angels help those in need.

      Unless they be demons then … (maybe?)

      And landing here, on his back, a real blessing.

      A good few more feet back and that loud trinkle left no doubt, he’d be underwater.

      In the stream called the Mateedoh-Klonk River.

      Its dark water had many trinkling bumps, all incredibly smooth. Not a single sign of a single bubble or hint of foam.

      Or of any rock.

      The stream was so small a simple hop was enough to cross it, but today, it was so hot, it was like being stuffed inside a barrel and left on the docks again. So a dip in cool water was, of course, tempting.

      Only minutes before, Dirk had stuck a long branch under those waters and yank!

      So quick the branch was ripped out of his hand.

      It was so deep and rough, if you got sucked in, you’d never resurface, ever.

      No hope of swimming ‘cross that water.

      Even if it smelled like the best kind of pine needle tea, it was too dangerous to try drinking from. How many poor travelers had died trying to fill their water flasks with it?

      Must be too many to count and probably the reason the main road looped so long and hard to avoid this side road, but no, Dirk didn’t have the time to waste and a little sense went a far way.

      Sure, that hollow echo of water under a bridge, that was from a small arch of stone that served to bridge the stream, as expected of anywhere in the Divine Empire, just like how the bridge and the cobble road were still intact.

      This bridge even had railings, unlike most of the small arch bridges scattered around the empire. The fact this bridge was stone rather than solid oak, another sign that this stream was more dangerous than it first appeared. It wasn’t unheard of for wood bridges to rot enough for a collapse this far out of the way.

      Of course, Dirk knew better than to ever trust a stray bridge.

      He had leapt across the stream.

      It was small enough, and the bridge … it could be a mimic.

      Gulp.

      And mimics took the place an inanimate object, somehow, and the moment a victim used it, it would swallow the poor victim – or victims – whole.

      Then vanish.

      Nothing remaining.

      No sign of what happened remained – except the missing inanimate object

      But mimics wouldn’t – or couldn’t – pose as cups or small objects (thank the Heavenlies) or objects that were too big (really thank the Heavenlies), but … if he hadn’t seen it firsthand … back when he was so young … then maybe bridges … no.

      The Heavenlies-cursed horse he had been on panicked … nearly tossed him onto the bridge mimic – the damn cowardly beast and … the scars on his feet, across his shins hurt just from thinking of it …

      Since even bigger bridge than the one over the Mateedoh-Klonk River had turned out to be a mimic and gulped a bunch of victims and then shrunk and vanished …

      Only to reappear elsewhere somehow … where there hadn’t been a bridge moments before … trapping him on that … that …
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      Okay. Not now.

      Focus on the past too much and like Grandmother Tressia always said, you’ll miss the current running you down.

      The rock in the here and now, the rock by the first few feet of Mateedoh-Klonk River was more slippery than a fresh caught trout, and the rock seemed just as slimy eager to make a deadly slip happen.

      Thank the Heavenlies, Dirk was wearing dragon scale everything, as much as his peers claimed he had over-prepared – ha!

      He survived because of it.

      Thank the Heavenlies.

      His jerkin, slacks, and even a sleeved cowled cloak, they all were dragon scale as pale blue as the sky, all to remind him of the blessings of the Heavenlies and today, double the luck.

      The dragon scale ensured not even an ache.

      Made sure he didn’t build too much character at once.

      (A truly wonderful inheritance from parents he never knew.)

      Even his suede boots had pale blue dragon scale glued all over them. That dragon scale had saved his feet more than a few times from his own blades.

      As in the wooden blades he had to use back during his several years of training.

      Sure, right now, he was dazed but not exactly confused, kinda, so no need to use one of his five cure-all potions. The smell of fresh overturned earth kept biting him back to his senses, like another tiny pooch determined to get attention or at least some more scraps, his shin be damned.

      Ah.

      The ferns were definitely titan-sized from the view flat on the ground.

      Good thing strapped to his waist were his pair of longswords. They were still secure in their scabbards. They weren’t ordinary swords, no, they were forged from divine silver that, thank the Heavenlies, came from within him, from his own Blessing, a Blessing from the Heavenlies that allowed him to become an Angel of the sword, and travel the world.

      They looked like blue steel but they were most definitely divine silver.

      Of course, right now, Dirk was still plastered on the ground like the cross of snow white fur woven into his jerkin’s chest. There was even another pair of white crosses on his gloves just in case his cloak covered up his jerkin too much. The sleeves of his boots too.

      All snow white fur.

      For the Heavenlies.

      Of course, it was also the kind of fur his landlord would certainly sell if Dirk was ever foolish enough to leave anything precious in his apartment when he was away.

      That’s why he always carried around a pouch forged by an alchemist. The pouch had decent store-it-all pentacles woven into its sides.

      His thermo-flask was filled with steaming hot and still fresh chicken soup rather than the usual strawberry cider with that classic nip of alcohol that most travelers went with.

      Even with the strawberry cider being cheaper than the chicken soup, which wasn’t unusual, and worse, the local strawberries were known as bubblegum berries being so sweet and creamy and incredibly bright pink. They so chewy you could blow bubbles from your mouth and …

      A little alcohol at the wrong moment and he’d be stupid like father at the wrong moments.

      Or like Gelrind.

      Dirk would not of won all those games of Witches and Warriors, despite Gelrind having much better hands of cards, better dice rolls, yet … this pouch … with so many witnesses to prove his lose was truly his lose and not Dirk cheating, Gelrind was forced to give this precious pouch up to cover his loses.

      And his precious six-chamber jinx slinger revolver.

      With its three reload cylinders.

      The catch was that its ammunition was special spells and hard to get.

      Expensive.

      Too expensive, but Dirk would figure out a way around that bridge when he needed to. Practice ammo was more affordable, and even with a quick draw shot, he could ricochet jinxes off each other. Hit targets precisely. The first step had been fusing the rest of his Divinity into it. The next step … he’d figure out. Later. For now, it stayed holstered to his waist.

      Ready for the right time.

      Of course, Dirk kept his pair of Witches and Warriors decks and his dice carved from deer antlers – and all were proper official cards, which included being forged with alchemy so that if some fool tried using fake cards, well, the game would always lead them to a steep horrible loses.

      It made sure nobles couldn’t cheat quite as easily.

      This boxy blue pouch could store a closet worth of goodies. It always weighed as much as a heavy tome, no matter what was in it, and so more than a few couple thermo-flasks of chicken soup were doable.

      Maybe he’d sip from one right now.

      The pouch even allowed Dirk to indulge his bookworm pastime, and normally, carrying more than a few heavy tomes was no hard feat.

      In fact, he carried more than a few stray heavy tomes of obscure but interesting topics in the pouch, even today of all days, since once a bookworm, always proudly a bookworm, since bookworming was good to avoid too much character building at the wrong times, which was why, despite to Grandmother Tressia’s … opinion, a few of the latest dime dreadfuls too.

      Where else would he get the best quips from? Even the stray idea to snatch victory from defeat.

      So bookworming, the best.

      But thank the Light there weren’t bookworm demons or else⁠—

      ROOOOOAAAARRRRR!
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      The roar shook his whole body.

      Oh no, he hadn’t been a klutz once again.

      That branch smacked him on purpose.

      A troll demanded his full attention.

      And it was never a good idea to ignore a troll.

      Ever.

      Worse, the troll was a tree troll, so it looked like one of the many young pitched pines surrounding the road, and all those huuuge trees had knobby faces and their trunks split into two or more branches.

      But tree trolls were usually loners.

      Least according to the bestiaries he had to read and memorize (or run a circle around the Palace of the Heavenlies for every mistake or forgotten detail.)

      Nothing in any of the many records he had to read suggested any feelings toward their own, but …

      The needles of the other trees … all blotched … black?

      Wait.

      Something was off. Even the titan-sized ferns had a stray blotch here and there.

      The rock beneath him felt colder, nippier all of a sudden.

      No. Just goosebumps.

      The smell of musty earth and pine needle water … No.

      Focus on the tree troll.

      Its trunk, even at its thinnest, was thick enough that even his big fat landlord could of barely been able to wrap his arms around it.

      A third of the way up, the tree troll was split into two branches. Its arms. That branched into massive hands. With many, many fingers.

      Their needles all folded together into razor claws.

      Below the branch split, a knobby face. With beady eye-holes. And a jagged vicious mouth eager to munch tasty human flesh.

      But no blood splatters?

      Maybe no victims in quite a while.

      Maybe.

      A third of the way down the tree troll split into powerful legs. Down and down into feet.

      With sandals of roots.

      One foot of which was now pressing down hard against his chest.

      But dragon scale saved him.

      The more pressure the tree troll put on his chest, the more the dragon scale scales linked together.

      Countered the pressure.

      Even better, the most of the natural magical resistance of the dragon was remained in these very scales. And since tree troll were magical, guess what, the crushing power of the troll was greatly reduced, thank the Heavenlies.

      And the reason Dirk survived.

      Despite the tree troll’s best attempt to kill Dirk.

      Then umphf.

      Stomp him into a human pancake.

      Again.

      Stomp.

      Stomp.

      This tree troll, like a pine tree from some herbivore’s nightmare.

      But he was a carnivore deluxe.

      As in give him steak or give him death.

      “Die …” the troll said, “Murdereeee …”

      Its voice, like wood grinding together to somehow form words and–

      “Wah ha ha ha ha ha!” a girl cried out.

      All bubbly and airy and cutesy.

      Then a witchy cackle. Of the young beauty(?)

      A bit a ways. Behind the troll … wait.

      Dirk could … smell her?

      Yes.

      That perfumy smell. It had to be a her.

      (Hopefully – but you never know.)

      A girl.

      In the middle of nowhere.

      Strange …

      She smelled of … the local sweet and chewy bubblegum berries … but … no.

      It didn’t smell quite like perfume.

      More like a musk.

      Like a natural musk. And something else.

      Bestial.

      Dirk couldn’t place it. Yet.

      Too faint. Tip of the tongue unsure.

      “Kill him for me [image: heart with ribbon]” she said, “Sweetie Poo [image: sparkling heart]”

      What? Who …

      Umphf!

      Another tree troll stomp.

      It had a master?

      Among slaved demons it was usually kill the master kill the minion. Simple yet –

      The tree troll roared. “Diiiiieeeee!”

      It lifted its foot again.

      (Not exactly an intelligent one, was it?)

      Dirk rolled out of the way.

      Onto his feet.

      The scales on his soles holding the rock firm.

      Then not.

      Back on his ass. Now …

      Facing the river? A few feet away.

      The tree troll, right behind him …

      Least the dragon scale still held him in place.

      The troll roared. “Aaaaaalllll diiiiieeee!”

      All?

      There was just Dirk and the mystery girl.

      Dirk rolled backwards.

      Thump! The troll stomped.

      CRACK!

      His cloak, under that foot.

      Dirk slipped out of it real quick.

      Grabbed the sleeves.

      Ready to try something risky.
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      Risky was right.

      Just like the dime dreadfuls.

      For a critical moment, as if dazed, Dirk simply sat on his ass.

      His cloak off. Held in front of him.

      But the cloak was still trapped under the foot of the tree troll. The rest of the troll, behind him.

      The rock scolded his rear bad enough for Grandmother Tressia to approve of the rock.

      It also slimed his dragon scale, but his dragon scale held him firm to the ground.

      The Mateedoh-Klonk River trinkled a short way in front of him. Beckoning for another victim to yank under.

      Yet his only hope.

      Timing was everything.

      (Kinda like the dime dreadfuls.)

      He breathed deep and–

      The familiar smell of fresh overturned earth?

      Like the garden all trainees had to farm to tone down their ego.

      The nip of pine. No stink of decaying plant from the raging troll. The other pitch pines cursed in the breeze like zombies.

      In the breeze, wow, it was faint, but it was there.

      Plant decay.

      Ferns across the stream of death were blotched too.

      Less so than this side.

      He quietly sighed deep and – ack!

      That strange bubblegum berry musk … no.

      Dirk forced himself to ignore it.

      It tried to yanked his attention where it shouldn’t be. A trick Gelrind played on him more than once. A common theme among tricksters of many places.

      And just like the sight of a drop dead gorgeous girl at the wrong moment.

      The tree troll stomped down on his cloak.

      Lifted its other foot.

      Dirk held on.

      An instant almost too long.

      Then rolled to the side.

      Stomp!

      CRACK!

      The troll just missed. “Yoooouuuuu slooooowwww.”

      Dirk laughed. “You stupid clutz.”

      The tree troll, all in front of him.

      Between him and the stream.

      “Yooooouuuuu stuuuuuupiiiiid,” the troll said.

      Shifted all its weight to the foot without the cloak.

      And yionk!

      Dirk yanked his cloak hard.

      So hard he rolled backwards.

      Made the troll fumble forward.

      Wobble

      turn

      wobble

      wobble

      turn …

      wobble turn–

      SMACK!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Sedrick

          

        

      

    

    
      Sedrick knew that side path was too risky.

      It meandered away from the main road, yes, he was relieved it was cobble and in decent shape, but it crossed the Mateedoh-Klonk River and that innocent looking stream was notoriously deadly.

      Just the thought unsettled the tea in his stomach.

      And tea was the best for settling an unsettled stomach any time of day.

      He was a big man, muscular and tall, yet he read plenty of accounts where greater creatures, even massive trolls had been pulled under quick.

      This main road made a wide loop all to avoid it completely.

      Even the stallion Sedrick was riding refused to go down it.

      According to the last village, Briarton, horses usually refused to go down it, and even more importantly, if the horse refused to go on a bridge, don’t go on the bridge, it’s a monster called a mimic, and Dirk without a horse …

      Jaxus sent Sedrick to fetch Dirk for more than just that. The Demonic Knight of the True Blackest were on the move in the region. That was reason enough to clear the area of Angels and bring in some Archangels but … if the boy fell victim to a mimic there would be nothing left.

      No sign of the boy since the last village. Only word of mouth, as it should be.

      The boy wasn’t unskilled … just …

      The pitched pines all along the side of the road were too straight. Their scent, the fresh needles had made a wonderful tea that delighted the tongue.

      The sky was clear and with the cover of the trees, Sedrick was sure he could confirm the rumor of a stray pair of winged serpents without much fuss. Winged serpents weren’t as powerful as dragons, or even lesser dragons, but they were massive flying snakes, and too much for Dirk to deal with alone.

      Yet.

      Maybe Sedrick could deal with them before finding Dirk.

      Sedrick had a jerkin and leggings on. All dark blue as the standards for Angel of the Sword required. The white cross on his chest too. He wore a cowled cloak weighed down with the fur of a steel wolf.

      The rest of his outfit was dyed in steel slime, which gave his clothing a shiny look, and gave the dark blue a purple tint at the right angle. The steel slime was enough to give his garb the power the protect him from fang and blade, when he needed it.

      Right before using his aura.

      His aura could make his skin impenetrable to danger and was better than any armor. If he needed to strike from a distance, he could call upon his aura for a number of projectile attacks.

      Unlike Dirk. His aura abilities … were wanting.

      It was a surprise he even managed to pass the exams to become an Angel of the Sword. He had the Blessing but not all with a Blessing had … the rest of what was needed.

      But rumor had it the boy had an atypical offensive aura skill and it was … amazing. Supposedly.

      And a sign of something far better.

      He was an unusual case. An atypical aura user. If the instructors could figure out what impeded him … according to Jaxus … he might even have the power of an Archangel Paladin to wield.

      Maybe well beyond the usual Archangel Paladin.

      No wonder Jaxus sent Sedrick to fetch Dirk. Jaxus seemed worried something more was afoot in these parts other than the Knight of the True Blackest, but intel on those notorious demonic knights …

      Details were sparse.

      Too few survivors, for one, but there was more.

      Just hurry back, Archangel Jaxus had insisted. Kill the winged serpents if you stumble upon them but the key was to fetch Dirk and hurry back.

      Before the Knight of the True Black reach these lands.

      Hopefully Dirk had avoided that side road, but that boy’s dislike of horses was legendary, strange as it was. Sedrick didn’t know why, but a bad experience when the boy was young was probably the reason and no amount of reasoning would change the boy’s mind …

      Hark!

      A massive brown python ahead.

      Posed ready to ambush the next traveler.

      Only a few dozen feet away.

      The evil serpent was coiled and camouflaged around a thick pitched pine. It dangled slightly over the road.

      Frozen inhumanly still.

      All too easy to miss.

      Its wings were partly folded. Looked too much like craggy branches of the

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        1. Dirk
      


      		
        2. Dirk
      


      		
        3. Dirk
      


      		
        4. Dirk
      


      		
        5. Dirk
      


      		
        6. Sedrick
      


      		
        7. Dirk
      


      		
        8. Dirk
      


      		
        9. Dirk
      


      		
        10. Dreadsaw
      


      		
        11. Dirk
      


      		
        12. Dirk
      


      		
        13. Dirk
      


      		
        14. Doll
      


      		
        15. Dirk
      


      		
        16. Dirk
      


      		
        17. Dirk
      


      		
        18. Dirk
      


      		
        19. Platybuster
      


      		
        20. Dirk
      


      		
        21. Dirk
      


      		
        22. Dirk
      


      		
        23. Dirk
      


      		
        24. Platybuster
      


      		
        25. Dirk
      


      		
        26. Dirk
      


      		
        27. Dirk
      


      		
        28. Doll
      


      		
        29. Dirk
      


      		
        30. Dirk
      


      		
        31. Dirk
      


      		
        32. Dirk
      


      		
        33. Dirk
      


      		
        34. Doll
      


      		
        35. Dirk
      


      		
        36. Dirk
      


      		
        37. Dirk
      


      		
        38. Dirk
      


      		
        39. Doll
      


      		
        40. Dirk
      


      		
        41. Dirk
      


      		
        42. Dirk
      


      		
        43. Dirk
      


      		
        44. Dreadsaw
      


      		
        45. Dirk
      


      		
        46. Dirk
      


      		
        47. Dirk
      


      		
        48. Dirk
      


      		
        49. Dirk
      


      		
        50. Dirk
      


      		
        51. Dirk
      


      		
        52. Dirk
      


      		
        53. Dirk
      


      		
        54. Dirk
      


      		
        55. Platybuster
      


      		
        56. Dirk
      


      		
        57. Dirk
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Jonathan Evan Hudson
      


      		
        A Taste Of A Battle Too Dark
        
          		
            1. Dirk
          


          		
            2. Dirk
          


          		
            Want More?
          


        


      


      		
        Want More?
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Jonathan Evan Hudson


    


  


OEBPS/images/rtx-1f49d.png
<}





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
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DEFINITIONS
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
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TERMINATION
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