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      Trouble often came in threes and the giant wall of bright white stone all around the town of Twin Pearl, the first real trouble Roo de Blades had to face today.

      The wall towered at least a hundred feet high. Maybe more. High enough that climbing over it during the day ... not the best idea, and climbing it tonight—no. It was noon already. Night was too far away. Far too many hours away.

      Roo didn’t have the time to wait. Not now. Not yet.

      Not until he learned more about the coming attack—and how to stop it.

      He was an Exorcist of the Crimson Order, after all—one of humanity’s last hopes against the monsters waging war against them. From enraged witches to vicious vampires. From wicked werewolves to murderous mummies.

      Even dastardly dragons.

      Especially dastardly dragons. Especially those who could shift into a human form.

      So Roo better be prepared to fight them—one and all.

      But the wall itself was sheered so too sleek. Shiny sleek under the bright noon sun. Blindingly sleek. As if the stone was actually some kind of metal. Not a cloud in the sky either. Just like there was not a single handhold along that whole entire round wall.

      Not one. Obvious or not.

      Not at all.

      So too sleek for a night climb. Least for now.

      Least Crooster flew over it easily enough. Acting like some ordinary crow of course—but still, that was near dawn. Now it was near noon. And he hadn’t returned.

      Not yet.

      But no worries. Much.

      Years together with Crooster playing his familiar, a creature bonded through a special magical contract to be loyally devoted to and protective of its master, taught Roo that that shapeshifting crow could escape most trouble easily.

      And the moat for this town. The town of Twin Pearl.

      Like too many towns throughout the land of Greenwell, the moat hugged the white stone. A moat a loooong dozen paces wide. A moat clogged with thickets of sinister dark-green seaweed so thick those feathery tendrils would drown the finest of swimmers and quickly too.

      No mermaids need apply either. The seaweed would definitely drown them too.

      And then, for another several dozen paces beyond the moat, hard packed dirt as dark and green as the moat itself. Before rolling hills of short stiff ankle-high grass swept over for miles and miles around.

      Until a carpet of a pine forest sprouted up in the far, far, faaaar distance.

      So far away those crazy tall pines actually looked like meager little finger-long spears clustered together into a spikey carpet.

      And these hills rolled down and over and down some more.

      The town was on a tall hill after all. More than tall enough to get lesser men huffing and puffing seriously way too much if they foolishly took the direct route up, and not the road weaving around and around and around the hill, up to the wall.

      And Roo, he was no fool—despite the stray ... comment from Crooster.

      Roo was just in a hurry. Yes. A very great and big hurry.

      No time to enjoy the scenery, as his dad would lightheartedly say.

      Or stop and smell the weeds, as his mom would jokingly say.

      Worse Roo better not reveal his Exorcist identity right away. Until Crooster returned there was no telling who or what really controlled the town—humans or something else, or even humans serving something else, or ...

      Roo took another deep patient breath.

      That crunchy solid grass, it all was cut fresh and often, judging by the strong smell if it. Obviously to keep anyone, or anything from using it to hide as they approached the walls.

      Not by magic—or else just looking at it would at least tingle his hackles, if not his eyes.

      So nothing hid that loooong line to reach the drawbridge. As in several loops around the wall, and the hill itself, long.

      A line Roo was next in line for, finally—after arriving long before the crack of dawn

      But such long lines into walled towns during troubled times wasn’t exactly unusual. Back as a little kid, back when he traveled with his mom and dad, back when they were both alive and worked as bards, Roo spend way too much time on such lines.

      And learned early on that getting there early was critical to getting into town at all.

      And the drawbridge here at Twin Pearl was still actually lowered across the moat.

      Only a couple few feet above the moat the drawbridge itself was a slab of thick oak planks warped dark gray and so creaky old and wobbly even the weak breeze here made it squeak like a horde of dying mice.

      But the only way to get through that arched gateway into Twin Pearl proper.

      Thankfully an empty drawbridge, of course, no line on it, since no crossing the drawbridge without approval first ... so no skipping that much.

      Yet.

      Roo went with a heavy-cotton pale-blue body-covering shawl with a hood over his head, hiding his sky-blue hair and its dark-blue streaks near his scalp—his natural weird hair color due to some elven blood in him, but not enough to count as a proper elf, or even a real half elf.

      Least not by actual elves.

      No pointy ear thing like his quarter-elf dad. No fruity stink like his half-elf mom.

      Nothing like that.

      So Roo dyed his hair black. Pitch black. Matching Crooster.

      Just in case.

      Since this shawl also hid his actual Exorcist uniform as well. Hid that fancy crimson vest over a crisp white shirt and crimson-red slacks. Long droopy sleeves hid most of his fingerless gloves and the emblem on the back of those gloves.

      White on what looked like worn-down crimson suave.

      Three concentric circles. A cross over the inner two circles.

      The emblem of an Exorcist of any order.

      Only his pitch-black boots of soft leather were still visible. The magic woven into his entire uniform gave his whole body far more durability, more resistance to magic and to the elements than a regular human, or most suits of armor.

      And more importantly it ensured only monsters would really notice, would really remember him.

      (As long as he wasn’t too tired. It drained his stamina slowly but steadily while doing so.)

      Even while wearing this regular nothing-special shawl.

      Even with the long droopy sleeves over his fingerless crimson gloves of what looked like worn-down crimson suave—his infinity gloves might give him away.

      But these gloves were also part of his uniform, and magical. Powerfully magical. They could store a near infinite amount of things. Let him draw them nearly instantly—or slow and steadily.

      And the need to draw any of his weapons instantly was more critical.

      Even now.

      Especially now.

      Especially without his partner around yet.

      As a sword shifter, she could shift herself, part or in whole, into a wickedly wonderful saber that could slice and dice through and even deflect most kinds of magic. He struggled to wield her properly since you know, most elves thought themselves above any mere human.

      Especially a human with only a little elven blood in them.

      She hesitated to even let him touch her.

      At all.

      So yeah. Troublesome to say the least.

      Still this was all needed to hide the fact he was an Exorcist. Least for now. Assess the situation without drawing the wrong kind of attention. Monsters weren’t the only troublemakers, sometimes, and not all monsters were troublemakers either.

      Some were even Exorcists too.

      So Roo would pose as a starving artist of the bard kind—with or without Crooster in toe.

      Yeah. So try getting approval first. If that fails ... let’s burn that can of worms later. If it came to that.

      A big if.
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      Too big an if.

      Almost as big as the chest on this elf girl guard before, and beside the drawbridge, and wowzer, did this utterly gorgeous elf girl guard have a nice chest on her. Inhumanly humanly beautiful she was.

      A peach pie for the eyes and loins.

      Especially in that bright-green minidress of sleeveless beauty, of stretchy-leather-like whatever stretched and hugging her like Roo kinda sortof wanted to. It was so amazingly ultrasnug, so form-fitting, so stretchy supple that it left no amazingly hourglassy curve of hers to the imagination.

      So damn. did that sight make the hot day even hotter.

      Steamingly hot

      Hot enough that a dive together into that wide moat would have been nice—except for all that thick dense seaweed clogging it dangerously deadly.

      Noon sun in the cloudless sky nonwithstanding. Nonwithstanding at all.

      Never mind her low-heeled shin boots as they tapped the hard-packed dark-green dirt. Tapping as if keeping the beat to a song she was singing all and only to herself.

      Not annoyed-with-him tapping.

      Not yet.

      Boots with an extra-wide lighter-dark-green sleeve stylishly hanging over most of the inner dark-green sleeve. So yeah, stylish in a pretty pricey kinda way. Too pricy for the average town guard of any sort.

      And as a guard she had to be armed, of course.

      How else could she stop just anyone from dashing across this flimsy drawbridge?

      Beside the obvious threat of that creaky wobbly slab of planks falling apart if stepped on even slightly too hard. Never mind it was only a few couple feet above the moat. The moat itself was deadly enough.

      But the arched gateway was wide open. No other obvious other guard in sight.

      Yet.

      Only several paces of gateway tunnel through the stone wall—a tunnel arched nearly a dozen paces high at its highest point—before a gap of several paces for a few-pace-wide street of white stone. And then another wall of solid white stone.

      No other guard. As weird as that was.

      Or maybe not.

      Since strapped to her sexy slim waist was a nice pair of sleek sabers. Each with an inch-wide blade curved slightly upward. Each sheathed entirely in thick lime-green leather.

      A twin blade wielder? As a guard? Weird ...

      Wielding twin blades properly took some serious training—whether magical blades or not. Roo could manage it. Barely. After lots and lots of training from mom, dad, and ... others. Even with blades alive and willing to help him. It took enough skill that it would take far more pay than a typical town guard could make for guarding a drawbridge so—woh.

      The nice warm breeze in his face. It washed her scent into his face too.

      Not just the river-watery smell of wet fresh seaweed.

      But wow, like a whole bowl of nice fresh ripe black cherries. Perfect on this steamingly hot day.

      But like any elf girl, she smelled of some kind of fruit, so nothing special there.

      Ripe fruit usually. No
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