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      The assassin known as the Azura Death couldn’t help but be a bit proud of herself this time.

      Okay.

      More than a bit.

      For in this vast city of circle everything. A place that was an outright maze.

      A maze unlike any other in all of Greenwell. In all of the Sawhold Empire even.

      The Azura Death somehow had already tracked down her target. Mostly. Thanks to her magic—the ability to create, command, and even control butterflies of blue lightning through thought alone—even by pure instinct.

      Flutters full of thousands and thousands of her butterflies.

      Butterflies now scattered throughout the whole entire city.

      A few had managed to locate her target.

      Already.

      All despite the crazy nature of this maze-like city. Several concentric main streets formed the basis of the place. Along each and every block a bunch of bubble-like buildings of blue limestone. Buildings always few flights high.

      Windows and doorways—all circles, since why not? Even the shutters. Round slabs of dark oak. Their grates round. The doors. Round dark oak with round oak knobs.

      So yeah. Round was pretty much everywhere here in some form or another.

      Since, after all, Round Blue was famous for its love of circles.

      Circles foremost. Cats a near second. Beer and breasts a decent third.

      For that third point, her twin sis would have so defs have pointed out over and over again how their breasts were more than big enough to count as blessings in this city.

      And despite the deep dark night being hotter than the hottest dragon flame, there was no missing the thick rich intoxicating smell of chocolate-spiced beer from nearby. Only a couple buildings up wind, at the very least.

      The deep dark of night. Not deep or dark enough to hide her target.

      Not anymore.

      Chocolate was itself a rare exotic spice. One often combined with another rarity—sugar. Her twin sis loved it as dearly as the Azura Death once had ... but now ... no. Not anymore. Too many memories ...

      Still. Perfect timing.

      All the fiddles ramping up the song and dance more and more ...

      All would distract her target more and more.

      Songs and good cheer. All echoing sharply throughout the streets. All of them it seemed like. From major streets a dozen paces wide to side streets connecting the major concentric streets and were at best a few paces wide.

      But the stray echo vanished at an odd time here and there—a subtle sign of rifts nearby.

      Rumor even had it the rifts here were among the best surfing in Greenwell.

      Rifts were an otherworldly dimension used to travel far distance quickly—but the storms of colorful cloud-like smoke, perfect to surf using a proper broomstick.

      Those rift clouds so resembled the clouds roiling and billowing around the full moon up high in the sky—except the clouds up there were all shades of gray.

      None colorful. Not at all.

      And forget surfing them with all but the best of the best broomsticks.

      But no matter.

      Just find the right portal and in this city, supposedly, most taverns had at least one portal to the rifts for surfing, not traveling, since surfing here was also so defs popular but no.

      Not now.

      But soon—as a escape route. One of many possible escape routes.

      Since the other two witches on her team would soon unleash hell onto this place.

      A hell well deserved.

      Well deserved after all the horrors humanity inflicted on so many innocent witches this last century—especially her twin sis a few years ago. Their newest and most awful religion, the Church of the Sun Savior, insisted everyone was born full of serious sinister sin, but only humanity was saved by that wretchly judgmental Sun Savior.

      Only humanity deserved to live free and all that crap.

      Monsters all must die. Burn the witches. Stake the vampires. Blah, blah, blah.

      Her twin sis. Her sweet sixteen.

      Turned into a savage slaughter.

      All thanks to those horrible exorcists and their evil horrible religion.

      If only the Azura Death, and her twin sis, if only they had fully awakened as witches sooner, rather than their partial awakening a decade ago, then maybe, maybe her twin sis would still be alive but no.

      Wishes wouldn’t change reality.

      Only obtaining the lifeblood of a certain exorcist would. Her killer’s lifeblood. A life for a life. That would revive her twin sis. All thanks to some special necromantic magic her current captain wielded ... and was willing to use—despite the difficulty and danger of using it.

      Despite forcing the captain to hold back, not unleash hell, not yet.

      But soon enough that Exorcist of the Crimson Order known as Roo de Blades. That callous killer of her twin sis.

      Soon the Azura Death would be his death.

      And her twin sis would soon live once again.
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      The Festival of Flesh—a festival celebrating beer and breasts—what more could a guy ask for?

      A tavern to enjoy it in, that’s what—one full of gorgeous girls too, of course.

      Despite his latest mission—capture (or kill) the latest wannabe queen of the witches and her cohort of wicked wannabe war witches before they struck again, before they razed another human city to the ground …

      So yeah. Important mission here.

      But worse. Roo de Blades himself was utterly and completely unarmed this time.

      Except for his latest newest skill, the exotic rare skill known as inner chakra manipulation, which, long story short, was the masterful manipulation of his own life energy along with others.

      So as long as he had physical contact with them … well, easy capture.

      If he didn’t attract too much attention while at it.

      Big if right there …

      So that’s why, from the deep dark of another humid summer night, Roo forced himself to stroll calm and easygoing—not, I repeat, not rip-roaring drunk while dancing to the festive fiddles—but merely stroll through the wide open and seemingly welcoming twin doors of the tavern known as Tell Tail’s Tavern.

      Through only a half circle of a doorway—not a full circle.

      Same usual size. A couple few paces wide, and tall. Big enough for the roundest of “nicely round” human adults.

      So amble room for the wiry lean and mean Roo, width and height wise.

      Since, of course, here in the city of Round Blue—and nowhere else in the land of Greenwell, let alone the whole entire empire of Sawhold—circles were so beloved the whole entire city was a mesmerizing maze of concentric circles. Interconnected circular streets. Blocks of giant bubble-like buildings.

      All carved from dingy cyan limestone full of ... well guess.

      Dark impressions of strange circular creatures. A mystery his dad once loved to sing fantastic tales about.

      Each tale as different as each impression—and believing those tales …

      Never the point.

      Most of the impressions were only an inch or so big, but some, up to a few feet big, and all as mysterious and beloved as all the other odd circles around this crazy weird city.

      Even the incredibly flat plateau Round Blue was on—another circle.

      So yeah—circle fanatics all the way.

      But only a half circle doorway? Here?

      Weirdos among weirdos, really now, when among circle fanatics—go circle or go away.

      But plenty of cries of joy and festive whatever came from inside. Some even loud enough to overwhelm the fiddles’ swift sharp songs. Some. For only a little bit. Sometimes by pure numbers so this place definitely had to be packed.

      And the amber light here, right as Roo stepped into the round doorway, wow, so bright it blinded him for a good few moments. As expected, but still, wow.

      Perfect to sense trouble his eyes couldn’t see.

      Yet.

      Especially as an Exorcist of the Crimson Order. A warrior dedicated to defend humanity from the monsters waging world-wide war on them. From enraged witches to dastardly dragons. From wicked werewolves to vicious vampires.

      Not all monsters warred against humanity. Some even aided humanity.

      So protecting innocent monsters from retaliation—just as important.

      And that’s why, when the intoxicating wave of alcoholic beer fumes waved over his face, Roo still scented what was important.

      Actually important.

      Not the rich wonderful hints of that most exotic of spices—chocolate, yes, chocolate in the best beer ever. Not the sharp bitter twang from a touch, a mere touch of hops in there too.

      Nope.

      But the hint of mint that wasn’t actually mint—but crisp and earthy ... cat nip?

      Wow, sure, the people of Round Blue loved their cats almost as much as they loved their circles, but putting a drug for cats in their beer?

      Strange.

      Definitely not for the cats. Even if those kitties would definitely love the affection.

      Especially this cute little black cat following him everywhere tonight. Now purring as loud as the nearby fiddles. Looking up at Roo with those lovely kitty eyes so amber they seemed to glow more often now.

      And so Roo dubbed that wonderful little kitty Midnight Suns.

      Midnight loved rubbing against Roo and his legs.

      Rub.

      Rub.

      Rub.

      Purr.

      Purr.

      Purr.

      A new partner in the making? Maybe ...

      Too bad his usual partner of the last several years, that shapeshifting crow named Crooster, had his own business to do tonight. Alone and urgent, but no worries. Just party for funsies tonight and Crooster would be back tomorrow morning.

      Same for Headquarters—in tomorrow he’d meet his newest sword shifter partner.

      A lovely blonde girl he rescued a few years ago ... back at her disaster of a sweet sixteen.

      Sword shifters could in part or in whole shift into a sword. A sword that could cut through most physical and magic things—as long as the emotional connection between the wielder and the sword shifter blade was strong enough.

      But still—the way in inner chakra tingled throughout his whole entire body, there was at least a few powerful witches in here—so better be ready. Better finish the mission tonight or else there might not be a city for his partner to arrive into.

      So just then. Just as his eyes finally adjusted to the bright amber light …

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Roo de Blades

          

        

      

    

    
      Crazy bright balls of orange glowing parchment paper?

      Yeah.

      Each a solid foot big. All hanging in rows along the many crisscrossing square planks of oak filling out the dome of a ceiling here.

      Roo blink-blink-blinked from their bright amber light right there and then.

      His hackles tingling now too. Something dangerous headed his way.

      Definitely.

      No missing how much those balls swayed swiftly to the fiddled songs below them.

      Especially with so many of the round oak tables centered under and only a couple paces below the nearest glowing balls. Sturdy-looking tables scattered throughout the place. Along with even more three-legged stools scattered even more throughout the place.

      Tables all painted a bright cyan to match the dingy cyan limestone walls. Including darkened outlines similar to those round impressions of those mysterious critters everywhere throughout the limestone.

      Impressions moving on their own here. Swimming freely within the limestone,  the tables, even the stools.

      As if someone wove some magic into the walls, and the impressions themselves.

      Nice distracting touch there.

      So yeah. No worries. Much.

      Just enjoy himself.

      He finished training his inner chakra manipulation weeks ago. Like trying to shield himself from some terrors—like hot mud full of superheated pebbles. Like trying to dodge the near impossible—like a huge splash of water, of the icy cold kind. Like chugging boulders around around, as if building an oversized rock garden each and every day.

      So yeah. Time to party. Have fun.

      Relax.

      Some.

      At least on the
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