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Chapter 1


I didn’t have lofty goals in life. Being a celebrity didn’t appeal to me. Nor did I dream about having big sacks of cash at my disposal. Sure, if somebody offered me a mansion, a sports car, and a hot Swedish wife, with a killer rack, I would have snapped their hand off. But, those weren’t my ambitions. My dreams could be called modest. All I craved was a steady job, a home to call my own, and the ability to stay out of trouble.

Funny how I struggled to fulfill even those ‘modest’ aims.

The days were getting shorter. It was only mid-afternoon and the sun was already heading for the exit. Once again, my hometown was being coated in an orange glow. Not a bad sight for somebody cycling to work. It was the best polish I could expect from this urban turd.

A brisk breeze slapped my chops as I whizzed down the road, fluttering my appropriately windswept hazelnut hair. I glided off the asphalt road and into the public park, making good time. At the rate I was moving, I’d be at my job with time to spare. For once, it looked like I was going to do things the easy way.

Then life stepped up to the pitcher’s plate.

The path ahead was busy. A cluster had formed, driving the other pedestrians to a detour.

If I’d done the same, I could have kept to my schedule without issue. I’d have lost a minute, tops. Hell, that probably would have been the smart thing to do. But, it wasn’t the way I rolled. This wasn’t something I could ignore.

Six masked men surrounded one girl. Seeing as tonight was Halloween, that wasn’t quite as intimidating as it could have been. But, it wasn’t far removed. The largest, some human mountain, had a hold of her wrist and wasn’t letting go.

“Come on, it’ll be fun,” he laughed. “Don’t be so frigid.”

“Please, let me go,” she squealed, trying to drag her arm free.

She was on the small side. Compared to him, tiny. No way her slender arms could overpower those huge bear claws.

“Halloween’s only once a year,” the big guy said. “You should party with us.”

“We’ll treat you right, all night long,” another snickered, thrusting his hips.

I sighed. I’d already slowed to a stop. My mind was made up. It was scumbags like these which kept me from my dreams. If I didn’t live in such a rough area, maybe this sorta stuff wouldn’t happen. I wouldn’t have to step in and make things right.

“Hey!” I yelled, hopping off my bike.

The seven of them turned their attention to me, the only person not avoiding their routine like the plague.

“You got a problem, punk?” one of them asked, shuffling over with his hands in his pockets and a plastic wolf mask hiding what I presumed was boyish good looks.

“Who, me?” I gasped. “No, of course not. I just stopped to compliment the costumes. Children’s masks, wife-beaters, and boxers on show. You’re nailing the whole asshole thing.”

“What did you say, you little shit?” Had to give it to him for his character work. He was huffing and puffing as he squared up to me. “I dare you to say that again.”

I leaned in nice and close, so nothing got lost in translation. “I said… I see six cowards who need teaching a lesson.”

He snapped. “You fucker!” And threw a punch.

Catching his telegraphed move was so easy it was insulting. I gave him a withering look and shook my head. “I guess this is why you target girls.” I pivoted my hips and threw him over my shoulder, into the paved ground. It was a simple judo move and it did the trick.

The rest of the merry men took their sweet time to react. Their pea brains probably struggled to process anything unexpected. Bless.

“Bastard!” one of them finally cried, setting off toward me with a ballsy frontal charge.

In this case, ballsy can be substituted for stupid.

I stepped forward and nailed my oncoming target right in the gut. He stooped over, wincing in pain, so I put him out of his misery with a chop to the back of his neck.

Two down.

“Weren’t you supposed to be tough guys?” I asked, looking at the thugs sprawled across the park. “I know I called you cowards, but I didn’t think you’d be this weak.”

“Shut the fuck up, Jake,” the man mountain barked.

It’d taken a little longer than I would have cared to admit, but the voice finally clicked with the body. It made too much sense. “Hey, is that you Roddy? I didn’t recognize you. That mask suits you.”

He ripped his devil mask off and revealed the handsome chap underneath. Well, if you consider orcs attractive. Some would call his style the kind of face that only a mother could love. I wouldn’t say that. There was no proof she was keen. And for good reason when your son’s a near seven foot, hulking, beast harassing a schoolgirl.

“This is none of your business, pizza boy,” Roddy said, pulling the girl towards him.

“It’s actually burger boy,” I said, tapping the logo on my uniform. Not that I could guarantee Roddy understood shapes. He seemed to be a square block, round hole kinda guy. “And until you let her go, it is.”

Onlookers gathered, but only to stoop. Nobody was stepping in to help. The angry giant was probably a part of the reason. I didn’t know anybody else who looked so physically intimidating.

Roddy snorted and gave me his best death state, but I held my ground and refused to falter. I hadn’t stopped to inconvenience him. I was there to end it.

“Take him out,” he ordered.

“No way,” Halloween-Masked Thug #2 said, holding up his hands. “He’ll kick my ass.”

The big man grabbed the coward’s white vest and picked him off his feet. He clashed their heads toward and damn near split that skull mask in two. “I’ll kick your ass if you don’t get him! And that goes for the rest of you too!”

“Can we please hurry this up?” I asked, tapping my invisible watch. “Some of us have places to be.”

Roddy dropped his minion and pointed at me. “Go. End that cocky piece of shit.”

The morons exchanged concerned looks and made their decision. It was to try their luck against me, rather than their oversized leader. And it didn’t involve all running in, like headless chickens. They moved as a unit and tried to surround me.

Like I was going to let that happen.

I took the initiative and burst. They didn’t expect it and I managed to land a clean strike on the guy advancing to my right.

The others abandoned their cautious approach and used this chance to strike my seemingly vulnerable form.

Sadly, for them, this wasn’t an opening.

I dodged to the side, avoiding their incoming strikes. The overenthusiastic thugs crashed into each other and presented me with a golden opportunity. I grabbed their heads and cracked them together, sending them both staggering around.

That had to hurt.

A gleam of reflected light flashed in the corner of my eye and I threw myself backward as a knife slashed toward me.

Roddy had released his prey and stepped up, with a pocketknife in hand.

“What the hell, Roddy? You trying to kill me?” I complained.

“Not so cocky anymore, punk,” he said, flashing his misshapen teeth. “This is what you get for messing with me.”

He came out swinging and I got to dodging. In a straight up fight, I knew I could beat Roddy. We’d scrapped a lot, throughout school and after, and I was always the winner. He had size and strength, but he was a lumbering clown with no technique. Such a handicap didn’t apply when he was armed.

I kept skipping back, avoiding the slices. “Come on, Roddy. This is stupid. Even for you.”

“She’s legal,” he assured me.

“What?! That’s not what I mean.” His raw stupidity made my head hurt. “That’s a damn knife. This is serious.”

“Shut your trap! This is your fault. If you didn’t keep acting like a tough guy, I wouldn’t need to do this.”

I’d never suspected all my intervention would have driven him to this. He’d always been a moron, but this was ridiculous. “Roddy, chill. If you don’t stop, you’re gonna get hurt.”

“Only one of us is getting hurt,” he chuckled, getting closer to landing some contact.

“Yep. You,” I informed him. I swung a kick and smacked the underside of his hand, popping the blade from his sweaty grip.

His stunned expression followed the flying knife. It should have been watching me. I dropped my foot back and centered before drilling a left jab right to his nose.

Something crunched and it wasn’t my knuckles.

He howled and went stumbling back, eventually toppling over when he clattered into a metal, waist-high, obstacle.

I yelped and held my head. “My bike!” That stupid lug had smashed right into it.

Roddy sat up, clutching his face. Blood trickled around his fingers. “You fucking bastard! You broke my fucking nose!”

“You just broke my bike!” I countered, shooing him away. “Get off before you wreck the frame.”

It was too late. Roddy moved, but the damage was done. The mid-section was crushed and the wheels faced different directions.

“Fuck, I just finished paying for this,” I mourned. My salary was tight enough as was.

“I’m gonna get you for this,” Roddy threatened, staggering a few paces away.

“Do I look like I give a shit?” I was a grieving man. My mangled bike was in my arms and I wasn’t sure if it would ever whizz through the park again. “Take your jackass friends and get outta here.”

He growled. Guess playing second fiddle to a bike isn’t much fun for a wannabe gangsta.

“You’re gonna pay, Roddy. You’re gonna pay,” he mouthed as he beat a hasty retreat, followed by his underlings who weren’t seeing stars.

I sighed. This is what I got for stopping and sorting that idiot out. My bike was totaled and my knuckles were throbbing. I’d won the fight, comfortably, but still ended up suffering in the process.

Then I spotted the girl and remembered why I’d been fighting in the first place.

I left my battered soldier and checked up on her. She was still frozen like some wounded prey stuck in incoming traffic, watching me.

“You okay?” I asked. “That idiot didn’t hurt you, did he?”

She shook her head. “No. I’m good. Thanks to you.”

I exhaled. At least it hadn’t been a total disaster. At the end of the day, I’d stopped whatever that knucklehead had planned for her.

“Need me to walk you home?” I asked her.

“I’d like that,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip. “But, I don’t wanna inconvenience you.”

“Nah, it’s no problem. I’ve got plenty of time before work,” I said, checking my phone. My eyes grew to the size of saucers. “Shit! Is that the time?!”

“It’s okay, I can get home on my own,” she assured me.

“Thanks. You keep yourself safe,” I said, rushing back to my bike. It was still as mangled as I remembered and wasn’t gonna help. Either way, I couldn’t leave it. What if someone could repair it on the cheap? That would save me a fortune!

I heaved the bike under my arm and ran for it, through the park, back into the street, and toward my job.

Time was running out and my maneuverability was hampered, thanks to my plus one. Even with my fitness levels, it appeared that only a miracle would get me to work on time and save me from a chewing out, courtesy of my boss.

If anybody deserved that stroke of luck, it was me. But, was the cruel world willing to give me a break after the kick in the teeth it had delivered moments earlier? I prayed the answer was yes.


***


No. The answer was no.

Reality refused to shit. Situations failed to manifest. A wormhole didn’t open and take me to my destination. I arrived late, dripping with sweat and gasping for air, arm sore from carrying my bike the entire way.

Paul, my manager, was waiting for me. He was a portly guy with wire-framed glasses and a black head of hair which was struggling to cling on. The burger joint was his place, rather than some chain restaurant, and he took caring for his baby seriously.

“Sorry I’m late, Paul,” I rasped, clutching my knees while hyperventilating.

“Don’t ‘sorry’ me,” he said, crossing his meaty arms. “You say that every time, then go and cause more trouble. What did you do this time?”

“Me? I didn’t do anything,” I insisted. “Some guy crashed into me. There was nothing I could do about it.”

“I can see the marks on your knuckles,” he informed me.

I clicked my tongue. My acting performance had been undermined.

“Look, these punks were harassing some girl. How could I not stop and help?”

“I’m paying you to work, not fight. You know how many chances I’ve given you? You’re lucky I didn’t fire you after that last stunt,” he complained, throwing up an arm.

“They almost ripped Sally’s top off.” I shrugged. “What was I supposed to do?”

“Not punch them. You can’t go punching customers, or anybody else.”

“If they deserve it, I can’t help it. Sally will agree with me.” I looked around the restaurant for her. She was penciled in for this shift as well. “Where is she?”

“Called in sick,” Paul informed me.

What a shock. Sally, an unmotivated slacker, was ill on a night with guaranteed party action. I was appalled at myself for not foreseeing it.

“Well, if she was here she’d back me up,” I told him.

He removed his glasses and pinched his nose while sighing. “I’m at my wits end with you, Jake. You’re more trouble than your worth.”

“Come on. You don’t mean that, Paul. Please. You know I need this job.”

Paul reapplied his glasses and watched me. A long silence lingered between us as he thought things through.

“Please, Paul,” I implored him. We both knew how much I needed the cash.

“Fine. One last chance,” he sighed. “You’re lucky Sally ain’t here or you’d be out on your ass.”

I mentally fist pumped. Thank you, Sally, for leaving the place short-staffed. I owed her a drink.

“Thanks, Paul,” I said.

“Don’t think this will save you again,” he warned me. “If you get into any more trouble on my watch, you’re out. Clear?”

“Crystal, sir,” I barked, saluting.

He rolled his eyes. “Enough chat. Go get ready. And wash those hands. They’re disgusting.”

I rushed off to the back to ready myself for the oncoming rush of traffic. This was my first ‘final’ warning from Paul and I didn’t have any reason to view it as a bluff. Another wrong move from me and I was screwed. If there was any time to start living my modest dream, it was now.

How hard could it be?


Chapter 2


Halloween didn’t do much, good or bad, to change how popular Pauly’s was.

Yes, the burger bar was called Pauly’s. A certain manager was very bad at picking names.

We saw the same number of customers as usual, give or take. They even arrived at the same time. A rush at the appropriate time that would start to thin as the hour got late.

I hear 24/7 chains get a lot of customers in the wee hours of the morning, but a tacky little independent place doesn’t have the resources to take advantage of that hungry customer base. Paul only had a handful of employees and only one of them was competent. Luckily, that was me. It was the only reason I’d survived so long. The rest were useless students who didn’t have a clue. Sure, I had a nasty habit of getting myself into trouble, but I always did my work to the best of my ability. Even when it was low paying, unqualified, labor, like serving fast food and cleaning floors, I got it done.

To think some people struggle to do that much. And I’d seen it first-hand.

Between me and Paul, we managed to handle peak hours and the falloff. The absence of Sally didn’t make a difference. An extra set of useless hands wouldn’t have added much.

The world outside had gotten dark and the inside had shifted from noisy to drab. Any conversation filled the entire room and eavesdropping was an inevitability rather than a choice.

Only a few customers occupied the red plastic chairs and matching tables. It was only a matter of time until they left and removed my only source of lacking entertainment.

“So bored,” I groaned to myself, slumping against the counter.

If time goes faster when you’re having fun, surely that means it moves slower when you’re bored? For all we know, seconds usually skip by and only crawl when you’re willing them to whizz pass the most.

“Look alive, Jake,” Paul said, clapping. “I’m not paying you to lounge around.”

“You’re barely paying me at all,” I responded without bothering to lift my cranium.

“I won’t pay you anything if you’d prefer.”

“Fine, you win,” I sighed, leaving my makeshift pillow. “But, there’s nothing to do.”

“Then find something. There’s always something.”

“Like what?”

He grunted. “Jake, how long have you been working here? You could check the stock, do some cleaning…”

“Nothing's gonna have vanished in the last hour and look at this floor,” I pointed down at our feet. “I can see my face in it.”

“Is this you on your best behavior?” he quizzed, raising a brow.

I threw my hands up. “You got me. I’ll find something. Anything.”

“That’s the attitude I like,” he laughed, retreating back into his office.

This was the downside of being competent. If it was one of the clowns, he’d leave them idle so they didn’t break anything. Hell, Sally could openly slack the entire day as long as she kept a button undone and flashed her mighty cleavage. I was worked to the bone.

In his defense, he had bailed me out. My complaint didn’t have a leg to stand on.

I looked for any excuse to look busy and found the closest bin was half full.

“That’ll do,” I said to myself, gathering it up and taking it out back, away from prying eyes. The chill of an Autumn night felt pretty good slapping my face after a few hours spent slaving away inside a roasting kitchen. The smell of the dumpster, and the sight of a gritty back alley, dragged the experience down a few levels. Beggars can’t be choosers.

I lingered for as long as I felt I could get away and tried to ignore the fact I was breathing in putrid, festering, trash. Only then did I feed the fresh bag to the pit.

Bosh. Bullseye. A job well done. Which meant having to find some other way to procrastinate through actually doing the work.

The sound of a cat purring was music to my ears.

I followed the sound and found the performer waltzing up towards me. It was a cute little thing with black fur and big, brown, eyes. Kinda clean for something hanging around near a dumpster. It didn’t have a collar, but it didn’t look like a stray.

“You here to scavenge some grub?” I asked.

It looked up and meowed back at me.

“Is that a yes? It might surprise you, but I don’t speak cat.”

It purred again. Thoughtless fiend didn’t even switch to English.

“Sorry, I can’t feed you,” I said. “I’m on my last warning. Can’t waste it on this.”

The cat waltzed over to me and tilted its head, flashing those big brown eyes. It pawed at my leg, letting out those sweet sounds.

I’d underestimated the puppeteer. It had my heartstrings in its paws and was playing me like a fool.

“Fine,” I winced. “Wait here.” There were always some leftovers ripe for smuggling. If I couldn’t even feed a kitten in secret, I deserved the sack.

I went to slip back into the kitchen, but the cat tried to come with me. It pushed at my leg and tried to slink by.

“Hey, this isn’t what we agreed on,” I said, blocking its route and shutting us both out. Without hurting it, I tried to shift it away from the door. “You ain’t gonna get anything at this rate.”

It wouldn’t leave me alone. It danced around my legs and rubbed against me.

I groaned and picked the needy critter up. It let me do so. Rather than squirming, it stayed still and watched me with expectant, brown eyes.

“You’re a weird cat,” I told it. “Sorry, you’ve lost your snack privileges. Go home.” I was on the verge of setting it on its way when I noticed a figure standing at the end of the alley.

Anybody coming down the alley would have drawn at least an enquiring glance from me, but this guy wasn’t coming my way. He was standing at the end of the alley, emphasized by the lights of the main road. Just standing.

I couldn’t take my eyes off him. It was far from pitch black, but I couldn’t make out any of his details. ‘He’ was speculative enough. There was no way to be certain of his gender. Every feature, from facial to clothing, was unknown.

He, or she, or it, or whatever, was strange. Something about the mystery man made my hairs stand on end.

“Hey, you! Get outta here!” I yelled at him.

He didn’t respond; didn’t react. But, I knew he was watching me. I could feel it.

The pit of my stomach curled itself into knots. I was a fighter, but I didn’t step forward. Something about him stopped me before I got started.

I retreated away and flicked my gaze to the side. My eyes shot open and my body froze. Two more figures blocked the other end of the alley. No different from the first. Unmoving and impossible to describe.

Running wasn’t my style, but I made a rare exception. I fled into the kitchen and slammed the door behind me.

My breath escaped. I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding it. My mind had been dominated by whoever they were.

“What the hell was that?” I mumbled to myself.

“Meow.”

I looked down and found a bundle of black fur in my arms. That stupid cat. I’d been so distracted I’d brought it with me.

It purred again and pawed at my chest. Absolutely adorable, but this wasn’t the time or the place. Paul wouldn’t tolerate this.

“Jake, where are you?!” Paul called from the other end of the joint.

“You’ve gotta be shitting me,” I groaned. Of all the times.

My little fuzzy job wrecker didn’t give a damn. It kept on purring while nuzzling up to me. How could it give me that cutesy look when it was endangering my well-being? Didn’t it know my job was in serious jeopardy?

I went to throw it outside but paused as my hand hovered over the handle. They were outside.

Cowardice won and I opted for Plan B. I opened the closest cabinet and put the cat inside.

“Wait there. And don’t make a sound,” I whispered, pointing at the cat.

It looked at me with those same gooey brown eyes and tilted its head.

“You better not blow this for me. I swear—”

“Jake!”

I slammed the cabinet shut and spun around, blocking the door with my body.

Paul was standing there, looking at me with that same stern expression he used whenever I was acting like a gobshite.

“Hey, Paul. What’s shaking?” I asked, playing it cool like a cucumber.

He folded his arms and grunted. “What are you doing this time?”

“Me? Nothing. I just finished taking out some trash. I’m looking for a fresh bin bag.”

Paul’s beady eyes narrowed in on me. I could tell what he was doing. He was waiting for me to crumble. Anticipating a show of weakness.

I flashed my best innocent smile. It was a pretty good one, if I do say so myself. I’d always considered myself to be handsome enough. Not model good looking, but more than decent. Maybe my hair was a bit scruffy, but lots of girls are into that style. And I’d always gotten plenty of compliments for how blue my eyes were. Like a tropical sea, apparently.

Basically, could he really doubt an attractive sod, like me, who was showing his winning smile?

His stiff expression relented. Paul exhaled. “They’re in the storeroom.”

“That’s right,” I said, slapping my head. “How did I forget that?”

“Stop slacking and get back to work,” Paul ordered.

He waited for me to run along. Well, as long as he thought I was slacking he wouldn’t suspect anything worse.

I skipped off to the storeroom and collected what I needed. I’d wait for Paul to get distracted and figure out what to do with the kitten. Before that, work. That meant back to the front of the restaurant.

As I left the kitchen, I froze. My heart sunk, even though my breathing raced.

“What the fuck,” I mumbled.

The figures from the alley were outside the store. And not just one, or two, or three. More. A mass. Dozens stood idle, attention directed towards Pauly’s.

There was nothing blocking my view of them. The street lights should have made them crystal clear. Spoilers, they didn’t. I still failed to pick out their features. Clarity had made them more mysterious. Their outlines seemed to waver as I looked. They danced and blended into the scenery, the light of the world melting into the darkness of whatever was watching me.

It was as if shadows had gained form.

My back hit the wall. I’d shifted away without noticing. My hands were trembling. I’d been in my many fights, but this was my first time shivering like this.

A little voice inside me barked.

Run.

It was my gut, a reliable ally who had never let me down. Never before had I felt it order me around with such certainty.

Get away. Now.

I obeyed. I dashed to the back door. It opened fine, but offered me no escape. A wall of black had formed to block me. I’d forgotten something crucial. They were there as well.

My body froze. They were mere inches away. Distance had been removed from the equation and I still couldn’t nail them down. They were like nothing I’d seen before. Something that had no business existing. A shadow brought to life. An ominous black blur which didn’t comply with the rules of the world.

I slammed the door shut and blocked it with my body. Sweat trickled down me and my heart rate kicked into high gear.

Once again, my gut hadn’t steered me wrong. I had to go.

There was only one other exit. I darted back to the front of the burger shop and almost slammed right into Paul. My feet skidded to a stop an inch from impact.

He unbraced and gave me a stony look. “Jake. What are you doing?” he snapped.

“Paul, we need to get outta here,” I implored. “They’re coming.”

“Who’s coming?”

I shifted him by the shoulder and pointed to the shadows outside. “Those.” They’d swooped even closer, forming a cluster directly outside; no longer content with admiring us from a distance.

“Jake, what are you talking about?” he asked.

“Those… things.” I didn’t know how else to describe them. They were so damn obvious it seemed crazy that he didn’t understand.

Paul went through the motions of adjusting his glasses, but his answer didn’t shift. “Jake, I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but it has to stop. Now.”

I was speechless. There wasn’t any way to miss them. They were unsteady black forms surrounding the front of the restaurant. But, then I realized. It wasn’t just Paul. There were a few customers still lingering and they hadn’t noticed anything. Life continued on outside and people passed by, but none of them stopped to look. A man waltzed straight into the mob and out the other side without breaking his stride.

My mouth slackened. Every goosebump I had was standing on end. They were too real to be an illusion.

“How can you not see them?!” I proclaimed. “They’re… right there. They’re impossible to miss!”

“Jake, I’m disappointed,” Paul said, crossing his arms. “I gave you a final chance and this is how you repay me. I never thought you would do drugs at work.”

“The fuck you talking about?” I snapped.

“Your weird behavior. These… delusions. It all makes sense.” Paul shook his head. “I expected better from you.”

“For fuck sake, Paul. I’m not on drugs. They’re…” I glanced back at them and forgot what I was saying.

One of the shadows had invaded the store.

Its black coat of fog drained away and revealed solid mass. An actual shape after all this time. It stood on two legs, but it wasn’t human. It was a beast with ink-colored fur.

“Don’t lie to me, Jake,” Paul continued. He wouldn’t have if he could see what I did. “I’ve seen all about drugs on the news. I know the signs. And did you bring a cat in here?!”

Something tugged on my pants. I glanced down and there it was. The black cat had the fabric in its teeth and was yanking.

That was the least of my concerns.

The beast remained dormant until the mist cleared. Once it was gone, its eyes opened. They were an unnatural shade of aqua blue and were aimed at us. Its mouth followed, revealing a complete set of flesh-eating fangs. Out came a fitting growl.

My entire body trembled. I’d faced many foes, but none had filled me with such primal fear. I clenched my hands shut, digging my fingernails into my palms. The pain allowed me to collect myself. There wasn’t room to feel afraid. Our escape routes were gone and an opponent was on our turf. Paul couldn’t see it and wouldn’t be much help even if he could. He was defenseless.

Circumstances had chosen my course of action.

I hurdled the counter and threw my fists up. “I don’t know what you are, but you’re going down,” I assured the monster, for my own benefit more than anyone else's.

“Jake, what are you doing?!” Paul cried.

If only he could see the truth.

My opponent growled. He was around my height, so a bit taller than six foot, but had a mouth full of flesh-eaters and claws made for slicing.

All I had were my fists, but they’d been reliable partners until this point. Yet, I was hesitant to use them. My legs trembled and my breaths arrived in raspy bursts.

“Come on, Jake. You can do this,” I whispered to myself. “It’s only a shadow wolf monster. Piece of cake.”

It had a menacing aura, but it didn’t strike. Didn’t even raise a guard. There were weak spots aplenty.

I battled through paralysis and made the first move. A knock-out punch, to the head. “Take this!”

My fist connected, right on the mark. Fur and flesh sunk around my hand, but there was no give. It didn’t react. No scream, no fall, no stagger; not even a blink.

I retreated, adrenaline pulsing through my veins. “What the hell?”

In the corner of my eye, a flash of movement. I upped my guard and protected my head from a clubbing smack. However, I couldn’t do anything to fend off the brute force. It hit me clean off the ground and shot me through the air.

I soared across the area and smashed into a table, which toppled with me.

Hitting the plastic didn’t do wonders for my back, but it was kinder than my forearm. I bit down to stop my voice from revealing my agony. Felt like I’d used my arm to block a hammer.

That… thing had hit me. After I failed to make an impression, it rearranged the damn fixtures.

“Jake, stop destroying my store!” Paul cried from the back.

“It’s not like I’m trying to!” I groaned, staggering back to my feet. My forearm throbbed, but there was no break. Or a guarantee of the same happening again. But, I couldn’t run. I returned to my fighting stance.

“Stop it, you’re hallucinating,” Paul said, rushing around the counter to contain me.

“Don’t come out here, you idiot!” I yelled. Between us was a monster, one he was unable to see.

He didn’t believe me, but that no reason for him to die.

I rushed and tackled him to the ground, mere inches before he hit the beast. We slammed into the floor and bowled into another arrangement, scattering the chairs like bowling pins.

“Jake, get off me,” Paul groaned, squirming under me like a fish out of water.

“You’ve gotta get outta here,” I said, pushing him away. “It’s dangerous.”

“You’re the only dangerous one here, you lunatic!”

He wouldn’t have said that if he could see what I could. The demon was towering above us, eyeing us as his prey.

I pushed Paul behind me, under the table, and faced the beast. It didn’t matter if Paul had plans to put me in a straitjacket and a padded cell. I was going to defend him.

“Leave him alone,” I barked at the two-legged mutt. “Your fight’s with me.”

It gave me another uncomfortable peek at its dreaded fangs and snarled. Challenge accepted.

Before it could strike, something black lunged across the room and latched onto the monster’s face. The shadow staggered back, swinging at the air.

It took me a few stunned moments to piece it together.

“What is that stupid cat doing?” I said. “It’s gonna get itself killed.”

It was playing bucking bronco with a wolfman’s face. It had latched on over its eyes and had robbed the monster of its vision.

The beast stumbled around and crashed into the table I’d toppled, following in my footsteps. My feline friend evacuated right there and then. It flipped back through the air and landed on two feet.

Two human feet.

A cat had entered the air, but a woman had landed. One devoid of any clothing, freely revealing every inch of her porcelain colored skin.

“Are you okay?” she asked, glancing back at me with her big brown eyes. Her long locks of silky black hair fluttered as she flicked her head, exposing her angelic features and plump, pink, lips.

I was tongue-tied. I couldn’t stop looking at the women who had appeared out of thin air. She had an incredible figure; a nuanced athletic beauty. Her slender toning didn’t overwrite her natural curves. Long, stunning, legs slipped up towards a perky, round, ass, without a blemish. Following her wide hips, up past her tapered waist, revealed a teasing peek at a pair of large, beautiful, breasts. Her stance kept them obscured, but I could tell they were big and heavy for somebody of her build.

Despite all that beauty, it was her unique assets which stood out the most. A pair of cat ears stood tall and proud on her head. At the small of her back, a matching tail hung down and swept through the air.

A shadow monster I could believe, but this was too far. I rubbed my eyes and looked again. She was still there. Swimsuit figure, smooth white skin, and the makings of a catgirl.

“Who the hell are you?!” Paul shouted, pointing from below the table. “Where did you come from?!”

“You can see her too?” I asked, looking at him.

“How could I miss a naked woman who appeared from nowhere?” he explained.

“Well, you couldn’t see the other things.”

“What other things?!”

“Sorry, there’s no time for this,” she said, grabbing my arm. “We need to go.”

Somehow I gained the strength to look past the busty, striking, hottie. The black beastman was recovering from his fall.

“I can’t leave Paul here,” I said.

“It’s okay. It’s only interested in you.” She squeezed my arm when I didn’t respond. “Trust me. He’s safe if you follow me.”

“How do you know that?” I asked. “What is that thing?”

“I’ll explain later. Right now, we need to go.”

The door was blocked by the festering shadows. She ignored them and grabbed the table closest to the window, throwing it through the glass pane with a brilliant smash.

“My window!” Paul screamed, several pitches higher than I knew he was capable of.

“Come on,” the catgirl said, offering her hand to me.

I didn’t know who she was, or what was happening, but she was more appealing than a shadow wolf. Either way, she’d given me the escape route I’d been waiting for.

“Fuck it,” I eloquently put it, accepting her offer.

Together, we emerged from the battered burger bar and into the outside world. The shadows watched but didn’t follow.

“Jake. Jake! Get back here!” Paul yelled, scrambling to the wreckage.

“Sorry, Paul! I’ll pay you back later! I promise!” I shouted back.

There was something I had to do first which was more important than restoring my goodwill with the manager who would never hire me again. Figure out what the hell was going on.


Chapter 3


We made our grand escape from Pauly’s and stopped in an alley a block away. I welcomed the break. It wasn’t a distance which should have bothered me, but I was out of breath. My tension had been sky high since seeing the first shadow. Plus, I was traveling with someone who gave me a good reason to be breathless.

It was the first time I’d ran behind a naked beauty. My eyes may have been glued to her backside, which swayed with every step she took. It was rude to stare, but impossible not to.

She was still naked, revealing all. Her magnificent breasts, made even larger by her slender figure. They didn’t sag, but I didn’t doubt their authenticity. Science hasn’t developed the technology to create such an enticing, natural, bosom. I could have stared at her pink nipples all day.

Then there were those alluring curves. Her flat stomach was the stuff of envy for the average woman on the street. The kind made to be shown off. Something the dedicated would spend hours in the gym trying to match.

Venturing even lower I discovered a hairless mound. Smooth and uncovered. A perfect soft shade of pink.

She cleared her throat.

I snapped my focus back to her face and discovered her feminine features scrunched into a frown.

“Hello. Nice to have your attention again,” she said.

I rubbed the back of my neck and flashed a weary smile. “Sorry. I kinda didn’t know where to look…”

“So you kept staring?”

“Well… yeah. I guess I did. My bad.”

She sighed. “Honestly. Boys.”

“Don’t ‘boys’ me,” I protested, highlighting her body. “You’re the naked one.” It wasn’t as if I had been the only person to see her like that. She’d shown herself to Paul, a few cowardly customers, and everybody we passed on our travels.

“I didn’t choose to dress like this,” she complained, covering her chest. Her hand-bra protected her nipples but did little to quell her titillating presence.

She was gonna make my dick explode.

I stripped out of my shirt and threw it to her. “Here. Wear that.”

“I can’t,” she said, pushing it back to me. “You’ll get cold.”

“You need it more than me,” I insisted, doing what I could to ignore the bitter breeze rolling over my skin.

She relented and slipped in on. The red t-shirt hung low enough to serve as a mini-dress, and the unbuttoned top flashed her pale cleavage. “Thank you.”

Somehow, seeing her perky nipples tenting the fabric, and her snowy thighs peeking out, seemed more alluring than having her naked. Stupid male libido.

“Now, questions,” I said.

“Yes. Which way to the cemetery?” she asked.

“Wait, what?” I exclaimed. “I meant me asking questions.”

“Can’t they wait until later?”

“Call me crazy, but I kinda wanna know what’s going on. Who are you? Were you that cat? What was that thing and why did it come for me?”

“And I can tell you later. Escaping them is more important.” She gestured down the alley with a flick of the neck.

Three shadows watched us. The darkness failed to hide their mysterious forms.

More watched from the street. They were blotted around, being ignored by the thinning amount of pedestrians. And, in return, the shadows ignored them. They reserved their focus for me.

“Dammit. Didn’t we get away?” I asked.

She shook her head. “No. Sorry. They won’t stop coming until we get to the cemetery.”

“The graveyard? Why?”

“Can’t you trust me?” she huffed. “The more time we waste, the more danger you’re in.” And I’d wasted a lot of time staring at her tits.

My curiosity begged for relief, but I surrendered. “Fine.”

“You’ll guide me there?” she asked, brimming with enthusiasm.

“I could get you there with my eyes closed,” I bragged.

“Great!” She grabbed my hand. “Hurry. Let’s go.”

“Alright,” I said. “Do your best to keep up.”

“I don’t think that’ll be a problem,” she giggled.

We fled the alley, with me leading. More shadows had appeared and they weren’t as cloaked as they had once been. The black will-o’-the-wisps were gaining solid forms. Beasts and monsters that no longer felt like putting on a facade.

They watched us move. Their heads turned and glowing blue eyes latched on. That was all they did, but it was only a matter of time until they evolved and attacked. I could sense it.

“For now, ignore them,” she said. “As long as they’re just watching, they’re not a threat.”

“And how long will that last?” I asked.

“Not long, which is why we need to hurry.”

“Why? What’s waiting for us at the graveyard?”

“You’ll see when we get there. Less talk, more focus,” she said.

“Fine,” I relented. Self-preservation overpowered curiosity. “At least tell me your name.”

“Oh, silly me. I’m Esther.”

“Jake,” I replied.

“I know that, silly. Cut the small talk and keep going. I’ll save you. I promise.”

All I’d deciphered was one extra piece of information: a name. There was still so much I didn’t know, but I was content to wait. She didn’t seem like a bad person, or a bad cat-person. And anybody had to be better than the shadows watching me in the open.

I shut my trap and glued my eyes to the road. The cold darkness was overpowered by the heat generated by my motoring body.

Esther matched my pace and didn’t slow me down. Hell, I had a feeling she was being held back by me. By the time we reached the park I always cycled through, my breath was erratic while hers remained steady.

Try to keep up. What was I thinking? This was a valuable lesson for my male ego.

“Are you doing okay?” she asked.

“Don’t rub it in, please,” I groaned.

“What?”

“Nothing.” I didn’t stop moving. There was still plenty of energy in the tank, no matter my state. “I’m fine. It’s too early for a rest.”

“Good,” she purred. “Please, hurry. I don’t like the look of the demons.”

I no longer noticed shadows. They’d all turned into monsters. Sure, they stood like statues, but their bodies had gained clarity. They were all manner of horrifying monstrosities, with glowing blue eyes and black, tainted, figures.

And nobody could see them but us.

We tread my usual path at a good pace until we reached the park’s center. It was unusually noisy, something I penned as Halloween related. Drunk teens used the graveyard for their parties, so the park seemed like fair game.

People occupied the square, but none of them were dressed for trick or treating. They wore the standard uniform for a gang of thugs, matching the rest of their style.

They fanned across our path and brought our progress sliding to a halt.

“What is this?” I groaned.

“I told you I’d make you pay,” a familiar voice said.

Of all the times for that self-centered jerkass to try something of this magnitude. This wasn’t the usual crowd of wannabees he hung with.

“Roddy, what the fuck?” I said.

The ogre lookalike emerged from the crowd, smirking. His nose looked rotten, some shadow of purple, and was covered in a plaster which didn’t look to be having much impact.

“Told you I was sick of your shit,” he announced, arms spread. “Thought I’d get some friends to teach you a lesson.”

They looked a lot tougher than his usual running mates. They were armed to the teeth with an assortment of weapons: knives, chains, knuckledusters, metal poles. All could do some serious damage.

 “Seriously, Roddy. Can’t you see I’m busy?” I groaned, rubbing my brow.

“Jake, who are these men?” Esther asked.

“Some thugs hired to beat me up.”

“Really?” she sighed. “We don’t have time for this.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Hey, stop acting so cocky!” Roddy shouted. “Can’t you see you’re in trouble?!”

His armed thugs closed in. They had the intimidation factor down. On a normal day, my goosebumps would have flared as I searched for an equalizer. However, a certain wolf monster had changed the game. Its allies, serving as the peanut gallery, reinforced it.

“What are we going to do?” Esther asked. “We can’t waste time here.”

“You’re preaching to the choir, but I doubt they’ll let us run.” I stepped forward and put up my guard. “I have to fight.”

“Not alone,” she said, stepping with me.

“This is my fight,” I told her. “Allow me.”

“Not happening. I’m here to protect you. From demons, or thugs.” There was no give in her stance. As far as she was concerned, this discussion was over.

“You never told us there’d be a girl,” one of the thugs said.

“Never seen her before,” Roddy responded. He snickered, licking his lips. “Try not to hurt her too bad. Jake owes me a piece of ass.”

The thug stepped forward, smacking a pipe into his open palm. He was as huge as Roddy but didn’t carry himself like an untrained ape. “You heard him. If you don’t wanna get smacked around, come quietly, little la—”

Esther smash kicked his jaw and dropped him, hard.

There was a long silence after the thud of body on ground. We were a good ten meters away and she’d covered that distance in the blink of an eye. I’d been getting into fights for years and had never seen somebody move so swift.

Surrounded by towering men, Esther stood her ground. “If you don’t wanna get hurt, step aside.”

Of course, no ‘manly’ man is gonna run from a fight with a lone girl. The men swarmed her, composure ruined. They attacked with a variety of metal weapons that could cause lasting damage on contact.

At least, they tried to.

She weaved through the barrage of steel and dropped another thug with a hard swipe.

My jaw dropped. I’d never seen anybody fight like her, man or woman. Her speed was insane and she packed surprising power in her slender limbs.

And I was going to insist she stepped aside for her own safety. What an idiot.

The men tried their best to hit her, but she was like a ninja riding the wind. Unarmed, and basically undressed, she skipped around their best and used any opening she could to strike.

“Somebody get that damn bitch!” a frustrated thug yelled.

“What about me?” I asked, cracking his jaw with a knockout punch. I’d watched enough. This was still my fight and she wasn’t cleaning them up alone.

My involvement was the last thing the overpowered thugs needed. The tipped scales creaked under our authority.

“I didn’t sign up for this,” one of the thugs said, flailing his chain to keep us away.

Esther ducked and dived in front of him, trying to find a way through. His defense was solid. It wasn’t that they were bad fighters. They were outclassed.

“Hey, asshole,” I yelled at the guy.

He panicked and swung his chain at me.

I dodged to the side and grabbed the end as he tried to tug it back. “Bad choice,” I said, grinning.

The thug turned, just in time, to see an incoming catgirl knock his block off.

“Nice shot,” I said, taking the chain for myself.

“Thanks,” she replied, turning to the remaining gangstas. “Who’s next?”

They backed off, under the force of her piercing gaze. A bunch of self-styled tough guys were put in their place by a catgirl.

“Fuck this,” one of them said, taking off.

“Hey, where are you going?!” Roddy barked.

“I didn’t sign up for this shit. Deal with these psychos yourself.”

His fellow thugs agreed with his sentiment and bolted, clearing the area. The only obstacle remaining was Roddy.

All his confidence drained away. His eyes went wide and his bear-sized body trembled. He put up his hands and stepped back. “No hard feelings, Jake?”

I grinned and stepped towards him, wrapping the chain around my fist. “Hmm, I’m not sure. I’m thinking somebody needs a lesson.”

“Please, Jake. You wouldn’t.”

“Are you so sure?” I laughed.

Esther tugged my arm. “Jake. Come on. We don’t have time for this.”

“Aw, and I wanted to scare him a little more.” I glared at Roddy. “Try anything like this again and you won’t get off so easily.”

“Yes, yes. I’m so sorry,” he said, dropping to his knees and lowering his head.

What a pathetic sight. I almost felt sorry for him. Almost.

“Come on. Let’s get outta here,” I said to Esther.

“Jake,” she replied.

“Yeah, I know. We should—”

“Jake, move!” She screamed, pushing my back.

I threw myself that way. The ground, where I’d been standing, exploded from something big and bad slamming down. It was another huge, black, beast with glowing blue eyes and a bad attitude. This one wasn’t a wolf. It looked more like a giant ape.

Its ugly mug turned my way. I was still the flavor of the month. It launched its huge body over, clubbing its boulder fists into the floor.

I rolled away before the ground shattered. If it could do that to concrete it wasn’t worth thinking about what it could do to me.

“What the fuck is happening?!” Roddy screamed, like a bitch. To him, the ground was randomly exploding.

“Dammit, Roddy. Get outta here,” I said, jumping away from another hammer smash.

Roddy ran for his motorcycle, but his clumsy mount brought it down with a thud. Another explosion sent him scurrying off on foot, ditching his machine.

“Jake, we need to go,” Esther warned me.

“I know, I know,” I growled. It wasn’t giving me much breathing room. I whipped it using my chain, but it didn’t make a mark on the big ape. “No way. Even weapons won’t work?”

“We can’t beat them with anything here. The graveyard is our only chance.” She waved me over. “Come on!”

“Give me a minute.” I was eager to flee, but I didn’t want it chasing us. For a big bastard, it was fast. I had to dispose of it, somehow.

It followed me, swinging its tree trunk arms. I was the matador to its bull. Where I went, it followed.

I backed up as the oncoming monsters closed in. When they would become as active as their ape comrade, I didn’t know. Time was of the essence. I got myself to the closest tree.

The beast launched in and smashed into the trunk, toppling the entire thing down on top.

I used the chance and ran back to Esther. She was no longer on foot. Roddy’s motorbike now belonged to her.

“Get on!” she ordered.

Our ape foe was already free and was coming our way, shaking the ground beneath its pounding body. I threw myself behind Esther and grabbed her waist.

“Move it!”

She nodded and throttled the engine. With an almighty squeal, the tires kicked into life and shot us forward, away from the ape. We roared through the park, weaving around the lurking monsters, and skidded out onto the open road. A moseying car blocked our route.

“Hang on,” Esther said. She threw her weight to the side and shifted the bike. It turned on a dime, right before impact. Without missing a beat, she sped us off down the road.

“Holy shit!” I yelled. “How did you learn to do that?”

“I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve,” she bragged, effortlessly cutting through the traffic. The roads were far from busy, but there were still enough to keep her zigzagging. “I need you to guide me. Can you do it?”

“You can count on me,” I said, squeezing her slender middle.

I already had a date with the cemetery that night. With the wind running through my hair, and a badass biker catgirl in my arms, I was about to make the mother of all arrivals.


Chapter 4


Esther's hectic, heart attack inducing, driving decimated our travel time. How she avoided a traffic accident I’ll never know.

“There it is,” I yelled, fighting the roaring wind for supremacy. The illuminated graveyard was in view.

It was the same every Halloween. A location which should have been shown respect was lit up like a Christmas tree.

“That’s it. I remember,” Esther said.

“You’ve been here before?”

“This is where I arrived. It’s our ticket home.”

For the first time since taking off, we dipped to a speed slower than breakneck. Our destination was right there, but so were our enemies. Perched on the fence, surrounding the gates, and just about everywhere in the area, were all manner of monsters. The artificial glow of a Halloween party illuminated their black bodies. There had to be dozens of them.

“Oh, come on,” I complained. “Here too?”

“I knew there would be a lot, but not this many.” Esther peeked back at me. “You’re really popular.”

“Thanks. Think they’ll let me through if I ask?”

“We both know the answer to that.”

They were already moving towards us. Most were still slacking, only one stage away from being a stationary shadow. Others had discovered the art of ambling like a member of the undead.

The most concerning had gained the ability to attack.

Reminiscent of our encounter in the park, the eager monsters charged from the graveyard. Their one-track minds were dedicated to my destruction.

“Let’s move,” I said.

Esther agreed and kicked the engine back into life. We took off away from the monsters and drove onto the field which flanked the cemetery.

The creatures followed, but they couldn’t outrun technology.

I kept my eyes glued for an opening. They had the entire place surrounded. Dozens had been wide of the mark. There had to be hundreds of them congregated around the graveyard. And if just a fraction of them turned rowdy, that was still a mob versus Esther and I.

“There’s no way in,” I said.

“There has to be,” Esther said as we bumped across the field.

“Can’t we go somewhere else? Why does it have to be here?”

“Trust me, Jake. This is the closest path. We need to get inside.”

We couldn’t drive around forever. The bike would eventually run out. Sooner or later, I didn’t know. Besides that, all it would take was one nasty bobble and we’d be helpless.

“Head for the gate,” I said.

“Jake, there’s too many,” Esther warned.

“We’re not making any progress. It’s risk it now or wait for more to come to life. Which sounds better to you?”

She kept quiet and mulled over my question before conceding.

“This is crazy.”

“Sometimes you need a bit of crazy,” I laughed.

Esther sighed. “Hold on. I’m going in.”

We skidded and changed direction. No more laps of the perimeter. We hit the tarmac and raced to the gates. Lumbering demons served as obstacles, but Esther’s amazing control steered us past them.

“Brace yourself!” she yelled.

We hit the gate, head-on, and smashed it open. The impact did a number on our bike. Esther was a top driver, but we were out of control.

The tires squealed and the bike collapsed. It threw us clean off. I pulled Esther into my chest as we slammed into the ground. My flesh was ripped away and replaced with searing pain. I bit down to avoid screaming out.

By the time we came to a halt, agony invaded my right side.

“You okay?” I mumbled, opening an eye to look at Esther. I couldn’t see a mark on her.

“Enough about me. What about you?” Esther gasped. “Jake, you’re bleeding! I’m so sorry. I should have been more careful.”

“Little cut like this doesn’t bother me.” She didn’t need to know I felt sick to my stomach.

“We need to get you patched up.” Esther tapped my arm and made me grunt. “I’m sorry!”

“Stop apologizing. It’s not your fault.” The rumble of incoming, bestial, traffic grew louder. The chasing pack was hot on our tail. I forced myself up to my feet, using my one good arm. “Come on. We need to move.”

I could tell she had more to say, but she nodded. “Follow me. I know the way from here.”

We went as fast as we could. My movements were dulled. The damage encompassed more than my arm. A milder pain shot through my right thigh. Still hurt like hell. The breeze invaded where there should have been fabric, striking my open wounds.

Drunken teenagers gathered to watch us go. They were like flies to shit. A crash was too enticing for them to ignore.

I knew they’d be here, showing no respect for the dead.

“The hill. The tree,” Esther said. “That’s where we need to go.”

“Of all the places,” I sighed. The only incline in the entire cemetery. We had to navigate a maze of graves and intoxicated nuisances to reach it.

“Hey, dude. You okay?” a stoner asked.

“Woah, check out that girl,” somebody said, staggering towards us. “You can totally see her vage.”

“Oh man. You totally can.”

“Hey, Jake. Is that you?” a drunk Sally asked. “Woah, what happened?”

“Dammit, get out of the way.” They were crowding us; obstructing us with their intoxicated hijinks. And placing themselves in great danger.

The roars were on our heels. I glanced back and saw a tidal wave of darkness swarming towards us. They were going to engulf me, Esther, and the drunken morons who weren’t even involved.

“Fuck. Esther, this way,” I barked, darting to the side.

Our evil stalkers followed, sparing the idiots.

They were right on our tail and we weren’t heading the correct way. We couldn’t beat them there.

A claw sliced into my back. I growled in pain and stumbled, slamming my thigh into a headstone.

“Jake!” Esther squealed.

I winced and threw myself to the side as a four-legged brute charged in and demolished the stone. It left me open and another monster pounced. A fanged beast pinned me to the ground. I tried to break free, but its paws were stronger than I was.

Another demon collided with my challenger and knocked it from me. I used the accident and scrambled away.

“Jake, come on!” Esther screamed, offering me her hand.

I reached out, but something nasty caught my leg. It had arms like drainpipes and hands like catcher’s mitts.

“Let him go!” she yelled, jump kicking the ugly creatures head.

The deformed humanoid grinned and slapped her, knocking her clean across the graveyard.

“Esther!” My mouth fell open. I didn’t want to believe it. She’d been hurt because of me. Red hot anger bubbled in my veins. I twisted and kicked at the monster. “You bastard!”

My boot connected, but it didn’t care. It heaved me from the floor and dangled me like a fresh catch. The other demons surrounded us, watching with the same unholy look.

I kicked again, smacking its fingers, but I didn’t break his grip. It didn’t even falter. Yet, I didn’t quit. I kept kicking, smacking my sole into its hand.

“Dammit, I’ll kill you!” I roared.

It smiled at me, showing all of misshapen teeth. He wasn’t taking me seriously. I was but his prey.

I was helpless.

“No, no, no,” I growled, kicking as my muscles went sore. “I won’t lose. I’ll kill you!”

Looks like you’re in a bind.

A voice. From where? That wasn’t some drunk and Esther was nowhere to be seen.

Is this the time for small details? You look like you could use some help.

“Damn right I could,” I snapped at the voice.

It’s about time. I’ve been waiting.

My heart pulsed. I winced as an insane heat bubbled inside me. Imagine heartburn with the intensity of an active volcano. Like your blood is turning into lava.

The overbearing warmth spread through me, invading every inch and crevice. My insides were ablaze and I was a vessel too small to contain it. The supernova erupted within me and burst outside. Everything flashed blue and my demon captive howled, releasing me.

They all backed away, giving me room to stand. My pain and exhaustion were gone. I was still torn up, but its importance had been reduced thanks to a spontaneous, blue, light show. My hands were ablaze. Literally on fire. A blue flame engulfed them, leaving my skin untouched.

“What the fuck is this?” I bluntly put it, rolling my hands and watching the fire crackle. I could feel the heat, but I wasn’t burning.

Pleased to finally make your acquaintance, Jake, that same lingering voice said.

The owner was nowhere to be seen. The monsters were. They seemed captivated by me. Their sense of superiority had been replaced. I could smell their fear.

“I’ll save the questions for later,” I said, readying my fists. “First, I’ve got a score to settle.” I made the first move. I stepped up and drilled that Esther-slapping punk right in his malformed face.

It gave him the mother of all facelifts. Right into orbit.

Exploding heads was a large step up from not even flinching.

Their allies death kicked them into action. They came straight at me, swinging a mix of claws, paws, and what could I only call built-in blades.

I weaved to the side and elbowed the closest monster in the gut. He dropped his head and I met it with a killer uppercut that vanquished him into dust. His death gave me an opening I used to escape my confinement.

The monsters followed, falling over each other to get at me.

I struck at every opening I saw and that was a lot. They were leaving a lot of holes. My flaming fists exploded with every punch, disintegrating the beasts.

A roaring monster invaded my flank and swung its razor claws at me.

I caught its arm and chopped, severing it off below the elbow. The creature squealed in agony. I put it out of its misery then used my new weapon to slice through the next beast that jumped for me.

They didn’t stop coming, but the game had changed. I went on the attack, dodging through their hits and eliminating them with devastating, flaming, punches.

With this power, they were no longer something to fear.

I attacked every monster I could until none remained. Only the stragglers, yet to gain the strength to attack, survived. Every beast which challenged me was eliminated.

My hoarse breaths filled the area. Sweat dripped down my brow. I took the chance to collect myself.

“Jake!” Esther yelled.

“Esther!” I gasped. “Are you o—”

She slammed into me and wrapped her arms around me. My legs just about managed to hold her up without buckling.

“You did it. You really did it,” she cheered. “I knew it. I knew you were the real deal.”

I hugged her back. The flames extinguished themselves without revealing their source. I let it slide. They’d saved my ass.

“Whoa, dude.” I realized we’d managed to attract a crowd of drunken fools. “Gimme one of whatever you’re taking!”

“That costume is the bomb,” another idiot said. “How did you do that?”

“We should get out of here,” I suggested to Esther.

She nodded. “Right. Now’s a good chance.” Esther wiggled from my arms and took my hand. “Come on. After me.”

We crossed the graveyard and climbed the hill. Rumors say a chapel used to reside on top, but there were no ruins to confirm it. All that remained was a single tree and a swirling, red, portal.

That latter one was new.

It was as unnatural as the beasts which had hunted us and the power I had used to fight them. I’d seen this sorta thing in sci-fi shows.

“Through here,” Esther said.

“This is gonna take us somewhere safe?” I asked.

“Somewhere I can protect you.”

I hesitated and not because I was about to jump into something outside the spectrum of sanity. My gut told me I wouldn’t be seeing this scenery again for some time.

“Sorry, Esther,” I said, turning back down the hill. “Wait here. There’s still something I need to do.”

“Jake, what are you doing?!”

“Please, wait right there. This is important.”

I legged it down the hill and ran to a place I could have located from anywhere on the site. If I’d left without visiting, I never would have forgiven myself.

“Sorry I’m late,” I said, dropping down to one knee in front of the grave. “And I didn’t even bring a present. Talk about a lousy son and brother.”

Three names were inscribed into the stone. My mother’s, my father’s, and my little sister’s. All who died twelve years ago to the day.

I laughed and rubbed my neck. “In my defense, things have been a bit hectic tonight. I’ve been attacked by thugs, chased by monsters, and fired from work because a catgirl broke the window. And now she’s waiting for me so we can run away together.” Damn, it sounded even crazier when I put it into words. “I’d love to tell you more, but I think she’ll flip a lid if I don’t hurry up. I’ll fill you in next time. I’m not sure when that’ll be, but I promise I’ll be back.”

There wasn’t a religious bone in my body, but I still offered a prayer. If anybody could take care of my family better than I could, please do so.

“Hey, dude.” A drunk staggered over and interrupted my solemn moment. “Come on, tell me how you did that fire thing. It was awesome.”

I grabbed him by the collar and glared. “This party is over. Move it elsewhere or I’ll kick your ass.”

“Understood!” he whimpered.

“And don’t even try it next year. This place is off-limits,” I said pushing him away.

The odds on that little threat stopping the annual cemetery invasion was slim, but that was higher than nothing.

He scrambled off and I jogged back towards Esther.

A vicious roar descended from the sky and stopped me dead. My body tensed and I looked up at the overcast heavens.

The clouds flashed blue. Thunder boomed, but that wasn’t the noise I’d heard. It wasn’t nature. It was alive.

Another crackle and something dove down from the veil of darkness. Not lightning, but a form. A giant beast with wings that gobbled its surroundings.

“Jake!” Esther’s distant voice cried. “Come on!”

“Coming!” I yelled, rushing over.

Her face was pale, even by her standards. She was breathing heavy and her brown eyes were darting between me and the sky.

“Quick. Take my hand and get in,” she said.

I grabbed on and followed. The portal was so close that temptation whispered to me. I glanced over my shoulder to see what was arriving.

It was much closer than I expected and three times as big. The beast was swooping down with a gaped jaw bubbling like a cauldron. Its brew exploded into a pillar of fire, aimed at the two of us.

We were about to be burned alive by a legit dragon.

The oncoming eruption warped, along with the rest of the world. It took me a second to understood why. We’d entered the portal.

My reality faded and was replaced with a whirlpool of purple energy. Raw power whipped around us as we tumbled through the eye of the storm.

“Jake, don’t let go of my hand,” Esther yelled over the maelstrom.

“Wasn’t planning on it!” It was easier said than done. The vortex whipped us around. This was no country stroll. Our bodies thrashed to and fro.

The walls were made from energy, but hitting them was like slamming into a brick wall. The wormhole assaulted us. My grip weakened. Her hand slipped.

“Esther!” I said, squeezing down before I lost her slender fingers.

“Jake!” Esther whined.

I bit down and did everything I could to pull her back. It wasn’t enough. The portal was too strong.

The violet current ripped us apart.

“Esther!” I yelled, but the howl of velocity smothered my voice.

Finally, impact. The world slammed into me and turned my consciousness off like a switch.


Chapter 5


I groaned. My body felt heavy. So damn heavy. I tried to move my limbs, but they didn’t respond. My eyelids did the same. They refused to open.

Where was I? Had I managed to escape the vortex?

My weary mind scrambled to regain order. Muffled voices filtered into my sleepy ears.

“Hmm, what a fine specimen.”

“Get away from it. We should kill him before he wakes up.”

“And waste such a gift?”

“You know what he is.”

“And let Esther’s sacrifice be in vain?”

I tensed. I heard that word clear as day. It was the wake-up slap I needed.

“Esther!” I blurted, jerking up.

There was a shriek and something sharp found its way against my throat.

I froze and soaked in the scenery. This wasn’t the graveyard. There was a roof over my head. Two women were looking at me. Neither was Esther.

The shorter of the two was using a spear to hold me up. Her skin was green and warranted immediate thoughts about little green men. The small tusks protruding from her darker, plump, lips, and the sharpness of her ears, changed my perception from sci-fi to fantasy. She looked like some sort of orc girl.

Her partner in crime was the more noticeable of the two, which said something.

She had a more reasonable brown shade of skin, like milk chocolate. But, that was where all sound logic ended. The pink haired beauty had a body that robbed my attention, even as I bordered great peril. Each hanging breast surpassed her own head in scale. They bulged out of a red bikini top, finished with a gold trim. She looked to be on the permanent verge of revealing something obscene. Modesty didn’t seem to be in her dictionary. Her meaty curves were on display. Mouthwatering hips battled her giant bust for supremacy, hidden by little more than a thin strip of string. She was wearing a thong, covered by a sheer, red, loincloth.

It’s what I pictured exotic dancers rejecting for exposing too much flesh.

“You have a blade to your throat and still you can’t help checking me out,” she giggled. Her voice was deep and naturally sultry. Like the rest of her.

My cheeks burned. Stupid male libido.

“Oh, I’m not complaining.” She pushed her arms together, compressing her breasts. “Look all you want.”

It took all my willpower not to lose myself in the abyss of that mocha cleavage. I looked at my red-eyed captor. “I don’t mean you any harm.”

“Shut it, demon,” she growled. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

“Now now, Titania. Will Esther be happy if you kill what she worked so hard to obtain?” the larger woman said.

Titania clicked her tongue and removed the spear. I could breathe again.

I rubbed my throat and glanced back at the dark-skinned girl. “Thanks for the save.” It was my first time noticing her ears. They were even longer and pointier than Titania’s. More fantasy material.

Amazing what you notice when you’re not ogling breasts.

“Now now, you don’t need to thank me. But, if you insist, we can go back to my room and do it properly.” Her golden eyes devoured me. I had a feeling that wasn’t a joke.

“Esther. You said, Esther,” I reminded her.

“That’s right.”

I stared at her and waited for her to give me… anything.

“Oh,” she gasped. “Esther is what I guess you would call the leader of this ensemble. However, she’s isn’t with us at the moment.”

“Where is she?” I asked.

“Somewhere out there. Lost in the wilderness,” she dismissed with a waft of her hand.

“Lost? What do you mean lost?” I snapped.

“Just what she said,” Titania growled. She jabbed my chest and averted her eyes. “And it’s all your fault.”

“How is it…” The incident in the portal played back like a recording. I’d lost her hand and we’d been separated.

This was my fault.

“We need to find her,” I said.

“Yeah, tell me something I don’t know,” Titania responded.

“Well? Why aren’t we out there looking?”

“Yeah, Dessa,” Titania said to the dark-skinned girl.

Dessa sighed and shrugged her shoulders. “You’re just as impatient as each other. I’ll find her.”

“Hurry it up! I’m worried about boss.”

“But, I’m not done here,” Dessa purred, chewing on her outrageously thick lips, dolled up a similar pink shade to her hair. Her golden eyes watched me, but they weren’t aimed at my face.

I followed her gaze down and realized something important. I wasn’t wearing any clothes.

My hands snapped over my junk. Titania’s evading eyes made sense. She wasn’t an exhibitionist like Dessa. That much was obvious. Her petite body was contained in a tight, white, sleeveless leotard. She wore chunky metal boots and gauntlets, which passed her knees and elbows. It was an outfit for action, not seduction.

“What happened to my clothes?” I asked. “My pants. Where are my pants?”

Dessa giggled. “Only the living, and unliving, can pass between worlds. No clothes. Lucky for us.”

“Lucky you, more like,” Titania snapped. “I don’t wanna see this perverts… stuff.”

“You’ve both ruined it,” Dessa sighed, like she was the reasonable one. “Alright, I’ll go find Esther. And some clothes for our handsome friend. You two play nice why I’m away.” She skipped off and slipped through a red curtain, into another room.

Without Dessa, the atmosphere in the room could be described as tense. Titania was giving me some serious “don’t talk to me” vibes, which was a problem. I had some serious inquiries to make.

“Where are we?” I asked. “She said something about passing between worlds.”

“None of your business,” she predictably snapped.

“It kinda is.”

“Doesn’t mean I gotta answer you.”

“It’d be a nice start. I have no idea what’s going on. I’ve just about picked up your names… I think. I’m not even sure what you’re supposed to be.”

“And that ain’t my problem.” She huffed and puffed like a disobedient brat.

I opened up then stopped myself. This conversation was going nowhere. Her attitude was rotten. A real shame as she was a cutie. Once I got past the tusk thing, her face was pretty. She had round cheeks, a squishy little nose, and pixie blonde hair. Even those pointy fangs looked kinda charming. They could be mistaken for piercings.

She didn’t have the same outrageous figure as Titania, or Esther’s athletic curves, but her body was fantastic. It’s not like big tits are the be-all, end-all. She was a petite beauty who was fixed in the pear-shaped camp. What she lacked in chest padding she paid back down below. Her ass was huge. That leotard only emphasized her cheeks, splitting down the middle and baring a bountiful amount of meat.

Something throbbed under my hands. I gulped. Having so much eye candy was bad for my health.

The minutes slipped by and the awkward silence lingered. I did all I could to observe the messy room instead of Titania’s exquisite behind. The room appeared to be a mix between a lounge and a kitchen. A cooking area occupied one portion of the room while a withered red couch and chair set dominated the rest. None of the furniture looked to be in the best condition, something I was used to.

Female underwear scattered around was a new one.

I couldn’t help noticing the floor was made from metal. The same went for the walls and the roof. It wasn’t a building material I was used to. Perhaps a metal bunker?

“I’m back,” Dessa said in a sing-song voice, returning through the curtain.

“Well?” Titania asked.

“Good news.” Dessa threw me a bundle of fabric. “I managed to find some clothes for our darling newcomer.”

“Who gives a shit about him?! Did you find Esther?”

“Oh, that. Yep, I found her.”

“Seriously?” I asked. “How?”

Dessa wagged her finger. “No no, darling. We women need some secrets. You’ll discover more soon enough.”

“Great, more secrets. Just what I want.” They were stacking up. Eventually, I would collect that debt. “Where is she?”

“She’s not too far away.”

“What are we waiting for?” Titania said. “Let’s go!”

“Now now. Let’s allow our darling boy to change first,” Dessa said.

“Pff, we don’t need him. He’s gonna slow us down.”

“Is that really an issue when he’s serving as such delicious eye candy?” She glanced at me and nibbled a finger.

Being viewed as meat wasn’t as fun as I’d hoped. Not that my lecherous mind had the willpower to ignore the beauties around me.

I changed as fast as I could. The black pants were a bit baggy but did their job. The matching boots were like gloves, once I strapped them tight. No shirt was provided. Instead, I got a red cape.

“Am I meant to wear this?” I asked.

“Of course,” Dessa cheered. “It’ll make you look even hunkier. I promise.”

That wasn’t exactly my ambition. However, it was a cape. Some say all men have a secret desire to wear a cape like some badass fictional hero. It seemed pointless to waste the opportunity.

The fabric acted as a cowl around my neck and fluttered down my back. I checked myself out in the mirror and couldn’t help smirking like a damn kid.

“Don’t forget this,” Dessa said, throwing me a sheath.

I caught it and pulled out the blade. It was a proper sword, with a white crystal buried in the hilt.

My childhood fantasies escalated.

“Why do I need this?” I asked.

Titania let out the loudest groan and rubbed her brow. “Do we seriously have to bring this clown?”

“Cut our darling boy some slack. He’s new here. He’s got much to learn,” Dessa said.

“I’d learn a lot faster if somebody told me what was going on,” I helpfully pointed out.

“And where would the fun in that be?” Dessa giggled.

I groaned. At least Esther was withholding details for a reason, not pettiness or personal entertainment.

What sort of company had she left me with?

“I ain’t gonna wait any longer,” Titania said, marching to the door. “Anybody who ain’t ready is getting left behind.”

“I’m coming,” I said. “I’m not gonna abandon Esther.”

“Yeay, let’s go Esther hunting,” Dessa cheered.

Titania tapped at a console and the door fell open, becoming a set of stairs to the outside. An orange glow bled in, demonstrating the structure’s window problem. I covered my eyes while they adapted to the light change. I hadn’t even realized it was morning. Esther and I had jumped into the portal before midnight. We’d been separated for hours.

If somebody bad happened to her, I would never forgive myself.

I followed Titania outside, out of the stuffy warmth and into the frigid morning air. My eyes grew accustomed to the sun’s glow and revealed the horizon. A clear blue sky shone down on grey mountains peaks and forests of brown, orange, and red. There were no buildings in sight. The craggy terrain went on as far as the eye could see.

The ‘metal bunker’ was actually a vehicle. Think motorhome crossed with a tank. It was an armored fortress on wheels.

“Now that’s a view,” I said. We were on some mountain road, facing a drop. There was nothing to obscure the landscape.

“We didn’t come here to sightsee,” Titania snapped. She had her spear in one hand. The other arm had a shield strapped onto her forearm. “Dessa, where’s boss?”

“I think she’s… over there,” Dessa said, pointing a blue-tipped wood staff at a nearby forest. She hadn’t gone through an outfit change which meant she was tackling the cold in slutwear.

“You think?!”

“We’ll find her eventually.”

“This is boss we’re talking about! Be more serious!” Titania complained.

“I’m totally serious,” Dessa cooed, doing herself no favors.

“That wasn’t serious at all!”

“Don’t worry,” I said, stepping forward. “We’ll find her. I promise.”

“So cool,” Dessa giggled, grabbing my arm. “I feel confident already.” Her giant bosom slipped around me, hugging me in softness.

“That wasn’t cool at all,” the huffy Titania insisted. “Stop goofing around and come on. Boss is waiting.” She marched ahead, giving us an amazing view of her barely hidden, swaying, ass.

“Is she always like this?” I asked Dessa.

“To an extent. She’s a bit more aggressive than usual. I don’t think she likes you very much,” Dessa giggled.

“Great,” I sighed. That was all I needed. Going on a rescue mission with a girl who hated me for no reason.

“It’s okay. I like you, darling. I like you a lot.” She purred, nuzzling my shoulder. “When we get back, we should have some fun together. Oh, the things I’ll do to you.”

The blood surged to my lap. I’d counted my chickens early. A rescue mission with an antagonistic brat and a boner. That was the real plight.

Down the road, somebody screamed.

I wrestled away from the slutty elf and rushed to help. The familiar shrill tone belonged to Titania. She had her shield up and was backing away from a group of wild dogs.

They had glowing blue eyes and shaking tails that rattled like a certain snake’s. Their fur wasn’t the same midnight black I recognized, but that blue color was the same as the monsters who had attacked me.

They bared their teeth and barked at Titania, circling around to avoid her shield.

Not on my watch. I rushed in and drilled the closest mutt with a kick. My foot deflected back, without doing any damage. It was like my first fight with the monsters.

The canine turned its attention to me and lunged.

“Shit!” I rolled back before I became dog food.

“What the hell are you doing?” Titania complained. “Are you stupid?”

“This worked last time.” The difference was my hands. They weren’t burning. That mysterious power was nowhere to be seen.

I was back to square one.

We both retreated. Titania couldn’t risk getting flanked by the mutt focused on me.

“Use your sword, idiot,” Titania said.

I’d forgotten I had one, and I’d only picked it up moments earlier. My lack of armed experience was telling. I drew the shimmering blade.

The beast’s confident advance faltered. Wasn’t so cocky when I could fight back.

I lunged in and swiped. The dog skipped back and left me hitting air. It left me vulnerable for the next beast along. Or so it thought. I twisted my body and sliced the pouncing mutt. Its head split in two.

“That really worked,” I said.

“Of course it did,” Titania snapped, slamming her shield into an attacking monster. My kill drove them to madness. They swapped tactics for fury.

I blocked an assault on my throat using my sword. The dog’s teeth interlocked with the blade. It was a battle of strength. I slammed the hilt and drove the sword up, slicing through its maw.

Another was right on top of me. I swiveled and avoided getting my leg chomped. My own attack only grazed its shoulder. It yelped and hopped away.

Titania buried her spear into another dog. It was her second kill and tipped the numbers in our favor. Only one of them remained.

Its blue eyes flicked between us before it turned tail and fled, a matching shade of blood oozing down its sliced body.

The tension melted away and I could breathe again. I drank in the sweet taste of fresh air and sighed in relief. “We did it.”

“Don’t act so cocky,” Titania complained. “Those were chumps. Any hunter can handle a few Rattledogs.”

“Yeay, you guys did great,” Dessa said, applauding as she joined us.

“And where were you?!” Titania snapped.

“What? You just said they were chumps. Why would I need to tire myself fighting such small fry?”

Titania huffed and continued marching. A wise choice for her anger.

“What’s going on here?” I asked Dessa, pointing my blood coated blade at the corpses around us. “Why are those monsters here?”

“Why wouldn’t they be?” she responded, tilting her head.

“This was supposed to be a safe haven.”

She gasped and covered her mouth. “My my, did our darling leader mislead you? Poor boy. This world isn’t safe. If anything, it’s more dangerous than yours.”

I went wide-eyed. “What? You’ve got to be joking.”

“No jokes,” Dessa giggled. “Welcome to Terix. Home of the demons.”

My jaw dropped. I didn’t know how to respond. I’d left the frying pan and hopped into the fire. Esther had lied to me.

“Let’s go,” I growled, marching onward.

“Coming, darling,” Dessa said, skipping behind me.

Finding Esther was all the more paramount with the new information I’d gathered. One, she was in more danger than I ever could have expected. Two, she had some crimes to answer for.

I had to find her first before the demons got their claws on her.


Chapter 6


Dessa guided us to the nearby forest. We had to descend a winding mountain path to enter.

Fall had done a number on the trees. Very few had leaves left to shed. Most were scattered on the floor, forming a canvas of red, brown, yellow, and orange. Ripe for crunching.

My boots sunk down with a satisfying crackle.

“Are you sure she’s in here?” I asked.

“Don’t worry. The spirits know where she is,” Dessa said.

“The spirits?”

“Hush, my darling boy. It’s unwise to make too much noise in places like these.”

“Why?”

“Because of the demons, duh,” Titania groaned, rolling her red eyes.

I somehow contained the urge to argue and kept mum. We continued in silence, except for the noise of dry leaves breaking. At first, it was thanks to our feet and ours alone. Then, more. Demons appeared between the trees. More Rattledogs prowled around, looking for prey. Nasty looking boars, with warped tusks, scuttled along the ground. Wooden half-giants lumbered, footsteps echoing between the trees.

The former pair didn’t seem too bad, but the latter was a presence. Each was taller than me with limbs as thick as some of the trees they passed.

“What are they?” I whispered as one trudged into the distance.

“Wood sprites,” Dessa said. “Nasty things.”

“That’s a sprite? That name far too cutesy.”

“Will you shut it?” Titania demanded. “You’re gonna get us caught.”

I shut my trap and we continued sneaking around. The trees made great cover and we managed to advance without being detected. Stealth wasn’t my usual style, but neither was swinging a sword. If it got us to Esther I was happy to oblige.

We stumbled through the lively woods before stopping on the outskirts, facing another rising peak.

“Our darling leader is over there,” Dessa said.

Titania tilted her head left, then right, then left again. “I don’t see her.”

“Are you doubting the spirits?”

“I’m doubting you.”

“So mean,” Dessa cooed. “I’m a legit mystic and you know it. If the spirits say she’s there, there she be.”

“Maybe she’s hiding?” I offered.

“Maybe she’s hiding?” Titania mocked. “What else would she be doing?!”

“Shh.” I snapped my hand over her mouth. There was movement ahead.

Creatures emerged from our destination. The distance was too great to paint a detailed image, but I could see dark-skin and glowing blue eyes. Whatever they were, they weren’t friends.

Titania was silent, thanks to me, but she was kicking out and making a scene. I dragged her around a tree and into cover.

I peeked around the trunk and waited. The demons vanished back behind the rocks. We hadn’t been spotted.

My breath escaped. “That was close. You almost got us caught,” I said to Titania, turning my focus to her.

Her face was red and her matching eyes were staring at me. My securing hand hadn’t settled on the safest location. It was on her chest, right across one of her small, perky, breasts. I finally understood the softness sinking into my palm.

“I’m sorry,” I said, releasing her.

“You pig!” she squealed, covering herself. Her death glare was understandable.

“I didn’t mean it. I didn’t realize. Your breasts are so small I didn’t know—”

She snorted and slammed a hard left into my gut.

My breath evacuated and I dropped to my knees, cradling my midsection. In retrospect, that wasn’t the best response I could have given.

“I’m going to kill him,” Titania said.

“Now now, no need to act coy. Take it as a compliment. He’s not fondled my breasts yet,” Dessa complained, pouting at me.

“I said I’m sorry,” I coughed, struggling to my feet.

“Kill,” Titania repeated, evil intentions burning in her eyes.

“Come now, darling goblin. Our leader’s safety comes first,” Dessa said.

Titania huffed and puffed and glared at me. “Don’t think I’m forgiving you… and I’m not a damn goblin!”

“My mistake,” Dessa said, smiling sweetly. Too sweet, in my opinion.

“Let’s save the trial until later,” I said. “Esther could be in trouble. We should go.”

The motion passed. We snuck closer to our destination. The forest’s density took a nosedive and took away our camouflage. If another demon looked our way, we’d be exposed. I crossed my metaphorical fingers and clambered up the rock face, scattering stones and gravel underfoot. The racket concerned me, but it was drowned out by the din ahead.

When we reached the top, I peeked over the horizon. There was a settlement, built out of wood and stone. The architecture wasn’t human. The design was sloppy and most of the structures were too small for anybody but children. Or pint-sized demons.

Fitting demons roamed around the camp. They were ugly bastards, with pointy ears and bulbous noses, who couldn’t be taller than a meter. Their skin was dark grey and they had glowing blue eyes, like all the monsters I’d seen.

“Imps,” Titania growled under her breath.

“Do they have Esther?” I asked.

“Who knows?” Dessa said.

“I was hoping you.”

“She’s close. That’s all I know. Why she’s close? That I do not.”

“Not the news I wanted,” I said. The imps didn’t have a frightening stature, but they possessed jagged teeth and nasty claws. Plus, they outnumbered us. There were twenty in the camp and that didn’t include any hiding in their huts. I reached for my sword.

“Now now,” Dessa said, stopping my hand. “Did we sneak all this way so you could cause a fuss?”

“You just want an excuse not to fight,” Titania snapped.

“Of course. You know I’m a lover.”

“Fine,” I relented. “Let’s see if we can find her.”

Hiding spots were in short supply, but we glued ourselves to the back of the village and used the huts for cover. Fortunately, the imps weren’t on guard. They were milling around, cooking some meat on an open fire.

“Look,” Titania gasped, pointing.

From the fire, a trail of blood led into one of the huts.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “It can’t be.”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” Dessa said. “She’s still alive.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Darling, I’m a mystic. I know the dead better than anybody.”

She looked more stripper than bridge between worlds. I bit down an argument. Couldn’t reason with a mad woman. “Either way, let’s check it out.”

We shuffled through cover, toward the hut. Somehow, the light tap of metal and the thud of heels went unnoticed. The imps clearly didn’t possess sensitive hearing, as their large ears seemed to suggest.

When the coast was clear, we made a break for the hut’s entrance.

My eyes bulged. “Esther!”

It was her. We’d only met once, but I couldn’t mistake that divine, pastel-skinned, enchanting figure, with long, flowing, black locks. The tail and ears were another obvious giveaway that somehow registered second.

Her head flicked to look, but her body didn’t follow. There was a chain around her ankle, trapping her. Even if she could move, the door was blocked by a rudimentary barricade of interlocked wood. A gate for a cell.

“Boss!” Titania squealed, shaking the door. “We’ll get you out of there!”

“Erm, darlings,” Dessa said. “You may want to turn around.”

I glanced over my shoulder. The imps stared back. Every demon was looking at us in disbelief. Probably stunned by our stupidity.

One of them pointed and cried at us. It was the spark which began a chain reaction. The imp mob charged at us.

“Shit,” I growled, drawing my sword. So much for sneaking.

There wasn’t much room to run and the legion was fast approaching. I threw caution to the wind and made the first move, stepping in and slicing the closest imp. A spear drilled into the torso of the next one along. Titania was at my side.

She raised her brows. “What the hell are you doing?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” I said.

“Step back, demon. Let the professional handle this.”

“Not a chance. This is for Esther.” So much for me being angry at her.

The mob kindly let us have our talk. Our double kill had stopped their advance in its tracks. Their confidence was missing. I didn’t see aggression in their trembling posture.

I took a step forward. They yelped and took off running.

“That was easy,” I said.

Titania growled and pointed her spear at them. “Cowards! Get back here and die!”

“You two, don’t let your guard down,” Esther warned.

I spun around and rushed back to the cage. “Don’t worry, Esther. I’ll get you out of there.” I hacked at the bars with my sword, slicing through. The door fell apart. Her chain wasn’t so easy. Metal struck metal. It produced a spark, and a nasty noise, but didn’t set her free.

“Forget about me,” Esther said. “Imps are cowards, but they’re still demons. They won’t let us escape so easily.”

It was like they were waiting for the introduction. Pattering feet signaled the grand return of the imp squad. It wasn’t one they made alone. Marching before them, restrained in a leash, was a lumbering wood sprite.

Titania recoiled. “What?! Why are they working together?”

“They’re imps. This is what they do,” Esther said. “Physically, they’re pathetic. But, for demons, they’re smart.”

They guided their pet into the village and released him. His glowing blue eyes focused on us. The imps fled and watched from a safe distance. All their hopes were placed on their ringer’s shoulders.

I growled and protected the entrance to the hut. “He’s just a big lump of wood. I’ve got this.”

The sprite flexed its giant arms, like a wooden ape, and honked. Once its fists dropped back to the floor, it came charging at us. He was fast for a half-giant.

Titania jumped ahead. She pushed out her shield and braced.

He slammed a shoulder into the shield. The impact knocked Titania back. She rolled across the floor, much to the delight of the watching imps.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Peachy” she growled, getting back to her feet.

Our foe didn’t afford us wiggle room. He came balling over, twisting around. Its midsection turned on an axle, spinning without restraint. His bulky arms worked like a propeller.

I ducked low and aimed for a leg. My blade slammed into the wood. It sliced in but didn’t come out the other side. Nor did it come back when I pulled. It resisted. Damn thing was jammed.

“You gotta be kidding me,” I spat.

The sprite stopped spinning around and honked. He clubbed the ground with his massive fists. The floor-cracking impact knocked me away. I flipped and landed on my back, without my sword.

Titania yelled and slammed her spear into the beast’s wooden head. Electricity raced through the metal, but it didn’t pass into the sprite. She panicked and tugged on her spear. His turning head yanked it from her hands, trapping it in his skull.

He swung; Titania caught it with her shield. The result was the same. She went flying. This time, she smashed into the hut.

“No!” I yelled, scrambling to my feet. “Leave her alone!”

“Jake, your fire!” Esther screamed.

It wasn’t like I had another weapon. I clenched my fists and tried to draw the energy back out. I’d done it once so there seemed to be no reason I couldn’t do it again.

That line of thought didn’t help me here.

My fists remained as cool as ever and I was out of time. The sprite was towering over a groggy Titania.

I jumped and booted the sprite in the back. It was like kicking a building. He didn’t give an inch. I stumbled and just managed to keep my balance.

Despite my failure, his head twisted to look at me.

“Erm… hi?” I said.

He spun and clubbed me in the head.

Everything went black.


***


I groaned and sat up, rubbing the side of my temple. Talk about a nasty migraine. Felt like someone was going at me with an ice pick.

Probably something to do with the demon who damn near took your head off.

“That voice,” I said, snapping to attention. I immediately recoiled. There was nothing there. And not in a “nothing of interest” sort of way. There was literally nothing to be seen. Everything was black.

I scrambled my hands against the floor, but I couldn’t feel it. Once again, nothing.

No, you’re not blind. Nor are you dumb. Okay, maybe a little dumb.

Again. I looked around for the source. “Where are you? Show yourself!”

Fine. If you insist.

A figure appeared in the darkness. He was made from neither skin nor shadow. He was a man born of fire. The color was one I knew. It was the same blue as those demon eyes that followed me. As the inferno which had surrounded me.

Happy? The figure shrugged, but the voice still seemed like a whisper directly in my ear.

“Who are you?” I asked.

I am you, Jake.

“What kinda shit you trying to pull?” I snarled.

Easy, tiger. It’s the truth. I am you. Well, not all of you. I am a special part of you. I’m a physical manifestation of what makes you special. The demon flowing through your veins.

“Cut the bullshit.”

I’m not lying, Jake. I can’t lie. I’m not exactly real. I’m little more than a figment of your imagination. I’m how your subconscious processes your demon side.

“I said cut it,” I growled. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I need to get back. Let me out of here.”

Technically, it is you keeping yourself here. Well, I supposed that is down to me, he chuckled.

“Let me go before I make you,” I demanded, marching toward the flame.

He recoiled and raised his hands.

Whoa. Steady. I’m not your enemy. I’m here to help you.

“You’ve got a funny way of showing it.”

I never claimed to have good people skills. But, what I do have is power. Don’t I look familiar? Who do you think gave you that power?

I froze and gritted my teeth. He’d confirmed my suspicion. He was made from that fire.

Don’t make that face. I’m happy to help. We are one in the same. Your actions will benefit me. Just say the word and I will help you. Together, we can destroy them all.

Everything about it was crazy. But, there was only one answer I could give. There wasn’t enough time.

“Help me,” I said. “Give me the strength to fight them.”

As you wish.

He clicked his fingers and the world flashed light.

My eyes snapped open. The darkness was gone. I was back at the village, with my body sprawled along the floor. What should have been horizontal was vertical. There was an orc, fending off a wooden man with nothing but a metal shield. Behind her were a naked catgirl and a half-naked elf.

They needed my help.

I stumbled back to my feet and focused. Warmth flowed through my veins. The power sizzled, building up within me. A heat like nothing else I’d ever experienced. It boiled until it couldn’t be contained. I roared and let it all out.

Explosions engulfed my arms and shot across my vision. Fire burst from my flesh. Blue in color and infused with power. It wrapped around my fists, like back in the graveyard.

Everyone stopped in their tracks and turned their attention to me. My allies, the imps, and the sprite. All froze and stared.

 I smirked at the sprite. “Come on, big guy. Your fight is with me.”

He honked and came running. With a few steps to go, he started twisting his midsection around. It was the return of his propeller attack.

I skipped under his clubbing arm and smashed a right fist into his stomach.

The sprite bounced back and howled. My fire had glued to his torso and was spreading over him.

“Of course,” I said. “Wood. He’s made of wood.”

That made things even easier. I rushed the stumbling sprite and unleashed a flurry of jabs. Every punch increased the ferocity of the demon-consuming inferno.

His movements slowed as his wooden flesh charred. He crumbled, turning to dust, releasing our weapons.

The invulnerable beast had transformed into ash.

“What the fuck was that?!” Titania squeaked. “He killed it… with his fists?!”

“He’s the real deal,” Esther said. “Jake’s the one we’ve been waiting for.”

“It was nothing,” I said. “Time for the rest of them.”

The imps frenzied. Their composure had shattered. It wasn’t the behavior of intelligent creatures.

Roars came from the forest. It had been virtually silent and all of a sudden it was alive. All manner of noise flooded out. Soon after, the ground began to rumble. It didn’t have the impact of an earthquake, but it couldn’t be anything good.

“You know, it might be a good time to leave,” Dessa suggested.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing,” she cooed. “It’s just, maybe, your power is attracting every demon in the area.”

Trees rattled, some tumbled, as a rush of incoming demons made a beeline for our location. Dust clouds kicked up, obscuring the exact number. Anything making that much mess couldn’t be good.

“I agree with Dessa,” Esther said. “We need to get out of here. Jake, if you would.” She pointed to the chain.

It wasn’t a problem for my flaming fist. The metal shattered, freeing Esther.

Esther stumbled to her feet, using one hand. She kept the other awkwardly tucked against her body.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

She showed a wry smile. “This is kinda embarrassing, but I may have broken an arm trying to escape.”

The roar of oncoming traffic grew louder. Drumming footsteps were clear enough to isolate. They were coming up the mountain.

I clicked my tongue and scooped Esther into my arms.

“Jake, there’s no need,” she insisted.

“Save it. No way you can run like that.” I’d had breaks before. I knew. “We’re going.”

“If you let anything happen to boss, you’re in big trouble!” the rigid, squirming, Titania said.

I nodded and took off running. We dashed away from the noise and hit the slope. To the side, a mass of darkness was rushing up. It was a true swarm. Boars, dogs, sprites; demons I hadn’t seen before. It was a stampede magnetized to me.

Their eyes followed. They changed course. The massive mob turned to follow.

“Shit,” I cursed. “Move, move, move.”

Their poor turning circle saved us from being instantly smothered. It was far from a life saver. They looped around and got on our tail. The sound of chasing demons wasn’t far behind. I could feel their eyes burning into my back.

Nevermind the twenty imps. There were hundreds of demons following us. And it was all because of me.

My fire had burned away, but it didn’t stop them from chasing me with a one-track mind. Worst of all, I’d dragged the others into it. Esther was bouncing in my arms and the others were just ahead. How Dessa was capable of running in high heels, with her tits jiggling around, was beyond any logical comprehension.

“We need to get back to the wagon,” Esther said.

“Easier said than done,” I grunted. The roar of the coming wave was surrounding me. They were closing in, fast.

The trees thinned as we reached the edge of the forest. We hit the mountain path and started winding back up towards the summit.

They didn’t stop chasing. I spied the emerging mass worming up behind us. The slope was too steep to use as a shortcut. They were forced to use the same path at us. Some toppled over the edge as too many tried to cram on at once. A bit more coordination and we wouldn’t have stood a chance.

We just about reached the top before we got caught. We were back on the mountain road, legging it towards the armored tank.

“There! The wagon!” Titania cheered.

“Jake, you need to get me inside,” Esther said.

“Is that thing strong enough to hold them?” I wheezed, lungs on fire.

“It’s not going to hold them. It’s going to kill them.”

Titania arrived first. She slammed the controls and opened the door. “Hurry!”

I glanced over my shoulder and bit down. They were too close. We weren’t going to make it.

The demon swarm vanished from view. A wall of ice erupted from the floor, between the two of us. I heard the mob crash in, causing flakes to drop off. They didn’t get through.

Dessa stood with her staff lifted high. The blue crystal, at the tip, shone brilliantly. “Please, hurry. I don’t want them ransacking my wardrobe,” she said.

A wall didn’t stop their desire to reach me. The demons smashed into the wall, slowly cracking the surface. It was only a matter of time until they busted through.

“Jake, quick,” Esther reminded me.

I rushed her inside and followed her instructions. I tugged a handle on the roof, dropping a ladder. Using one hand I carried us both into a tight cockpit. As my ass dropped in the seat, she hammered a red button. The room kicked into gear, lights coming on and structure rising up. It emerged from the top of the vehicle, smoke streaming from the base. Two barrels expanded from the front. We were sitting in a gun turret.

“Holy shit. This is cool,” I said.

“This really isn’t the time,” Esther scolded while tapping at the controls. The entire wagon rumbled as white light surged into the cannons.

Outside, the ice wall began to fall. Huge chunks collapsed to the ground and demonic faces poked out. Titania stabbed and killed them as they came, but there were two for every one she slaughtered.

“Hurry it up,” I muttered.

“It’s going as fast as it can,” Esther said. The small display was filling toward the maximum.

The holes in our shield were getting bigger. It was only a matter of time until the demons could get through. I glued my eyes to the display as the antagonizing count tortured me.

Seventy… eighty… ninety… one hundred!

“It’s ready,” Esther said. She reached for the controls and grimaced.

“What’s wrong?”

“My arm,” she whined. “I can’t do it.”

“You have to.”

She shook her head. “No, Jake. You have to. I can’t do it with this bum arm.”

The ice wall was on its knees. I clicked my tongue and grabbed the handles. The sights moved with me until they were locked on the shattering wall.

“Die, you bastards,” I said, pulling the triggers.

Energy exploded from the cannons. It was a powerful beam which soared forward and struck the emerging mob. The ice wall burst and the demons disintegrated.

The attack lasted for around ten seconds before petering out. When it did, no demons remained. Just a bloody blue paste along the length of the mountain road.

“Holy shit,” I said.

Esther breathed a sigh of relief and fell back against me. “We did it.”

That was putting it lightly. It was a massacre, not that I was mourning.

With the shot spent, the controls blacked out and the bunker collapsed back into the main body.

I took the chance to catch my breath. The odds had been overwhelming against us and we’d done.

“Thanks for saving me, Jake,” Esther said, smiling at me. “I knew you’d come.”

“No problem,” I said, becoming very aware of her state of undress. I averted my eyes from her large breasts.

 “Come on. We should get down and make sure the others are okay.”

“Wait.” She dropped her rising tush back to my lap. “I’ve got questions. What the hell’s going on here? Why are there monsters here?”

She sighed. “Those two didn’t tell you anything, did they?”

“Not a thing.”

“Why am I not surprised?” She let out another long sigh and turned, completely, to face me. “Okay, Jake. I’m gonna come right out and say it. We’re demon hunters and we want you to join us.”


Chapter 7


The wagon’s shabby interior felt a lot more comfortable after surviving the stress of an incoming swarm of demonic nasties. It’s amazing how having a mob breathing down your neck can change your mindset.

Didn’t mean everything was hunky-dory.

Esther had gone to change and came back wearing some heavy duty boots, small black shorts, and a matching vest top. It was more practical than feminine, but nobody had given her body the memo. Her pale legs still looked incredible and her cleavage wasn’t one for hiding.

She’d tied her long, dark, hair into a ponytail and secured her broken arm in a sling. She was settled in an armchair, smiling at me.

I was sat opposite, trying to keep my composure. It was hard to stay mad at such a pretty girl, but I did my best. The machine’s lights had failed, so our chat was illuminated by candles. The surrounding made her seem even more angelic.

“You want me to be a demon hunter?” I checked.

Esther nodded. “That’s right. You’ve seen what you can do. You’re amazing.”

“I thought you brought me here to protect me from demons. Not fight them.”

She chewed on her bottom lip. “It’s both.”

“What the hell, Esther? How is this an escape?” I protested.

“You’re safer here, with us. I promise.”

“This isn’t what I signed up for. We almost died.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” Esther lowered her head and toyed with her tail. “I know I misled you. I do want to protect you, I wouldn’t lie about that, but I also need your help. We all do. You’re special.”

“Because of the fire?” I checked my hands. The flames had vanished, again, and I couldn’t hear that strange, invisible, voice. It had arrived twice, just when I’d needed it, and gifted me power. I was no closer to understanding any of it. 

“Yes. That’s right. Not just anybody can do that. That power is unique to you.”

“Why? How? I’m just a normal guy.”

“That’s what you think,” Dessa sang. She and Titania were hovering on the fringes of the conversation.

“I am normal,” I reaffirmed.

“Not exactly,” Esther mumbled. She caught herself and panicked. “Not saying that you’re bad! Not at all. You have a gift.”

“Will somebody please make sense?” I snapped.

Titania sighed. “Do I gotta do everything? You’re a demon. Duh.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Didn’t I tell you this?”

“I’m a demon? You mean like those things out there?” I scoffed. “Talk about a bad joke.”

“It’s no joke! It’s the truth,” she insisted.

“Yeah right.”

“She’s not exactly wrong,” Esther mumbled, working her tail raw. “Titania’s half right.”

I was momentarily stunned to silence. “Huh? Wait, what? I’m a demon? What are you talking about? Look at me.” I jumped to my feet and spread out my arms. “Do I look like a demon?”

“I’m not saying you’re a demon,” Esther protested.

“I am,” Titania added.

“Please, Titania. You’re not helping.”

“I’m just speaking the truth. He’s got demon blood in his veins. That makes him a demon.”

I froze. That phrase. It was so familiar.

I told you, a wicked voice said. Believe me now?

“No, no, no,” I said, clutching my head. “This can’t be real. It’s insane. I’m a human. A normal human.”

Come on, don’t be that way. You’re going to hurt my feelings.

“This is a joke. I’m normal. My parents were human. My sister. I was raised in a normal home. I’d never even seen a demon before yesterday.”

“Jake,” Esther said, clamping her one good hand on my shoulder. “Calm down.”

I glanced up at her face. It was so beautiful and her smile was so sweet. Her soft, pink, lips looked custom made for kissing. And those brown eyes. A man could get lost in them. Staring into them slowed down my rapid heart rate.

“I’m sorry about all this, but you need to keep calm and listen to me.” Her voice was gentle, like music to my ears. “You’re not a demon, Jake. You are nothing like those things outside. However, you’re not entirely human. Titania was partially right; demon blood does flow through your veins. You’re something very special, something we’ve not seen on Terix for a very long time. You’re a half-breed. A cross between human and demon.”

My immediate urge was to deny. To brand her accusation as crazy. The words never left my mouth. There was a voice in my head telling me the same thing. I’d summoned blue fire from my body and used it to slay monsters. None of them were normal. They were just as ludicrous as me being some demonic hybrid.

“How can this be?” I whispered.

Esther shook her head. “I don’t know. None of us do. But, it’s the truth. Nobody else can do the things you do. The way you killed them, with your fists, was amazing. Like nothing I’ve ever seen before.

“She’s not lying, lover boy,” Dessa said. “We’ve all seen it for ourselves. That fire you created? No human could do that, silly. Only a demon. Or, a half-breed.”

“You managed to make an ice wall,” I countered.

“True, but that was all thanks to this.” She retrieved her staff and tapped the crystal on top. “This, my darling, is a magic crystal. It’s what we use to fight demons. You may have noticed one on your sword.” I’d written it off as a cosmetic choice. “Without the aid of these crystals, we can’t combat demons. I certainly couldn’t have created such a masterpiece. But, you don’t have that limitation, do you?”

I clenched my fists. Wasn’t like I could deny it. My fire didn’t come from any crystal. Instead, I glanced at Esther. “Is this true?”

She nodded. “Every word. We can only harm demons with the help of crystals. You’re different. You can use their power against them. You were born to fight demons. It’s why they came for you. They fear you.”

“This… it’s all crazy,” I said, shaking my head. “Why me? I never asked for this.”

“I don’t know, Jake, but it’s the truth. You’re a half-breed, the natural enemy of demonkind. If anybody can help us it’s you.”

“She’s right, my darling boy,” Dessa said. She flopped her bountiful bosom against my back. They were ludicrously soft. Like freshly laid pillows. “You’re very special. I can feel the magic oozing from you.” She rubbed her hands across my chest and ventured down my muscles, lower and lower.

Esther huffed. “Dessa, stop groping him.”

“I didn’t hear him complaining.”

“We’re trying to have a serious talk.”

“Boo,” Dessa huffed. “Imagine bringing a big, strong, man in here and giving him a long talk about all this stuffy, serious, business. We should have a little fun.”

“No,” Esther said, with no hesitation.

“Such prudes,” Dessa complained, releasing me from her prison of juicy flesh. “All I wanted to do was cheer up our handsome boy. You know, by riding his—”

“Not another word.”

I couldn’t help laughing. Something clicked inside and the hysterics came flooding out. It was as if a weight was lifted from my shoulders. All that pent-up tension drained away. How long had I been so stiff?

“Thanks, you two,” I said, wiping away a tear. “I needed that.”

“No problem,” Dessa giggled. “Making men feel good is my specialty.”

“Did you have to word it that way?” Esther huffed.

“Was I wrong?”

“Not in this case,” I said.

“I’m glad,” Esther said, smiling. “I was worried about you.”

“Guess I didn’t take the sudden news I’m some sort of demon hybrid very well.” I rubbed my neck and chuckled. Perhaps rightfully so. “Not like it’s the worst thing to ever happen to me.”

“Does that mean you’re gonna stay?” Esther leaned on in, brown eyes sparkling.

“I didn’t go that far. But, do I even have a choice?”

“Now now, it’s not like you’re a prisoner here,” Dessa said. “It’s possible to send you back.”

“Really?!” I blurted.

“That’s right. I mean, I can’t do it today. And I can’t do it tomorrow. Or the day after. Or the day after that… but, I can send you home. Eventually. When the universe allows it.”

I narrowed my eyes at Dessa. “That sounds like trapped to me.”

“It’s completely different,” she insisted. “Besides, is being stuck with a beauty, like me, really such a negative?”

The smart move would have been an immediate retort. However, I was a young, straight, male. My lips were sealed.

“That’s what I thought,” Dessa giggled.

“It’s not like we’re forcing you,” Esther said. “If you don’t want to, we can take you somewhere safe. You can spend your time there until Dessa can send you back. But, I’d really appreciate it if you helped us.” Her slender hand tugged my cape. “Please, Jake. You could help a lot of people.”

I clicked my tongue. That was an unfair phrase.

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

“Thanks, Jake,” Esther said, hugging my front.

My resistance crumbled. I held her back, taking care not to squeeze too tight. She was so lithe I feared snapping her in half. It was crazy to think I’d seen her smash a window, command a bike, and kick a bunch of ass.

Something large and soft slammed into my back. A pair of chocolate arms wrapped around my body.

“Don’t leave me out of this,” Dessa giggled.

I glanced over to the Titania. She hadn’t said a word for a long time. She was watching with a sullen expression. I opened an arm and offered her a space. “Want in?”

“Of course not,” she huffed. “I don’t agree with any of this.”

“Titania, you shouldn’t talk like that,” Esther said.

“He’s a demon,” she whined. “How can you trust him? Who knows what he’s thinking. He might try and kill us at any moment.”

“Didn’t I save your life an hour ago?” I reminded her.

“No,” she insisted. “I didn’t need your help. I had everything completely under control.”

“Sweetie, you really didn’t,” Esther said.

“You were in so much trouble,” Dessa giggled.

“S-shut it,” Titania huffed. “The sooner we’re rid of that demon, the better!” She stomped out room, making as much noise as possible.

“Please, excuse her,” Esther said. “I hope she won’t sway your decision.”

“Orcs. Always so emotional,” Dessa sighed.

“Knew it,” I said.

“Huh?” Esther uttered.

“Nothing. Look, I won’t promise anything. I need some more time to think. At least give me a chance to sleep on it.”

“That’s okay with me. You can sleep here. As long as you don’t use your fire, we should be safe.”

“Great,” I said. “Where am I sleeping?”


***


They really knew how to pamper their guest of honor. My agreement was paramount and I was slumming it on the couch. It wasn’t even a quality product. The stuffing was on the decline and I could feel the faint outline of worn springs grinding into my back.

Even my tattered old mattress, back home, was more comfortable.

Dessa had volunteered to share her bed, but Esther had turned that down. As compensation, Esther had offered her bed, but it was me who had declined. I wasn’t gonna inconvenience an injured girl.

Obviously, I couldn’t sleep. Conditions weren’t the best and I had another problem which needed taking care of. I tried my best to ignore the urge, but its power over a guy my age was something deplorable.

I had the mother of all boners tenting my pants.

“Stupid sexy girls,” I groaned under my breath. Being in close contact with so many top-level beauties had put a serious strain on my libido. Dessa, especially, had been difficult. That outrageous figure. Her poor excuse for an outfit. The fact she’d spent my first day on Terix trying to seduce me.

Will you hurry up and take care of that so we can sleep?

I jerked, and not the fun way.

Do you have to act so surprised? my inner demon said. I’m a voice in your head. Where else would I be?

“That doesn’t mean I have to like it,” I told him, slumping back on the lumpy bed. “Where did you even come from?”

I’ve always existed inside you. Why exactly I blossomed? Who knows? Maybe it’s an age thing? Rite of passage stuff.

“Not what I meant. How can you exist? How can I be part-demon?”

I don’t know.

“How can you not know?”

I’m your subconscious; a voice in your head. I don’t know any more than you do. Sure, I know stuff you don’t know you know, but I’m not omniscient.

I groaned and covered my face. “Not helpful.”

Don’t be that way. I’m your buddy. Your chum. Your compadre. I’m here to help. We can talk things through. I know you’re planning on accepting Esther’s offer. She really suckered you in. You’re so soft when it comes to helping others.

“I’ve not decided anything,” I insisted.

Sure you haven’t. Don’t worry, I’m on board. Turning down this chance would be such a waste. Think of all the power we could gain.

“Enough. I’m done talking.”

Not like we’re getting any sleep until you take care of that. Get to it.

“I don’t take orders from you.”

So the plan is to lie awake, all night, because you’re too stubborn to crack one off?

I grumbled. He did have a point. Unless I took care of my raging erection, I wasn’t gonna get a wink of sleep.

“You better not watch.”

I’m a figment of your imagination.

An annoying figment I was going to have to get used to.

Taking off my pants proved a hassle, thanks to my stiffness. The eventual freedom was a huge relief. Being trapped in those bottoms was painfully stifling.

My cock had never been so hard. It seemed bigger than ever and it demanded relief. I wrapped my hand around the turgid rod and swallowed a moan. This was overdue.

I kept quiet, so I wouldn’t disturb the others, and took care of my lust. They didn’t have to know about this, or what their bodies were doing to me.

“What you doing?” a sing-song voice asked as two huge pillows rolled across my shoulders.

I damn near jumped out of my skin. I covered my shaft and pulled away from Dessa. “N-nothing,” I croaked.

She giggled. “Jake, I know what you were doing. Don’t you lie to me.” Dessa crawled her way over the couch and slammed her tits against my back. “You were jerking your big, hard, dick. Weren’t you?”

There wasn’t much to say. I relented and dropped my shoulders. “You caught me.”

“Tut-tut. I’m disappointed in you, lover boy. Why would you jerk it when I’m next door? Waiting for you to take me.” Her hands slipped around and grasped my pole. They were luxuriously soft.

I tensed. My dick throbbed in her fingers.

“It wouldn’t be right.”

“Why?” she asked. Her words flowed right into my ears. I could feel the heat of every syllable. “Is it because we just met? Because of the others? Because of what you are? Darling, I don’t care about any of that.” Her hand pumped, up and down, pleasing my stiffness. “You’re a man. I’m a woman. A woman looking for a hunk to fill her. What’s the issue?”

She’s right. Why haven’t you pinned her down already?

The answer was simple. I didn’t want to take advantage of her.

When she’s literally begging for it? That’s what she wants.

Her hands confirmed as such. She pampered my dick using her exquisite technique and silky smooth skin. There was nothing clumsy about her movements. They were the actions of an experienced succubus.

“You don’t need to do this,” I groaned. “I was already thinking about helping.”

“Oh, I don’t care about that. That’s not why I’m here. I want you, darling.” Dessa moaned. Her soft lips grazed my ear. “Fuck me.”

You heard the woman. Do it. Take her. You know you want to.

Damn right I wanted to. I was a red-blooded male being propositioned by a faux fertility goddess. My cock was so aroused it was on the verge of bursting.

I stopped Dessa’s hand and pulled her from behind, into my arms.

She gasped, parting her deliciously thick, bright pink, lips. They looked so plump and inviting. I had to have them.

I claimed them with a kiss and pinned her down on the couch. They felt, and tasted, every bit as good as they looked.

Dessa filled me up with her moans and brushed a supple, coconut, leg down my back. Her free hand weaved into my hair, combing through unbrushed locks of hazelnut brown.

Good to know I wasn’t alone in my enjoyment.

I had my fill of her mouth before taking my own on a tour down her body. Her skin was the same tone as milk chocolate and I was eager to know if she tasted the same. Of course, the answer was no, but that didn’t prove a disappointment. She tasted sweeter than any dessert. The scent of fresh vanilla wafted from her perfect figure; a treat for my nostrils.

Down her jaw I ventured, and then it was her neck. I plastered her with kisses as far down as her prodigious breasts. That gold trim bikini top was a sexy piece, but it had to go. It hid a far greater prize that I was eager to sample.

I basically ripped it from her body. Her perfect, mocha, tits jiggled; completely exposed. Her pink nipples were revealed, stiff and ready for attention.

Dessa shuddered in my arms. She groaned, “Oh, Jake. You animal. You sure know how to treat a woman.”

“You know how to rile up.” My sex drive was in command. I desired her nipples, so I took them. I bathed them with my tongue as my hands groped her malleable flesh.

Her moans flowed. She dragged her fingers down my back, hips writhing. Turned out her chest wasn’t all for show. Her breasts were ripe for some loving.

I loved them until they were wet with my saliva. Each nipple glistened, exposing the full extent of their hardness. The only thing stiffer was my dick.

It willed me on. Ordered me lower. Down across her meaty stomach to the forbidden fruit which had been begging to be unwrapped ever since we’d first met.

Dessa’s tiny thong was unable to hide her arousal. Her juices didn’t just stain the fabric, they spilled out and dribbled down her soft, brown, thighs. I peeled away that ineffective loincloth and took a good, hard, look at her drooling treasure.

“You’re soaked,” I said, brushing a finger along the front, staining myself in wetness.

A bolt of pleasure shot through her. She bucked and swallowed a squeal. “Of course I am. Do you know what you’re doing to me?”

“All the right things, I hope.”

I slid her thong aside, exposing her soaked, pink, slit. The delectable scent of her excitement oozed out. My dick throbbed. They were the pheromones of a woman in heat. I lifted her hips and sampled her juices.

Her thighs clamped shut around me. She arched her back and cried to high heaven. “Right there! Oh, darling.”

Fresh honey dribbled into my mouth. I ran my tongue through her folds, engorging myself on her pussy.

Dessa’s pitch got higher. Her stiff body bucked as I played her like an instrument. She chanted my name as I gave her what she craved, driving her to her limits.

“Jake. I’m… I’m—ah!” Her hips spasmed and her juices rushed. She climaxed for me. Thanks to me.

I remained latched to her mound until the deed was done. Her wetness clung to my face. A badge of honor for my accomplishment.

“Oh, darling boy,” she moaned, gasping for air. Every exhale made her massive breasts sway. “Where did you learn to do that? You must share your secrets.”

“It ain’t hard,” I confessed. “You just find what makes them squeal hardest and don’t stop until they can’t take anymore.”

She grinned. “Hmm, that might not be hard, but this is.” Dessa traced a foot down my toned stomach, toes grazing my erect dick. “That won’t do. That won’t do at all. I demand you satisfy yourself. Right now. In here.” She spread open her quivering folds.

My eyes opened. I snorted like a bull. Tasting it wasn’t enough. I had to claim it.

I forced her thighs wide and pressed my bulbous head against her drooling entrance. My dick pulsed in raw anticipation. Everything about her, from the heat rising from her folds, to the rich scent of her sweat, to the alluring eye candy, drove me wild.

We both wanted it, so I gave it to her.

Dessa howled as I entered her. She threw her head back, pink locks cascading all over the couch.

“Yes,” she moaned, chewing her bottom lip. “Oh, darling. Your cock. It’s divine. You unbelievable stud. Move. Shift. Buck those hips.”

The feeling was mutual. I bit back a series of growls. For a self-styled experienced slut, her insides were vice-tight. My dick was suffocating in her searing folds. I drove my hips and sought more pleasure. Her body delivered immediately.

“That’s it. Oh, Jake. You’re so good. So perfect.” Her meaty thighs slammed shut, cutting off any escape route. “Don’t stop. Make me your woman. Make me scream your name.”

“Can’t you show a bit of tact? You’re gonna give us away,” I grunted. Being discovered was a big concern, but not enough to stop me from thrusting.

“Don’t you love my moans?” she asked, knowing full well that they would drive any man wild. “I won’t be quiet. I’ll moan as loud as I want. If you want to silence me, you’ll have to do it by force.”

I growled. Damn vixen. She was playing the submissive and still had me by the strings. I gave in to temptation and trapped her wrists to the sofa. For her squealing mouth, a kiss. A moan-eating make out snog. This time, without holding back. Not just lips mashing, but tongues meshing.

She didn’t shut up, but her blissful cries were trapped by me. Dessa’s body writhed and quivered below my weight, but it was by no means an escape attempt. Her tongue was too eager.

Raw euphoria was the root.

Her body climaxed around me. She grasped my cock and soaked me with her juices. The tight squeeze begged me to finish. Logic be damned, her body demanded I fill her up. And mine agreed.

I drove my hips and tested those creaking springs, pushing myself towards the only conclusion that made sense. My insides groaned, marking the start of the end. It was too late to back out. The finale was rushing. My dick surged.

With a final shift, I pinned her to the couch and flooded her pussy with my seed.

I gave her back the moans I’d hoarded as ecstasy flowed through my veins. My cock pumped, filling her with all of my cum. There was so much more than usual. Her body had ignited something inside me.

By the time I finished, my balls felt notably lighter. White cream followed me out of her pussy, drooling from her slit.

Our lips parted and the air was filled with the mutual gasps of a couple in desperate need of a refill. It matched up well with the stank of animalistic sex.

“My my. You were everything I could have wanted and so much more,” Dessa said, rubbing her cum-filled middle.

“I’m not sure what came over me,” I confessed.

“I know what came inside me,” she giggled. “No, don’t dribble out. Oh, darling. Why did you have to be so potent? It’s going to waste.” She traced her fingers across her cum leaking slit and stained her digits. Nothing that a series of long sucks couldn’t fix, filled with plenty of bedroom eye action in my direction.

Holy shit, that was hot. My flagging cock surged back to full mast.

Looks like this isn’t over, the voice in my head said. You’re gonna have to make it clear who she belongs to.

I didn’t want to agree with a demon, even my own, but he made an excellent suggestion. There was no way I could sleep in this condition.

Dessa licked her lips and smirked at me, nibbling on one of her long, dark, fingers. It seemed she knew it as well.

The night was just getting started.


Chapter 8


It’s amazing how comfortable a battered couch can become when you’re left too exhausted to move. I went from not being able to sleep a wink to dozing off like a baby. I didn’t even wake up on my own accord. Esther shook me awake.

“Good morning,” she said. “Do you want some breakfast?”

“Hmm, I’d love some,” I grumbled, rubbing my tired eyes and sitting up.

Dessa was nowhere to be found. Titania was sat at the table, looking at anything but me. Esther was taking care of the preparation with a broken arm.

I bolted up and into the kitchen. “You don’t need to do that. I’ll take care of it.”

“I can handle it,” Esther said.

“I insist.”

“Really, I can do it,” she said, punching my arm. “What sort of leader would I be if I couldn’t even cook for my crew?” Her face lit up in panic. “N-not that I’m suggesting you’ve accepted. I do hope you have, but I’m not trying to jump to conclusions…”

“It’s fine,” I told her. “After thinking it through I’ve decided to give this hunter business a go.”

Esther squeaked and hugged me. “Oh, Jake! Thank you! I’m so happy. You’re going to make an amazing hunter. I just know it.”

“I sure hope so. If people need my help I need to perform.”

“You can worry about that later. For now, food.”

One dish was already part way through being devoured. Titania was scoffing down grub like food was going out of fashion. Table manners weren’t her strong point.

“Titania, slow down,” Esther said, noticing the same thing as me. She sighed, took a towel, and started rubbing the orc’s face. “Look at the mess you made.”

“Boss,” Titania whined.

“Hush. This face is too pretty to be hidden under food.”

Titania grumbled like a small child but didn’t fight Esther off.

I snickered. There was no way I could do that to Titania. She’d take my hand off.

“What you laughing at,” Titania spluttered, spraying food.

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” Esther nagged.

“But, boss. He started it!”

“No buts. Be a good girl and eat properly.”

Titania yielded and began eating like a reasonable person. Turned out it was possible to tame the bratty wild child.

Esther turned back to me, smiling. “As I was saying, breakfast.”

“I’ll handle it,” I insisted.

“Jake, I can—”

“You don’t need to push yourself. I know how to cook.”

Her ears perked. “Really?”

I grinned. “What? Never heard of a man who can cook?”

“Pretty much. Plus, I don’t get much cooking help around here.”

Titania hunkered down and kept her thoughts to herself. That said more than her motor mouth ever could.

I pointed at the table. “Take a seat and I’ll show you what I can do. It can be my first project as a part of the team.” I’d lived alone long enough to pick up a few tips and tricks.

“If you insist,” Esther said, not hiding her concern. “I’ll be right here if you need help.”

“It’ll be fine. Watch.” I started up the cooker. It didn’t even make a sound. “Ah…”

“About that. The power’s dead,” Esther said.

“Couldn’t you have told me sooner?”

“Sorry,” she whined, toying with her tail. “I thought you realized.”

“I knew the lights were dead. I didn’t know everything was,” I explained.

“It’s the cannon,” Esther said. “It’s a last resort weapon that drains all the wagon’s power. Everything’s offline. The lights. The shield. The engine.”

“Those last two sound quite important.”

“Well… they are. The wagon isn’t moving anywhere until we can get some new crystals.”

“Where do we get those?” I asked.

“At the next village,” she said.

“Great. Where’s that?”

“A few days away.”

“You made that sound a lot less troublesome than it actually is.”

“It’ll be okay,” Esther said, smiling. “We’re demon hunters.”

“I’ve not even started and you’re injured,” I reminded her.

“Stop fussing me or I’m gonna come and make breakfast myself.”

“Fine,” I relented and got to work. No cooker was no problem. There was a wide range of ingredients at my disposal. I always preferred making my own stuff over bunging something ready-made into the microwave.

I threw together two meals, one for the both of us, and served them up.

Esther hummed, clearly intrigued, and dug in. “Wow, Jake. This is really good.”

“Told you I can cook.”

“You weren’t kidding. Is there nothing you can’t do?”

I laughed. “You’re gonna make me blush.”

“What’s this I hear about blushing?” a sing-song voice said. Dessa slipped into the room, pink hair disheveled into a nasty case of bed hair. And to think I had her down as the type to never show her face unless she was completely immaculate. Not that somebody as hot as she was could ever look bad.

Dessa strutted over and hopped onto my lap. She straddled me and attacked me with one passionate kiss.

Her tongue rolled around, coaxing mine out. Once it revealed itself, she latched down and sucked. The air was flooded with her sultry moans. She weaved her fingers up my back and rolled her salacious hips, grinding that barely covered pussy against my crotch.

Naturally, my dick jumped to attention.

Dessa pulled back, on her terms, letting out an exaggerated gasp. “Morning, darling.”

The rest of the table had stopped dead. A pink-faced Esther wasn’t watching, while a pale-faced Titania was glued; flabbergasted.

“What the hell are you perverts doing?!” she snapped.

“I was saying hello to Jake,” Dessa said, nuzzling into my chest. “Jealous?”

“Of course not! Why would I want to kiss him!?”

Dessa sniggered. “I meant jealous of him.”

Titania struggled to form another word. Sounded like she needed a change of batteries.

“Shut up!” she eventually snapped.

“No fighting at the table,” Esther ordered. “And no… displays, please.”

“You heard her. Off,” I told Dessa.

“Don’t I deserve a reward for convincing you to stay?” Dessa said.

“We both know it didn’t happen that way. Down.” I gave her ass a sharp spank.

She cooed and hopped off. “Yes, darling.”

This was what I got for getting myself ensnared by a natural temptress. The atmosphere had turned tense.

I cleared my throat. “So, we absolutely have to go to this village? Can’t we call a pick-up truck or something?”

“A what?” Esther asked, on board with my sudden subject change.

“Erm, nevermind. Can’t imagine they have that service in a place like this. But, couldn’t we wait for somebody to come by and ask for help?”

“Yeah, if you feel like waiting weeks,” Titania said, rolling her eyes. “And even that’d be getting lucky.”

“How was I supposed to know?”

“Duh, it’s common sense.”

“Not for me.”

“I said no fighting,” Esther said, putting the focus of her attention on Titania. She cleared her throat. “Unless we want to wait and try our luck, heading to the closest town is our best option.”

“Can we really move while you’re like that?” I asked, pointing at her arm.

“Jake, I’m an experienced hunter. This is but an inconvenience. Besides, we have you now,” she said, flashing her sweet smile.

It was amazing how effective that one expression was at buttering me up.

“Fine,” I said, throwing up my hands. “You’re the boss.”

“I’m glad we all agree. We’ll leave in an hour.”

“Perfect. Just enough time for me to have my way with Jake.”

I gagged on my food. Just as the tension was waning, Dessa stepped back up and hit it out of the park.

“D-Dessa,” Esther squeaked. “That sorta thing really isn’t appropriate.”

Dessa giggled. “Oh no, silly. I didn’t mean like that. I was talking about giving our darling boy a gift to stop a repeat of yesterday’s incident.”

“If that’s all…”

“It is, I promise.” Her golden gaze flicked to me. “Oh, darling. When you’re done, hop over to my room. I’ll get you set up and ready to go.” With that, she sauntered back through her curtain and out of sight.

I didn’t have much left. I gobbled up the last few bites and washed it down. It really hit the spot. Then I stood up to leave.

“Jake,” Esther said, stopping me. “Make sure you don’t get up to any funny business while you’re in there. Okay?”

“Got it,” I said, battling away the guilt.

Don’t be a baby. Sleeping with her wasn’t a mistake.

“Shut it,” I growled to myself and followed Dessa.

The scent of flowers slammed into me as soon as I ventured through that curtain. It was amazing how that one piece of fabric managed to trap such a vibrant scent.

Despite the sweet smell, Dessa’s room was a mess. Clustered if I was being kind. Every inch of floor was swallowed under a bottle, trinket, book, or piece of discarded clothing. The same assortment of goods overfilled the many shelves that were hammered into each wall. It was more junk shop than bedroom. The only location free from being used as a storage unit was her king-sized, red, bed. That was busy supporting her curvaceous frame. Dessa was lounging on her side, flaunting those luscious legs and heavy breasts.

“Welcome to my humble abode, darling,” she said. “Would you like a quickie before we begin?”

“Look, Dessa. About last night…”

“Oh, Jake. You’re not going to tell me you made a mistake, are you? It certainly didn’t feel like a mistake when you were forcing me to squeal your name.”

The vivid imagery played back. My downstairs throbbed. Holy shit, that memory was more powerful than any porn flick could hope to be.

“Darling boy,” she continued. “You’re the best I’ve ever had. Man or woman. I’m not going to let you get away from me. I don’t care if you have eyes on our darling leader or little green friend. Sleep with them all you want. Add them to your harem. It doesn’t affect me.” She pushed her foot against the front of my stretched pants. “As long as you keep giving me this cock, I’ll follow you to the ends of the world. I may look like a slut, but I can be a faithful girl for the right man. As long as he keeps me pleased.”

My dick hammered into my clothing, begging for release. She was a temptress unlike any other.

You’re really gonna turn her down? You know you want her. Admit it.

There was no way any straight man wouldn’t want a sex goddess like her on his arm. I was no exception.

I pushed Dessa down on the bed and forced a commanding kiss to her lips.

She tensed, but swiftly surrendered and swallowed up my tongue like a greedy hussy.

We swapped our spit before I pulled back and looked at her giddy face. “I’ll give you what you need, but it’s gonna be on my terms. I’m not your toy.”

“Yes, darling,” she moaned. “Oh, I do like it when you get all ferocious with me. Come, hurry. Pin me down and ravish me.”

“No,” I said, releasing her. “I gave Esther my word. This is a business call. Not pleasure.”

“Even though you’re so hard?” she asked. It was rather impossible to miss my bulge.

“I’ll survive. Somehow.”

“Good answer, darling,” Dessa giggled, rolling from under me. She leaned off her bed and dug through her junk. “A boy who forgoes responsibility for pleasure just wouldn’t do. There’s only room for one hedonist around here.” She sat back up and handed me a wooden necklace. “A man who’s reliable? Hmm, so arousing.”

Somehow, I’d overcome her spell. And I’d earned a prize. “What’s this?” I asked, looking at the hand-carved medallion. The shape meant nothing to me.

“That, my darling, is a safeguard against your demonic attraction.” She tapped the medallion. “This is made from a very special wood. Wearing it will mask your scent and stop you from causing more stampedes.”

I can run wild without consequence? About time.

I mentally shushed my demon and dangled the necklace between my fingers. “How is this not magic?”

“We elves have our ways. Nothing magical about it.”

Wasn’t like I had a foot to stand on. I let her win that one and put on the necklace.

“It looks good on you,” she said. “Make sure you don’t take it off. If you use all that fancy fire without it, the demons will come. I think we’d all rather avoid that.”

“Agreed. Thanks, Dessa.”

She giggled. “I know you said no sex, but don’t I get a reward for my hard work?” She puckered up and tapped her plump, inviting, lips.

You better not chicken out.

Not this time. I gave her what she wanted. A nice, long, firm, kiss.

Our lips parted and she beamed. “Lovely. You treat me so good, darling. Any chance you’ve changed your mind about a quickie?”

“No.”

“Boo. Make sure you let me know when you’re in the mood. I’ll drop anything for a taste of your cock.”

“Duly noted,” I said, making a swift escape before she managed to drag me into her fun and games. I’d talked big and it was my responsibility to back it up.

When you really wanna go back in there and pound her silly.

I ignored that and made my way back to the lounge, where Esther was waiting.

“Did you get what you needed?” she asked. Her eyes were narrowed. It wasn’t the most comforting expression.

“Yeah. Right here,” I said, tapping the necklace.

She didn’t look. Esther kept staring at my face. “And no funny business?”

“None at all.”

“If you say so.” She jumped to her feet and marched off. “We’re leaving shortly. Prepare anything you need.”

“What was all that about?” I said.

“Nothing. Nothing at all,” Titania added. I hadn’t even noticed her and her grinning face. “Just Dessa’s lipstick smeared all over your face.”

I rubbed my fingers across my lips. A bright pink residue rubbed off.

“It’s not what it looks like,” I snapped.

“Sure it isn’t,” Titania mocked, shaking her head. She hopped up and bailed on me as well. “Pervert,” she made sure to add.

“I’m serious. It was just a kiss. We didn’t do anything,” I said, but my appeals fell on deaf ears. Maybe shacking up with Dessa wasn’t the best idea after all.

Don’t you dare.

“Shut it,” I growled. Another quip, from the voice who wouldn’t leave me alone, was all I needed.


Chapter 9


When the time came, we took our leave. We gave the wagon one last chance to magically kick-start, but the engine didn’t even splutter.

“Will it be okay on its own?” I inquired.

“It’ll still be here. Probably in one piece,” Esther said. “We may have to clear our a few demons before we get it back.”

“Better than losing it completely,” I said. Either way, our objective was set. We had to make it to the closest town, located a few days away.

Days, plural.

I wasn’t exactly skipping as we set off along the rural road, towards our destination.

“Don’t look so glum, darling,” Dessa said, sauntering over and confiscating my arm. Her bosom had a talent for swallowing it. “Your treasured lover is here for you.”

“Great,” I groaned. A long, dangerous, walk and a ton of titillation on the side. The combo I needed.

Fighting and hot women. What more could you want?

“How I wish I could strangle you,” I growled.

“Oh, Jake. I didn’t know you had such violent fetishes,” Dessa moaned, practically salivating. “You must try them on me.”

“Dammit, no. I wasn’t talking to you. I was… you know, forget it. Are you really gonna travel the entire way dressed like that?”

“What’s wrong?” she said, looking down to her excuse for an outfit. It was straining the definition, as always. Six-inch golden heels seemed ill-suited for hiking. All that exposed skin was asking the cold to give her a whipping.

“Again, forget it.” I couldn’t get too high on my pedestal with my own shirt MIA.

“Can do,” she cheered, nuzzling against me.

Esther cleared her throat “Don’t get distracted. Stay on guard. It’s dangerous out here.”

Despite the fact she was too injured to get involved, Esther came armed. Two holsters hung from her belt, each containing a pistol plucked straight from an old-fashioned sci-fi flick. Small packs of ammo were scattered the rest of the way. I didn’t intend on letting her use them.

“It’s okay. My darling boy will protect me,” Dessa said.

“I was talking to him.”

“I’m fully focused. You don’t need to worry about me,” I assured her.

There was that look again. Esther pouting. It didn’t suit her. A bratty midget like Titania, yes. Esther was too refined; too mature for sulking.

“I hope so,” she said, turning her gaze ahead. “Titania! Don’t run too far in front. It’s dangerous,” she warned, skipping to keep up.

“Ah, virgins,” Dessa sighed.

“You say something?” I asked.

“Nothing, darling,” she giggled, smothering her cleavage around me. “Nothing at all.”

For all my sourness, the journey started well. Sure, Dessa’s blatant flirting could have a bit less boner-inducing, but I forgot we were wandering through a demon-filled wasteland. Until the demons attacked.

“Bombers!” Esther yelled as projectiles showered us from above.

Stumpy demons sprouted from an incline and shot gunk covered rocks at us. It hadn’t even been twenty minutes and something was trying to kill us.

I threw Dessa behind me and backed away from the siege, behind a huge rock face. The balls smashed into the ground and sizzled as the green gunk spread out.

“That doesn’t look pleasant,” I said.

“Demons generally aren’t,” Dessa responded. “That’s a corrosive poison. Not the worst, but nasty enough. They mine rocks from underground, coat them in their slime, and fire it at enemies. Gives their attacks that extra zip and impact.”

They were fastballs all right. They splintered the ground and crashed against Titania’s shield, making a mighty racket. She backed up to us, with Esther behind.

“You two okay?” I asked.

Esther nodded. “We’re fine. But, we’re not getting through without taking them down.”

Damn straight. It was running outside the trenches stupid. The demon machine gun fire was primed to pick us off.

“I’ll take care of it,” I said.

“Not alone,” Esther said, turning to my trusty ally. “Titania.”

“No. I don’t wanna work with him,” Titania complained.

“Would you rather leave them here?”

She grumbled and lowered her head. “No…”

“This is a perfect chance for you two to get along. You’re our frontal fighters. You need chemistry.”

Titania whined but didn’t retort. I needed to learn some orc taming techniques from Esther.

“Is everyone agreed that I should wait here and not participate?” Dessa asked, raising a hand.

“Yes,” I confirmed. Then I looked to Titania. “Come on. We can take care of these shrimps.”

“You better not hold me back,” she snapped.

I grinned and focused, drawing on the power of my inner demon. Energy surged through my veins and the visible power erupted outwards, engulfing my fists in fire. “I was gonna say the same to you.”

She growled and smacked her shield with her spear. “I’ll show you, demon. Try and keep up.”

Titania went first, using her shield to block the barrage of rocks which hammered us as soon as we emerged. Somehow, the metal remained in a solid piece and didn’t concave into an oversized pan.

I dipped behind her and spied our prey around the rim. When I focused, a light blue outline surrounded them.

“What the hell?” I whispered.

A gift from me, my inner demon said. Thought you should know how strong your opponents are.

“You can do that?”

We’re growing all the time. The more demons we kill, the stronger we become.

“And this means?”

Come on, you’ve played video games. Light blue is weak. Stupid weak. These guys are chumps. Still wouldn’t fancy getting hit by one of those gunk balls.

“So if I see anything red, watch out?”

I knew you’d catch on. That’s right. Anything red is dangerous. Yellow is… let’s say your level. You can figure out the rest.

“Look at you, telling me something useful for once.”

“Oh my god, will you shut up?” Titania growled, edging us forward. “I’m here, doing all the hard work, and you’re busy talking to yourself!”

“Right, sorry,” I said. “I’m here. I’m focused. And I’m gonna wipe them out.”

We progressed as far as we could without offering them a free shot around the shield. The chubby, round, pods were scattered around, which made sweeping them up difficult. A better shaped valley and we could have took them one at a time. The demon shrubs had sprouted in a good location.

“I’ll head to the right. You go left,” I told her.

“Who put you in charge?” she complained.

“I did. Right then.” I tapped her shoulder and charged. “Move!” She didn’t really get a choice but to follow my plan.

The bombers locked onto me as soon as I emerged from the shield. I had to move fast to keep away from the barrage of shots which came soaring my way. I rushed to the closest bomber, moving in an arch to make myself harder to hit. Once I closed in, I smashed it right in the body.

It exploded, splattering me in slime. Luckily, it was blue instead of the corrosive green chasing me around the hill.

My inner demon had been right. They were chumps. All firepower with zero defense. As long as I could avoid being hit, I could take them down.

That was easier said than done.

As I pushed on towards a more condensed unit, the incoming barrage grew more ferocious. They were supporting each other, filling up the gap each needed to reload.

I was looking for a way in when my foot stumbled on a loose rock.

“Shit.” A green projectile came soaring for my head.

I threw myself away and managed to clamber behind a boulder. A splatter caught my hair and sizzled, burning away the tips.

“Can’t they take it easy on me?” I said. “I hope Titania’s alright.” She had something to protect herself, at least. I had nothing.

My eyes burst open. Actually, I did. I unsheathed my blade. A crazy idea raced through my mind. I tried pushing the hellfire into my sword. The flame took to the blade like a duck to water. It was like an extension of myself.

“This should work,” I said, peeking from my hiding spot.

The bombers spotted me and fired.

I stepped back and swung, smacking my blade against the rock. It smashed it, but my surging fire destroyed the goo before it could soak me. I grinned from ear to ear. I’d discovered an equalizer.

Gripping the sword, I ran out and rushed right at the bombers. They shot but I destroyed their projectiles with my glowing blue blade. When I reached them, I slashed through them and cut them in half.

Another pair down.

I took evasive action as another barrage came hammering in from my flank. It wasn’t anything my sword couldn’t take down. I started swinging and rushed in, closing the distance.

“You’re mine!” I roared.

Titania’s spear ripped through its body and fried it alive with a burst of electricity. She’d beaten me to it.

No more cannon fire shot at us. We’d eliminated them all.

“Good work,” I said.

“Shut it. It’s not like I want your approval,” Titania snapped, withdrawing her spear.

“Hey, what gives? I meant that.”

“You’re a demon,” she reminded me, pointing her spear at me. “Boss and Dessa might trust you, but I don’t. I know you’re up to something.”

“How many times do I have to say it. I’m human,” I declared.

She sneered. “Yeah, sure. Because humans can do that,” she gestured to my glowing hands.

I sighed, extinguished the fire, and sheathed my sword.

“Good work, you two,” Esther said, emerging from the hiding spot. “You did amazing.”

“And I can’t hear a rush of demons coming to kill us,” Dessa cheered. “Looks like my charm worked a treat. Who would have thought it?”

I tapped the wooden medallion. Sure enough, we weren’t being chased. Somehow, it had done the trick.

“Couldn’t have done it without Titania,” I said.

She huffed, pouting. “I told you I don’t need your approval.”

“Don’t turn this into an argument,” Esther said, sternly.

“Our darling leader is right,” Dessa said. “Cut the flirting before I get jealous.”

“F-flirting?!” Titania howled, eyes bulging. “I’d never flirt with this demon pervert!”

“I understand the demon part, but where did you get pervert?” I asked.

“Duh. You showed up naked and there was that… that thing you did… did really late…”

“What’s that? I can’t hear you.” Her voice was trailing off.

“Shut it!” she snapped. “Point is, you’re a pervert. A demon pervert. And I’d never be interested in someone like you.” She huffed and started marching off on her own.

“Jake, don’t tease her like that,” Esther grumbled, chasing after.

“What did I do?” I protested.

“Oh, darling boy,” Dessa said, cuddling into me. “Don’t worry, she’ll come around. Then you can add her to your harem.”

“I’ve not got a harem,” I reminded her.

“Yet,” she giggled. “Hmm, with a body like yours, I don’t think it’ll take long. It’s only a matter of time until they’re also ensnared by your charms.”

“Yeah, there’s no way Titania or Esther are like that.”

“Oh, darling. We’ll see about that.” She nestled my arm back into her bosom. “Come come, let’s move. Who knows where Titania will get lost if we leave her be.”

“Lost on a straight path?”

“You’d be surprised.”

From what I’d seen of our resident orc, it probably wouldn’t. I took Dessa’s advice and chased after the others before we had to get started on the missing posters.


***


The day was everything I thought it’d be. We walked and walked and walked. The only time we stopped was to fight the demons which attacked us. And those incidents were plentiful. My medallion stopped me from attracting every demon for miles around, but it didn’t make us invisible to the many wandering beasts looking to feast on travelers.

Luckily, none of the demons we encountered proved very difficult for our fighting duo of Titania and I. My demon eye marked them all as minimal threats and so they proved to be.

Still slowed us down.

When the sun began to set, the scenery hadn’t changed. The mountains and leaf-stripped forests all looked the same. For all I knew, we’d been going in circles all day. There was no guarantee we were approaching a town. Signs of civilization had failed to materialize.

“It’s getting dark,” Esther said as we wandered past more near-identical wilderness. “We should make camp.”

“Out here?” I asked.

“Where else, idiot?” Titania groaned.

“I’m sorry. I presumed we wouldn’t want to camp in a place infested with demons. Is that so wrong of me?”

“It’s not like we’re planning on sleeping in the open,” Esther explained. “We need to find a cave. Shouldn’t be too difficult around these parts.” Our surroundings were craggy. There had to be a hole somewhere we could slip into.

We left the path and ventured into the wilderness. Esther guided us, despite her injury. She insisted that her catgirl eyes were best suited to finding a cave.

True to her word, she managed to discover a hidey-hole within five minutes. It was around the size of an average doorway.

“Great job, Esther,” I said.

“It was nothing,” she said, but I could hear the cheer in her tone. “We can’t celebrate yet. It might already be occupied.”

There weren’t any signs, but it wasn’t as if a demon would lay out a welcome mat.

“Let me check,” I offered.

“Jake, no. It’s too dark in there.”

“Don’t worry,” I said, summoning my power, activating my demon eye. “If there’s anything inside, I’ll spot it.”

“But…”

“Seriously. You can count on me. Isn’t this why you recruited me?”

Esther paused but eventually nodded. “Okay. But, if it’s too dangerous, come right back out.”

“Can do.” I dipped inside the cave. My flaming fists produced a bit of light, but they didn’t produce more than a faint shine. They certainly weren’t torches. I was effectively wandering into pitch black darkness.

The light of the cave mouth faded as I wandered deeper. I kept my arms outstretched to feel my way around.

I stopped. My gut lit up. Something blue flashed ahead, followed by yellow. The latter was an outline of something big, bad, and nasty. The former were distinctive glowing eyes. I hadn’t stumbled across a bear, despite its similar size and shape.

“So… hey there,” I said to the demon. “See, me and my friends really need this cave. So, if you could fuck off and die, that’d be really appreciated.”

My furry friend snarled and rushed at me.

“Of course,” I sighed. It wanted me dead and was teamed with a dangerous new ally. The darkness.

My demon sense gave me an idea of where he was coming from. I dropped and rolled, a gust of air emerging from my former location. Something big and swift must have caused that. A swipe that would have taken my head off.

Fighting in the dark was no fun.

The smart move would have been to run back to the entrance, coaxing it into the light. But, I didn’t. I couldn’t risk bringing something so dangerous towards the others. This was a yellow threat. Strength-wise, it was similar to me.

It was my responsibility.

“Let’s dance,” I told the shadow brute.

I listened to my instincts and rolled away from another swipe, dodging behind its lumbering form. I powered up a fist and smashed its side.

It grunted, so I’d done something right. However, there was no gory explosion. I’d grown used to such scenes from picking off the grunts. My mysterious foe was still standing and able.

He swung a claw back. I kicked away and dodged a faceful of demon paw. It quickly transitioned into a pounce. I dropped low and slipped through its legs. I took the chance to unleash a barrage of strikes on its flank.

The monster roared, but his hide didn’t give.

“Won’t you hurry up and die?” I asked, backing off when it rumbled back into life.

It roared, probably a no, and went back on the attack. It was gaining vigor, but that could only do so much to compensate for its general lack of speed. I was sure it had power in abundance, but that didn’t matter if I didn’t let him hit me.

I skipped back. My foot got caught in a gap. My breath left me as I stumbled back and landed on my ass.

My heart rate doubled. So much for dodging. I couldn’t move in time.

I drew my sword and flooded it with energy. The blade shone blue and illuminated the room, burning my eyes. My swing failed before it began. Too damn bright.

My opponent howled. It wasn’t like I was the only one with eyes. The influx of light struck both of us. He staggered and failed to see things through.

It was I who recovered first. My sore eyes adapted to the glow. Finally, I saw my opponent in all his luster. It had the body of a black bear, but the head, and tail, of a hairy alligator.

“No wonder you like the dark,” I growled, taking my burning sword. I thrust the blade into its stomach, as deep as it would go.

He roared and flailed his massive limbs.

Those clubbing arms got a bit too close for my liking. “Shut your trap,” I said, swinging an uppercut into his exposed jaw.

The blow knocked the beast back. It stumbled and collapsed, smashing down onto its back. I pounced on top and finished what I’d started. Blue blood gushed from its body as I put him down for the count. With a final squelch, the life drained from its demon body.

I released my sword and collapsed on the floor, using its furry body as a backrest. My lungs were shot and sweat gushed down me. I used my cape to wipe my brow and hardly put a dent in the issue.

Now that was a fight, my inner demon said. I’ve been growing tired of all these small fry. No competition.

“Speak for yourself,” I said.

Come on. We’re one and the same. Don’t pretend you disagree.

“Damn right I do. I’m doing this to protect. Not for the fun of it.”

Some demon you are.

“I’m a human. Don’t forget it.”

A human who would be nothing without my help. But, I’ll let it slide. That last soul was a treat. So succulent. So much power. We’ll need more like that to get stronger.

“Does that have anything to do with all this?” I said, flopping my arm at the roof. It’d taken me a bit longer than it should of to realize. The darkness was no longer an issue. I could see every corner of the cave with clarity.

Smart boy, you figured it out. It’s not just blank power we can take from these demons. We can take their abilities as well. Their special talents. We can make them our own and turn them against them. Think of the possibilities!

“You finished?” I asked. His blathering killed my hype.

I’m a voice in your head. We’re finished when you decide.

“Which is right now.” I struggled back to my feet and retrieved my sword from the demon’s body. Then I stumbled back to the light.

Esther gasped when she saw me. “Jake, what happened?!”

“Some ugly thing already had dibs on the cave. I took care of it,” I told her, wiping some blood from my chest.

“Didn’t I tell you to come out if it was dangerous?” she reminded me.

“I won. What’s the big deal?”

“You could have died.”

“Ain’t that any fight?” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “You recruited me to hunt demons. That’s what I did.”

She gave me “the look”, but kept quiet. “Come on. Let’s make ourselves at home.”

Any home filled with a fresh demon corpse wasn’t my ideal hideaway, but it was better than being out in the open, surrounded by demons. I followed her into our temporary home away from home.

My first day on Terix was complete. Next came the night.


Chapter 10


It was amazing how much cozier a cave could appear with a campfire crackling away in the middle. That one detail had transformed what had been a demon’s den into a high-quality camping spot.

The removal of the demon corpse had also helped.

We hadn’t thrown away all of the demon. Esther had delivered some chilling news. My kill was going to serve as our supper.

Good news, there was plenty to go around. Bad news, we were eating a demon.

“Are we really going to eat this?” I asked. My standards weren’t high. I’d worked at Pauly’s place for long enough to grow accustomed to greasy crap. But, I’d never eaten anything that had tried to kill me moments earlier. Nor anything that looked so thoroughly unappetizing. It was black off the bone.

“It’ll be okay. Demon meat is edible,” Esther informed me.

“Better keep that in mind, demon,” a smirking Titania said.

“How bold,” Dessa gasped.

Titania took a few moments to process her phrasing. Her cheeks turned bright red and she averted her gaze. “Die.”

“Let’s keep this civil, okay?” Esther sighed, manning the flame.

I’d offered, or basically insisted, to do the cooking instead of her. She queried whether I’d ever cooked demon meat before, knowing full well the answer. Her dirty trick gave her control of the food, bad arm and all.

I stayed close, in case she needed my help, but Esther managed to handle it using one arm. She sprinkled the meat in ingredients plucked from Dessa’s luggage and roasted it over the flame.

“It’s ready,” she eventually announced.

Even after all that, the chunks didn’t look or smell good. I was reminded of an idiom about polishing a turd. That didn’t help my appetite.

Despite my reluctance, Dessa and Titania scarfed down their meals. Titania seemed like the kind of girl who would eat anything, despite her diminutive figure, but I didn’t take Dessa as that type. The only meat I pictured her devouring with such spirit was attached to a man. I’d experienced that myself.

Perhaps her breathtaking, juicy, figure hadn’t all been of her own design.

Esther didn’t say anything, nor did she eat. She watched me with expectant eyes. Big, brown, beautiful eyes.

Another dirty trick.

I buckled and took a bite. It was as small a mouthful as I could get away with. My tension drained. “Holy shit. This is pretty good.”

“Like duh it is,” Titania said, spilling crumbs down her leotard. “Boss is an amazing cook. Show some damn respect.”

“It’s okay. He’s never had demon meat before. He didn’t know what to expect.” Her words said one thing. Her radiant smile, one place below a fist pump, told me something very different. “I’ve cooked a lot of this stuff. When you’re outside the cities, you don’t get much choice.”

“You’ve done amazing. The burgers at Pauly’s aren’t this tasty.” I filled my empty belly with demon meat until I was bloated. “That hit the spot. You better be right about those defenses. I’m too heavy to move, nevermind fight.”

“Don’t worry your pretty little head. It’s handled,” Dessa beamed.

I’d watched her set it up. It was just some incense around the entrance, but she seemed assured it would do the trick.

“If you say so…”

“There’s no reason to be scared,” Esther said, patting my shoulder. “We’ll keep someone on guard at all times, just in case.”

“Hey, who said I was scared?” I snapped.

“Being scared isn’t anything to be ashamed of. Demons can be very intimidating.”

“Seriously, I wasn’t scared.”

“It’s okay. I’m here for you.” Esther hugged me from behind. Her tits weren’t crazy big like Dessa’s, but they were large enough to feel titillating against your back.

My stiffness throbbed to attention and I cursed my libido. It had never been this strong. The curse of living with three sexy women.

“Thanks, Esther, but I’m fine. Really. I’m not here to be protected. I’m here to protect.”

“You can’t do it all by yourself, silly,” she purred, mellow words flowing into my ear. “We’ll each take a shift.”

Dessa yawned loud enough for us all to hear before dropping her head to the floor, looking away from us.

“Us three will all take a shift,” Esther corrected.

“What? No way,” Titania complained.

“Not you too,” Esther whined. “You’ve never shied away from guard duty before.”

“I’m not shying from anything. I’m not the problem.” She pointed at me. “He is.”

“What did I do now?” I sighed.

“You’re a demon. How can we trust you to keep watch? It’s bad enough having you sleep here. No way I’m letting you keep watch.”

I rose a brow. “Are you serious?”

“Of course. I’m always serious!” she insisted, thumping her flat chest. “We can’t trust you. You’re not one of us.”

“What more do I need to do to prove myself?” I protested.

She sneered. “I’ll trust you when you stop being a demon. Can you do that?”

“I’ve fought with you. I’ve killed demons with my own hands. That should prove I’m not one of them.”

“That doesn’t prove nothing. The way you fight; the things you can do… they’re not natural!” She picked up her spear and aimed it at me. “You’re no human. You’re a dirty demon. And nothing will ever—”

“Okay, that’s enough!” Esther shouted.

The outburst staggered me. It was right out of left field.

Esther slipped off me and forced Titania’s spear away. “This stops now.”

“Boss,” Titania whined, anger melting into submission.

“Don’t you try that face on me. You’ve been awful to Jake ever since he’s arrived. All he’s done is help us.” She wafted her hand towards me. “We took him from his home, to a different world, and he still agreed to aid us. He’s been good to us and all you do is abuse and threaten him.”

“But, boss. He’s a demon,” she mumbled.

“Jake isn’t a demon. He’s Jake. The guy who came to my rescue. Who fought to protect us all. If he can’t prove himself by risking his life for you, how can he?”

The silence lingered. I didn’t know if I should step in. Esther’s change in tone had taken the wind out of my sails. I was seeing a side of her I didn’t know existed.

“What has Jake done to you?” Esther said once it became clear that Titania was keeping mum.

“Nothing,” Titania whispered.

“What has he done to deserve your hostility?”

“Nothing…”

Esther grasped Titania’s shoulder. “Do you trust me.”

“You know I do, boss,” Titania whined, squirming in place.

“And I trust Jake. So, you should trust Jake too. Understood?”

Titania’s red eyes peeked past Esther. They lacked their usual fire. She seemed on the verge of tears.

You’re gonna make a girl cry? Not cool.

Like I didn’t know that. I flashed her my winning smile and pointed a thumb at myself. “You can count on me, Titania. You’ll see. I’ll keep you all safe.”

“See? Wasn’t that manly,” Esther said. Her voice had softened back to the catgirl we all knew and loved. “Come on. Can’t you give him a chance?”

Titania nodded but kept mumbling. “Fine. But, if he starts doing demon stuff, I told you so.”

“And I’ll put a bullet in his brain myself,” Esther cheered, rustling Titania’s blonde hair.

“You could have skipped that last part,” I told her.

Esther looked back at me. “Not at all. Just making it clear what’s gonna happen if you let Titania down,” she said, hugging the smaller girl into her chest.

If it wasn’t for their different races, they could have passed for a legitimate sister combo. I didn’t doubt the authenticity of Esther’s threat. For an elegant beauty, she had a real nasty streak.

“I’ll show you what I’m made of,” I announced. “I’ll take the first shift.”

Esther giggled. “Wow, you’re really eager.”

“Need to prove I’m not all talk.” I punched my palm. “I’ll keep you all safe. That’s a promise.”

“Which means more sleep for us,” Esther cheered. “Come on, Titania. Let’s get some rest. Say goodnight to Jake.”

“No way, that’s embarrassing,” Titania whined.

“Say it, say it, say it,” Esther chanted, tickling Titania’s ribs.

Titania squealed and squirmed. “Ah! No! Esther! Hmmm… goodnight, Jake!”

Esther giggled and peeked my way. “I’ll come and relieve you when it’s my turn. Good luck.”

“Night, Esther. Night, Titania,” I said, waving them off.

The two of them scooted away together, leaving me all alone.

Without the sound of our resident big sis handling the brat, the cave turned quiet. The crackle of the dying fire, and the gentle rhythm of breathing, was the soundtrack for my watch. I shuffled away from the pack so I had a better view of the entrance. A sliver of moonlight snuck in, illuminating the distance. The second anything wandered in, I’d notice. I didn’t even need to active my power. If Dessa’s preparations worked correctly, I wouldn’t need either.

Whatever happened, I had hours to burn and nothing to do. The demons were my secondary concern. Staying awake, and earning Titania’s trust, came first.

A day of walking was not the best preparation for a late night guard shift. Five minutes in and my eyes felt heavy. It was going to be killer.

Something large and soft pressed into my back. It felt familiar. “Need some company?” Dessa purred into my ear.

“Aren’t you supposed to be sleeping?” I asked.

“Sleep can wait. We’ve finally got some more alone time.” Her tongue danced against my lobe. She ran her fingers along my bare chest. “Come come. While the prudes are away, we shall play.”

My body reacted to the temptress. Blood surged into my crotch. My pants became a prison for my desperate loins.

I bit back a moan. “Dessa, no.”

“Come on. You know you want to, lover boy.” Her lips captured my ear and nibbled. Why it felt so sensual, I didn’t know. All in a day’s work for a talented succubus.

Damn right we want to. Let’s take what belongs to us.

I shook my head and stopped her hands. “Now isn’t the time. I’m on duty. Esther and Titania are counting on me.”

“Don’t worry. My preparations are full proof. Nothing’s slipping through,” she cooed, wiggling her fingers.

“That’s not the point. I made a promise. If we screw around, I’m betraying their trust. You know I don’t do that.”

“And what about my needs?” Dessa sulked.

“Our safety comes first,” I said.

She sighed and removed her hands. “Oh, darling. How do you make turning me down sound so manly?”

“Nothing manly about it. I’m just doing what needs to be done.”

“There you go again. Oh, you silly boy. Now I’m even hornier than before. There’s no way I can sleep like this.” She pushed her breasts back into me and whispered into my ear. “You did this. So, don’t blame me. Okay?” With that, Dessa slipped away and returned to her sleeping spot.

I had a bad feeling, but I ignored her and kept watch.

A new sound filled the cave. Moans. To begin with, they melted between the breaths. They were soft and hard to detect. As the minutes rolled by, they grew louder. Deeper. Hotter. They dominated the cave. Depravity echoed from wall to wall. She made no attempt to hide. It wasn’t just the squeals slipping from her mouth. A steady wet rhythm flowed out. The sound of fingers stirring around something hot, wet, and steamy.

Blocking it out was impossible. I was a red-blooded male. My brain didn’t allow me to channel out the sound. A sexy chick masturbating a few feet away isn’t something the male body can ignore. Willpower and responsibility were all that kept the rest of my senses from jumping on the bandwagon. My eyes had to remain on the door. If I caught even a single glance of her supple, chocolate, body, getting itself all hot and sweaty, I knew it would be game over. My fangs would sink into the forbidden fruit.

Sound and smell had already gone to the dark side. Her wet shlicks was a symphony of arousal for my ears. Her lustful scent filled my nostrils. It made me throb. Wearing pants was painful. My dick begged me for some fresh air.

It was a trick. If I freed it, I would betray the team. Well, those not finger deep in their own body.

Dessa’s raspy breaths grew louder and louder before reaching fever pitch. Her voice became a high-pitched squeal and her pheromones surged out.

I wasn’t an expert on the human body, but I knew what had happened.

At least it marked the end. Her breathing returned to normal, as if she had fallen into slumber. The cock-teasing scent, however, refused to fade. It had contaminated the cave and was in no rush to dilute. I had no choice but to drink it up. Every whiff made my cheeks burn and my downstairs beg for relief.

“Remember. You promised,” I whispered to myself. Titania would never trust me if I failed. Giving in to my lust would reinforce all her claims about me.

True. She’ll never join our harem if we show weakness here.

“I didn’t ask for your opinion,” I informed my dark side. His company was not required. I could do it without him.

For the next few hours, I tried to resist my body’s natural urges, for both sleep and sex, while watching the door.

Initially, my stiffness willed away the exhaustion. Once my arousal died down, my consciousness began to follow. My eyelids turned to lead and felt gravity's pull. The stone ground began to look comfortable.

There was only so much I could take.

“Jake,” Esther said, patting my shoulder.

I bounced, head snapping up. “I wasn’t sleeping!”

She giggled. “I know you weren’t. You stayed wide awake and protected us. Didn’t you?”

“That’s right,” I groaned, rubbing my weary eyes. Sure, I hadn’t fought anything, but that was fine with me. As long as they were safe.

“Rest. I’ll take it from here.”

“Alright.” I dropped right there, on solid ground. I didn’t have the energy to argue.

It had to be the worst bed I’d ever had, but my body didn’t care. Before I knew it, I’d passed out. Job well done.


Chapter 11


“Rise and shine, Jake,” Esther whispered.

I sat up and pried open my sand-clogged eyes. There was no chance I’d gotten my eight hours. Coupled with a bed made from stone, my body felt on the stiff side, for a few reasons. At least Esther’s smiling face wasn’t the worst thing to wake up to.

“Morning,” I mumbled.

Sunlight trickled in from the entrance. We’d survived the night. Dessa’s stunt had worked wonders.

“You too, Dessa,” Esther added, still looking towards me.

I finally noticed the busty elf by my side. She hadn’t been there when I’d fallen asleep.

“Five more minutes,” she groaned, wrapping her arms around me. “Come on, darling. Back to bed.”

“Not happening,” Esther said. “Up.”

Dessa grumbled and sat up, long pink hair a mess. A night spent sleeping on stone will do that to you. My hair didn’t feel much better and it couldn’t compare to hers.

I held up my hands and looked at Esther. “Just so you know, we didn’t do anything last night. I don’t even know when she got here.”

“Jake, it’s okay. As long as it doesn’t compromise our safety, it’s not my business what you two do together,” she said, toying with her tail.

“You heard her,” Dessa purred, flumping against my side. “Your morning wood is as good as mine.”

Esther went rigid and swallowed down a squeal.

I tapped Dessa on the forehead. “Control yourself.”

“But, that’s no fun. Let me drain you dry, darling.” Her hand rubbed my crotch. It wasn’t uncommon to wake up hard, but it wasn’t normally this stiff. I also didn’t usually wake up surrounded by busty hotties.

“Come on, Dessa. Esther’s right there.”

Esther jumped and started gesturing. “No, forget I’m here. Don’t let me bother you. I can get out of your hair so you two can, erm… have some alone time.”

“See. Now, take those pants off and let me eat you up,” Dessa growled, tugging on my pants.

“I thought we had a deal,” I snarled, fighting to keep my modesty. No way was I flashing my hard-on in front of Esther.

“But, your body needs my help. Don’t be coy with me, darling.” She didn’t quit. Her fingers wrestled into my waistband. “I’ll have your erection handled in a jiffy.”

“Dammit, Dessa,” I said. Esther was right there. Face red, fingers rapidly working that tail. Did she have no modesty?

“Hey!” Titania snapped from the cave mouth. “What’s taking so long? I’m starving!”

My stomach rumbled. It wasn’t the only one. Breakfast appealed to us all. Even Dessa’s lust couldn’t quench her need for food.

“There’s a river nearby,” Esther said. “We can catch some fish there. Once you’re done…”

“We are done. Right, Dessa?” I strongly suggested.

Dessa sighed and released me. “If you insist on keeping that nasty morning wood, I suppose I can’t stop you.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Oh, darling. You’re such a strange boy. Here I am, offering to blow you, and you fight to stop me.”

“Come on. There’s a time and a place. Have some tact.”

She licked her lips. “I’d rather have a taste of your d—”

“Fish does sound good,” Esther interrupted. “Come on. Let’s go.”

I managed to escape from the predator’s grasp and followed Esther from the cave, into the chilly morning air of another world’s fall. She guided us to a river that was but a stone’s throw from our den, hidden by the bush. The water was clear for a land that was on the verge of annihilation. It was better than the murk from my hometown. There wasn’t a submerged shopping trolley in sight. No demons either.

Fish trundled with the stream. Plenty for our purposes.

“We gonna make some rods or something?” I asked.

“You dumb?” Titania scorned. She threw her spear into the river, submerging it in the bed. Electricity surged out and raced through the water. Dead fish rose to the surface. They were black, and not because they’d been fried.

“That’s convenient,” I commented.

“Damn straight. Breakfast is served,” Titania said, puffing out her chest.

We collected all the fish and took it back to our cave, where we had ourselves a morning buffet. For the second time, Esther’s magic cooking turned the substandard into the delicious. I filled my belly until I couldn’t eat another bite.

Once we were full, we returned to the river. Titania buried her spear upstream, stopping more demon fish from interrupting. We were left with a clear river to ourselves.

“I’ve been waiting for this,” Dessa said, unclipping her bra and exposing those gigantic, chocolate, breasts. They flopped out, letting gravity do their thing.

“About time,” I said, unbuckling my belt. After a day on the move, and a night spent rough, a bath was long overdue.

“What do you think you’re doing?!” Titania squawked at me.

“I can’t exactly bathe while dressed,” I informed her.

“That’s not the issue! You can’t bathe with us. That’s wrong.”

I opened to retort but stopped myself. She did raise a good point. It had slipped my mind more than I would have cared to admit. They were girls and I was a guy. It wasn’t normal for us to bathe together. Dessa had warped my perceptions.

“Is it really a problem?” the woman herself said. “We’ve already seen him naked. And he’s seen me and Esther naked.”

“You’re always naked,” Titania snarled.

“And? There’s only one person here Jake hasn’t seen naked.” Dessa flashed one of her mischievous grins. “My darling green friend, are you scared about showing Jake how flat you are?”

Titania’s cheeks burned red. “I am not!” she declared while tucking her small chest under her arms. “I just don’t want some pervert eyeing me up.”

“Didn’t you agree to trust me?” I reminded her.

“Shut up! This is different. I didn’t say you could start watching me bathe!”

“Please,” Dessa purred. “With me and Esther around, he wouldn’t even notice your underdeveloped body.”

“Who the fuck you calling underdeveloped, bitch?!” Titania snarled. Her hands curled into trembling fists.

“That’s enough, you two,” Esther sighed.

“She started it,” Titania huffed.

“And I’m finishing it,” she warned. “There’s no reason to fight. Besides, who says large breasts are superior? Mine jiggle around when I fight. They get in the way.”

“How is that supposed to make me feel better?” Titania sniffled.

Poor girl. Her chest was petite, but it wouldn’t have been so noticeable if she hadn’t stumbled into the land of the giants. Competing with Esther’s chest, and Dessa’s especially, was unfair. They were in different leagues to most women.

“Don’t sweat it, Titania,” I said, giving her a thumbs up. “Your tits are cute. Plus, your ass is incredible. Any man would be lucky to have a girl like you.”

Titania stared at me, fidgeting around, cheeks growing darker. She pursed her lips, making all manner of indiscriminate noises. Another case of her brain malfunctioning.

“You… you… you,” Titania finally managed to gargle out. Her gaze glared at me. “You damn pervert!” She lobbed a rock at my head.

I ducked. “I was giving you a compliment!”

“Like I wanna be complimented by you, pervert demon pervert!” She shot another rock at me.

On Esther’s orders, Dessa wrapped up Titania before she got in anymore pitching practice. It didn’t stop our orc ally from kicking her legs, trying to wrestle from the larger woman’s hold.

“You really know how to press her buttons,” Esther sighed.

“I thought I said the right thing,” I said, scratching my head.

“Let’s forget about that for now. It’s dangerous if we all bathe together. We need somebody to watch for demons.” Her big brown eyes flashed at me. “Can you do it?”

“Of course,” I said, flexing. “You know you can count on me.”

“Thanks, Jake,” she giggled, skipping off to join with the others.

I settled on a large slab, with my back to the girls. Something told me peering right at them wouldn’t be good for a magnitude of reasons. Picturing the scene behind me was enough to make my dick throb. Visual stimulation would have been dangerous and that wasn’t including how Titania would react.

She’ll come around once we make her our woman.

“Quiet. You know that’s not gonna happen. She’d never be interested.”

So, you are interested in her?

“Of course. She’s a bit irritable, but I can tell she’s a nice girl.”

Even with those tiny little molehills?

“It’s not like huge tits are the be-all-end-all. When she’s not frowning, her face is beautiful. Who knew an orc could be so cute? And I’d be a liar if I said I hadn’t noticed how fat her ass is.”

How about Esther?

“Do I really need to answer something so obvious? Why am I talking about girls with a voice in my head?”

Imaginary friends at your age. Shameful.

I didn’t give him the satisfaction of the reply. Sure, I was only getting one up on myself, but every little bit helps. The talk had distracted me from the giggles, complaints, and scolding, coming from the trickling stream.

“There are worse places to be, I suppose,” I whispered to myself. Without the demons around, Terix could pass for the countryside of Earth. Not that I had much experience outside the concrete jungle.

A whiff of bloodlust slammed my senses and derailed my praise. I tensed and checked the area. There was nothing in sight, but my gut was on high alert. It knew more than I did.

“Look out,” I yelled, dashing from my perch. “Demons!”

Dessa and Titania stared at me. Esther’s attention shot around the perimeter. They were all in the river, naked and unarmed. I couldn’t help glancing. Esther’s large, pale, tits. Titania’s small, green, bee-stings. Dessa’s gigantic, brown, udders. A buffet of sexual imagery.

No demon.

Titania put on a hand bra and hissed. “What the fuck are you doing, pervert?! There’s nothing here!”

“He’s right,” Esther said, ears twitching. “Something’s here. Oh, rats. Why didn’t I hear them sooner?”

“What? But… rawr!” Titania glared at me and ran for her spear. “This isn’t over, demo—”

“Look out!” Esther cried.

A long-necked demon burst from the foliage, maw aimed at Titania’s unprotected neck.

I jumped in and drilled my flaming fist into the side of its skull. The bone cracked from the pressure and exploded, spraying me with its insides.

“You alright?” I asked, checking over my shoulder.

Titania was on her ass, in the water, gaping at me. “Where did you come from?”

“I took a punt,” I said, grinning at the calamity magnet. A squawk, and the patter of feet, wiped the smirk away. “We need to move.”

The dead demon hadn’t come alone. It was but one member of a flock who emerged from their hiding places and rushed towards our more vulnerable members. Long, thin, legs, packing plenty of power, carried their blue-feathered bodies with pace. Their closest earth ancestor had to be the ostrich. Colors aside, there didn’t look to be much difference. Then their beaks opened and revealed rows of razor-sharp teeth.

It didn’t take a genius to predict their desired diet.

I rushed back to the others and pulverized a demon that had set its sights on Dessa. Its skull crumbled from the force of my flaming fist.

Another shot around, heading for Esther. I pushed forward and chopped. Instead of slamming the head, my hand sliced through its neck. Blood gushed out and the decapitated bird kept on running, right past us, before it slammed into a tree and quit.

Titania scrambled to my side, bringing our unit back together. I pushed them behind me, but there was no safe spot. The demons outnumbered and surrounded us. Their huge flock watched us with their beady, glowing, eyes.

“What’s the deal with these ugly bastards?” I asked.

“Ridgerunners,” Esther said. “They’re roaming pack demons. They travel around, looking for fresh meat. Once they find prey, they won’t let up.”

“Unless you burst a few,” I sniggered.

She shook her head. “A few isn’t enough. They won’t stop until we’re dead or their leader is.”

That latter one seemed promising. I scanned their numbers until I spotted a demon larger than the others. Horns sprouted from its beak and flabby whispers drooped down its chin.

That’s the one. He’s stronger than the rest. Nothing you can’t handle… one-on-one.

A green alert to their blue. All well and dandy, except for their insane numerical advantage. With the girls unarmed, the fight was even more lopsided. They were all counting on me.

“Whatever happens, I’ll protect you all,” I said.

“You can’t handle them all by yourself,” Esther said.

“Just you watch me.” I glared at the waiting mob, daring them to move. I had two fists ready and waiting for them.

“Jake, there’s too many. Even for you. We need to be smart. You need to get us back to shore.”

“That’s the wrong way.”

“Our weapons are these. We can fight too.”

“No way,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re in no condition to fight. Titania’s spear isn’t even there. We’ll be wasting time.”

“Jake,” Esther said, tugging my waistband. “Don’t you trust me?”

“Of course I do.”

“Then prove it. Get us to the shore so we can help you.”

“Better be sure about that choice, darling boy. They’re eager to jump. The second you move, so will they,” Dessa warned.

“Fuck sake, Jake. Do something,” Titania said, pressing against me. “I don’t wanna be chicken feed.”

Two ways, one shot, my call. The boss loomed in the background. Taking him out was the quickest method. It also meant fighting alone while protecting the others. That meant it could also be branded the riskier method.

“No way am I gonna put you guys in danger,” I said, twisting behind them and pushing them towards the coast. “Let’s move!”

We rushed for our equipment and triggered their attack.

The swarm came lunging at us. We encountered the demons to our front the quickest. Teeth-filled, hungry, mouths lunged for our flesh. Their priority was anyone but me.

“Duck,” I ordered, quashing the first wave.

Our sides were swarmed a second later. I smacked my fist one way, destroying a demon, then snapped my elbow back and took down another.

We surged from the water and onto the bank. Rushing feet splashed behind, signaling the arrival of the flanking force.

I kept my attention on the front, blitzing a path for us. More demons emerged from where others had fallen. My flaming fists delivered to them the same fate.

“Almost,” I growled, uppercutting a lunging demon moments before it claimed Dessa’s throat.

The chasing pack blew down my neck. They were a moment away.

“I’ve got it,” Titania said, picking up her shield and slamming it into the jaw of another snappy Ridgerunner.

“Jake, our behind,” Esther said, grabbing a gun.

I spun around and was met with a mass of blue and black. I spread my arm and lunged forward, slamming them with brutal force, crushing them like cars in a junkyard.

Sharp teeth sunk into my forearm. I winced, swallowing my scream, and overpowered the Ridgerunner, driving my arm through its throat.

Another hit my flank. His head exploded as his mouth hovered over my skin.

“We’re here for you, Jake,” a withstanding Esther grunted, firing her pistol at the incoming threats. The green bullets split every head they hit. It was my first time seeing her weapons in action. Impressive.

Titania had my rear. Her attacks didn’t have the strength to kill, but her tanking experience deflected their greedy mouths.

I focused on my front. I buried my fist into everything gaping maw I saw, but another took its place. It was like fighting the Hydra. There seemed to be no limit to their numbers. I couldn’t even spy their boss through the regenerating wall of carnivorous beasts.

My muscles burned. There was no way I could do this forever, no matter what my big mouth said.

“Is there no end to them?” I snapped.

“Dammit, why won’t they die?” Titania growled. “Dessa, a bit of help?!”

I hadn’t even noticed there’d been no noise from our sultry elf, who was sandwiched in the middle of us all.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” Dessa sang. “This one took a while to prepare.”

An approaching rumble caught my attention. A rush, heading towards our location. It came bursting from the corner of my vision. A tidal wave gushed down the river, washing away every Ridgerunner it struck. Thanks to our location, that was the bulk of their forces.

I punched my way through the distracted demons ahead and found a clear path heading to the other side of the river. The big bad was standing there, surrounded by a thinned line of guards.

“Dessa, I could kiss you,” I said.

“Please do,” she purred.

“Can’t we do this later?!” Titania squealed. Our front was clear. The back remained a mess.

“Titania’s right. Less flirting, more running,” Esther ordered.

“You girls go,” I said, dropping back to crush the demons snapping at Titania’s shield. “I’ve got you covered.”

They ducked under my arms and rushed for the finishing line. The Ridgerunners aimed to follow, but I made sure that wasn’t possible. I squashed the immediate threat, but the overflow oozed around and started chasing.

“No you don’t,” I growled, giving chase. They were faster than I was, but I grabbed one by the tail feathers before he could escape.

It turned and kicked its clawed feet at me. Sharp talons sliced into my arms.

I grimaced, wrestling a hold of its feet while still moving mine. The others were putting distance between us, gaining on my allies.

“Get back here,” I ordered, swinging and lobbing my captured Ridgerunner ahead. It skipped across the wet ground and clattered into a mass of legs, flooring its companions. Only one remained. “Guys, look out!”

Esther, who had been using her pistol to eliminate the charging Ridgerunners, twisted around and fired a bullet through the forehead of the chaser.

With the trio’s main attacker distracted, the Ridgerunner boss attacked.

“Boss!” Titania squeaked, lunging in front, blocking the brunt force attack. The impact knocked her back, clattering Dessa and Esther with her.

They tumbled to the ground, all at the mercy of one big, angry, wannabe-ostrich.

“Leave them alone!” I yelled, lunging in and tackling the oversized chicken. It swung its talons into my flesh, but I was on top, pinning it to the ground. He snapped at my face, but I dodged to the side and jabbed him right in the beak.

It yelped in pain. He was more resistant than the others. My blow had cracked his mouth, but he was still alive. He came in for seconds.

I smashed his ugly face again, driving him into the floor. Then I used the other hand. Then the other. My fists clobbered him into the dirt.

A Ridgerunner caught up and bit my shoulder. Another lunged higher, digging into the side of my neck.

Molten agony shot through me. I flinched but went back to punching. The pain could wait. Finishing the job was more important than self-preservation.

I turned its skull into a crumpled blue mess. All resistance from below faded. I’d done it. The Ridgerunner leader was dead.

The moment its life drained away, the other Ridgerunners released. Their surviving masses cried to each other and fled. We were more vulnerable than ever, but the pack mentality won out. Without a leader, fear gripped them.

I sat up, then collapsed, lungs rasping for air. Warmth trickled down my flesh and pain pricked my skin. It meant I was still alive.

“Jake!” Esther cried, scrambling over to me. “Are you okay?!”

“Never better,” I panted, smirking.

She teared up and hugged my chest.

I combed her dark hair and cradled her into my chest. “Sorry about the sweat. And the blood.”

“As long as you’re alive, I don’t care how sweaty or bloody you are,” she said, sitting up. Pink framed her eyes, but she’d found her smile.

“Kinky,” Dessa purred, approaching with Titania. They all looked relatively unscathed, but their bath had gone to waste.

“Is now really the time?” Esther huffed.

“Of course. I believe somebody promised me a kiss for saving the day.” She pecked her pink, puckered, lips, and fluttered her long, dark, lashes.

I dragged my heavy body back to its feet and lumbered over to her. I pulled her in and gave her exactly what she craved without holding back. A kiss. No half-assed peck on the lips. A deep, drawn-out, breath-stealing, embrace.

By the time I was done, it was Dessa who was gasping for air.

“Oh, my. Darling, where did that come from?”

“You saved our asses, that’s what. That’s the least I can do.”

“I’m gonna have to do this fighting thing more often if that’s how you reward me,” she giggled, chewing her glistening lips.

Esther and Titania looked on, with burning cheeks, until I glanced at them. Both swiftly averted their gaze.

“I need to go find my spear,” Titania said, escaping.

“I’ll help you,” Esther said, rushing after.

“Shit. Did I make them mad?” I groaned. And after all that care.

“Oh, you dense boy,” Dessa giggled, cuddling my arm into her softness. “Come come, let’s go follow. I wanna see if I can earn more of those kisses.”

I sure as hell hoped not. If that was the toughest fight I experienced as a demon hunter, I wouldn’t complain. Something told me it was an introduction into what to expect in my future.

Whatever the case, we’d survived. The odds had been against us and we’d pulled through. If that wasn’t a reason to be cheery, nothing was.


Chapter 12


We didn’t encounter anything half as dangerous as the Ridgerunner swarm for the rest of the day. The demons we faced were weak and disposed of by me. I was fighting alone. Esther had inflamed her injuries, thanks to the kickback from her pistols, and couldn’t risk doing more. Titania’s spear had been a casualty of the tidal flood and was bent out of shape, unfit for use. Dessa was still Dessa, no matter how she lusted for my mouth.

Another crisis-level threat would have been a disaster. Luckily, none materialized.

The pattern of walking and fighting continued as the sun began to dip, the sky turned orange, and my feet begged for some deserved rest.

Esther kept pushing us on. She knew something that I didn’t.

We rounded the corner and looked down the incline. In the flat clearing ahead lay a huge structure that blotted out the sky. It was a ring of metal, covered by a dome of light.

“There she is,” Esther said, taking the chance to catch her breath.

“You mean we’re here?” I asked, taking another look. “There’s a village in there?”

“Of course, silly,” Esther giggled, slender fingers resting on her pink lips. “What were you expecting?”

“I guess I didn’t think it’d be so sci-fi. The word ‘village’ makes me think of some quaint fantasy town. You know, with straw roofs, farmers working the crops, and a water wheel for power.”

Titania gave me a withering look. “Are you a moron?”

“Don’t judge me,” I snapped. “I’ve only been here for two days. I’ve still got expectations to erase.”

“Jake, nobody could survive in a place like that,” Esther lectured, wagging a finger. “They’d be lucky to survive a week.”

My shoulders slumped. I sighed. “Guess you’re right. This place is more dystopian than fantasy.”

“Come on darling, don’t sulk,” Dessa said, taking the chance to restore her place on my arm. “Finally, no more walking. These feet are too delicate for all this exercise.”

“You didn’t need to wear heels,” I reminded her.

Dessa gasped. “And not look my best for you? Unforgivable. Not flaunting this body should be a crime.”

“Wearing that little is the crime,” Titania squawked.

“Let’s all settle down,” Esther suggested, laughing nervously. “We got here faster than expected, thanks to Jake. Let’s listen to Dessa and think positive.”

“An actual bed does sound good.” Simply thinking about another night sleeping on stone was enough to make my muscles feel stiff.

“And I can get my spear fixed,” Titania said, bouncing like she had ants in her leotard. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go!”

We set off, following the giddy orc to the village. It looked like something out of a space movie. The surface of Mars was always covered with domes like that one, creating an atmosphere for the inhabitants.

Seeing how my eyeballs weren’t popping out, the dome probably had a different purpose.

“That dome thing. What is it?” I asked.

“It’s a shield,” Esther replied.

“Yeah, that makes more sense. Why would they need to store oxygen?”

“Store oxygen?” Esther said, tilting her head.

“Please, ignore me,” I implored.

“Darling, you know I can’t do that,” Dessa giggled, nuzzling into my shoulder. Now that we were so close to the village, she didn’t have any intention of releasing my arm. “I’ve only got eyes for you.”

Esther shuddered and released a small squeak.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Just dandy,” she insisted, clearing her throat. “H-how about I tell you more about the shield? Every settlement has one. They’re our best defense against the demons. Without them, we wouldn’t be able to live in large communities.”

“That thing keeps out all the demons? Sure, it’s big, but it doesn’t look too tough.”

“It’s actually indestructible,” Esther said.

I stared at her. “You’re kidding me, right?”

She giggled and shook her head. “It’s the truth. No matter how hard you hit it, it’ll never break.”

“How are demons even a threat?” I asked. “Can’t we all hide in these domes?”

“Most people do, but it’s not that simple. The dome can’t break, but any damage puts a strain on the power supply. They’re powered by magic crystals, like everything else. You saw what happened to our wagon when we ran out of juice. The same can happen to the dome.”

“So, indestructible but not immortal?”

Esther gasped. “What an excellent way to put it. Yes, it won’t break, but enough damage will shut it down.”

“Does that happen often?” I forced myself to ask.

“In the big cities, no. Never. They have enough resources to keep their shields running.”

“And in a village like this?”

“There’s a reason not many villages still exist,” she mumbled.

My heart rate soared. I closed my eyes and inhaled. There was no point getting carried away by a story. I couldn’t change the past. I knew that better than most.

“Now now, who said we should think positive?” Dessa chimed.

“Sorry,” Esther squeaked. “I didn’t mean to bring down the mood. I hope I didn’t upset you, Jake.”

My eyes shot open. “Upset? Me? It’d take more than that to make me cry. Who do you think I am?”

“Wow, so manly,” Dessa giggled. “Esther, how have you not fallen for him already?”

Esther’s ears stood stall. “W-what sort of question is that?” she squeaked.

“Knock it off,” I said. “No need to push things on Esther that she’s not interested in.”

“W-well. I never said—”

“Hey, what’s taking so long?!” Titania yelled from the village’s entrance.

“Come on, let’s catch her up before she starts sulking,” I suggested, picking up the pace.

We joined up with Titania at the foot of the gate. It gave me an immediate appreciation for the wall’s scale. I’d been admiring the magnitude of the dome, but the metal barrier had to be ten feet tall, not including the towers located an equal distance apart. Two sat either side of the gate, fitted with a pair of cannons. They didn’t give off welcoming vibes.

“Did you want to go in together?” Esther said as we reached Titania.

“No! I mean, it’s not like that’d be bad, but that’s not the point. They ain’t letting me in,” she said, pointing to the metal gate. It was clamped shut. Anything else, as a default state, would have been idiotic with demons roaming the wilds.

“Did you try calling?” Esther explained.

“Well duh. First thing I tried. But, nobody answered.

“That’s strange. Let me try.”

I followed Esther. At the side of the gate was a radio, welded into the wall. I’d seen something similar at a drive-through.

She pushed the button. “Hello. Is anybody there?”

The radio crackled, but nobody responded.

“That’s strange,” she said. “It’s common protocol to keep the radios manned.”

“They could be on a piss break,” I offered. “Let me try.”

I stepped up and called. Still, no response. However, I wasn’t willing to let that knock me back. I went with my tried and trusted formula. Brute force.

After a few minutes of insistent calling, something happened.

“Hello?” The voice was so small I almost missed it.

“Hey,” I responded. “We’re stuck outside your walls. Could you let us in?”

There was a long, awkward, pause. “I’m not supposed to let people inside.”

“How are we supposed to get in then?”

Again, a long gap.

“I’m supposed to tell somebody else, but they’re all busy,” the other side said.

I glanced at Esther. “What am I supposed to do about this?”

“Let me try,” she said, taking my place. “Hello? Can you please let us in. We don’t mean you any harm. Our wagon broke down two days from here. We’re looking for supplies so we can get it working again.”

“How did you get here?” they asked. “Two days is too long.”

“We’re demon hunters.”

“Demon hunters?!” It was the first bit of energy the voice had shown. “I’ll be right there!”

“I think you did it?” I said.

“Guess we’ll find out in a few minutes,” she said.

As promised, a few minutes later, the gate’s alarms started beeping. The huge metal barrier slowly opened up, giving us access to the village.

We went through the gap and found a young boy staring at us. His skin was bright red and his eyes were black on the outside and yellow in the middle. His messy head of hair was snow white and two red horns jutted from his forehead. He wore baggy gray shorts and a tight, black, vest top.

A fourth living being, a fourth race. My limited fantasy experience couldn’t decipher this one.

“Hey, kid,” I said. “You the one who let us in?”

He nodded. “Are you really demon hunters?”

“That’s us,” I said, thumping my chest.

“I can’t believe it. Real life demon hunters,” he cheered, squirming on the spot. “Mom is gonna be so happy.”

“Damn, we’re really popular,” I bragged.

“That’s not always a good thing,” Esther sighed.

“Why not?”

“Duh. Ain’t it obvious?” Titania said.

“Not to me.”

“When people are happy to see demon hunters,” Esther explained, “it usually means they’ve got a reason to need them.”

“Now that you’ve said it, I guess—”

“Who opened the gate!?” A bellowing voice echoed through the village, cutting me off.

The kid tensed, cheer draining from him. He quivered, turning towards the source.

A blitz of red shot through the sky and landed behind him, kicking up a storm of dust. When it cleared, another of his race was revealed. This time, it was a woman. At least, I thought it was. She was like no chick I’d ever seen. Her features were rough but feminine. She had a scar which passed over the bridge of her nose and a thick head of messy white hair that was tied in a clumsy ponytail. Her figure was curvaceous and it was hard to miss the huge pair of tits bulging her sleeveless vest.

Those all confirmed my theory. Her prodigious height caused one question mark. She was a head taller than I was and just as brawny. Her exposed red arms were muscular and grazed with an array of old wounds. A clear six-pack peeked from the cut of her vest. For a woman, she was huge and ripped.

“Pip, what did I tell ya about opening the gate?” she said.

“Sorry, mom,” Pip mumbled, playing with his hands. “I couldn’t find you. Then they told me they were demon hunters…”

She scoffed. “A good con man would say anything to get in these walls.” She glared at us. Her vivid yellow irises, framed in a sea of black, scanned over our merry band. “Now, tell us who ya really are.”

“What’s the big idea?” I protested. “We told you the truth. We’re demon hunters.”

“Don’t gimme that shit,” she growled. “Who sent ya?”

“Nobody sent us. What’s your problem?”

“Jake, calm down,” Esther said, tugging my cape.

“She’s the one who needs to cool it,” I complained.

“Let me handle it. Please.”

Didn’t matter if she was a cat in an alley or a beauty with luscious lashes. A look at Esther’s big brown eyes and I was putty in her hands.

“Fine, go for it,” I said.

Esther stepped forward. “Sorry for all this. I’m Esther. This is Jake, Titania, and Dessa.” She highlighted each of us in turn. “We’re a group of ordinary demon hunters who need some resources. We drained our wagon and don’t have any crystals to refuel. All we want is to trade.”

“Bullshit,” the red woman snarled. “The city sent ya. I know it.”

“Fuck you!” Titania growled, scrambling over. “I ain’t working for that stinking Goblin King.”

“Goblin King?” I whispered to Dessa.

“Not now, darling,” Dessa replied.

The huge woman glared at our half-pint orc. Titania was a tough cookie but this gal looked ready to eat her for supper.

“Words ain’t gonna get us anywhere,” she said. She drew a sword from her back and buried the blade into the floor. The entire thing was as big as Titania, in height and width. It helped explain her insane muscles. “You, male.”

“You talking to me?” I said.

“Damn right. Ya wanna prove yourselves? We’ll do it the oni way.” She cracked her knuckles. “If ya win, I’ll let ya all in.”

I raised my hands. “No offense, but I ain’t comfortable fighting a girl.”

“That’s what I thought,” she snarled. “No coward would be a demon hunter.”

“Jake, sweetie,” Esther said. “You have to fight her.”

“Are you serious?” I gasped. “She’s a woman. I don’t fight women. It’s not my style.”

“Have you ever seen a woman like her before?”

“That’s a good point…”

“You need to do this, Jake. Trust me.”

I bit my lip. Fighting a woman. Guys who beat up chicks are the lowest of the low. I’d never dreamed of facing one, even if she was bigger than me.

“Fine,” I sighed. “I’ll trust you.”

“Thanks, Jake. And one last thing.” She leaned in close and whispered. “Make sure you don’t use your demon powers.”

“Of course I wouldn’t. I don’t want to hurt her.”

“It’s more than that,” Esther warned, stroking my arm. “We need to keep what you are a secret. You can’t let anybody know you’re a half-breed. That means no using your powers if others are around.”

“I thought half-breeds are fine.”

“They are. But, well… you saw how Titania reacted. A lot of people won’t understand. It’s dangerous. Just trust me and keep it a secret.”

“Fine. Those magic words again,” I mumbled, stepping forward to face the oni woman. I threw my sword away. “I’ve had a chance of heart. I’ll fight you.”

“That’s more like it,” she growled, flashing her fangs. “We’ll see what yer made of.”

She kicked forward, bringing up a cloud of dust. Her huge body barrelled forward, right into my range.

I couldn’t block something so forceful. I dropped low and parried her mighty forearms.

She flicked back to her feet and went right after me, throwing sharp punches with each hand.

The barrage came thick and fast. I weaved away from the fists and smacked her arms away. It wasn’t just her physical abilities that were impressive. Her fighting talents were at a different level from my usual competition.

Roddy could learn a few things from her.

“What’s wrong, human?” she laughed, without stopping her onslaught. “Ya ain’t even thrown a punch.”

“Slow down a bit and I’ll change that,” I told her.

“Not on ya life. If ya wanna win ya gotta earn it.”

I clicked my tongue. Of course it wouldn’t be that easy. Fighting a woman was hard enough without making her a talented opponent. She had very few holes in her attack. Nobody got this good without proper training.

“Come on. Stop holding back,” she growled. “Ya can do better than this. Do summat or I’m gonna kick ya all out.”

I grunted. Esther was injured. I wasn’t gonna send her back out there.

She threw a clenched fist right at my jaw.

I dodged into her swing, leaning around her incoming arm. I scooped it over my shoulder and flipped her around, slamming her down onto her back. I held her arm straight, tight enough to stop her squirming free, and held my forearm against her throat.

She gave one struggle then went lax. A knowledgeable fighter knew not to fight in an armbar.

“Sorry about that,” I said, releasing her. “I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

She stood up and glared right into my eyes. The anger melted and she let out a jovial laugh. “Did ya hear that, Pip? The human is scared a wee throw hurt yer momma.”

“You’re okay?!” Pip chimed.

“Of course I am, you wee sod! It’d take more than a bit of roughhousing to hurt me.” She stretched her sweaty limbs. “That was a nice workout. Ya ain’t bad, male.”

“It’s Jake,” I reminded her.

“Aye, Jake. Sorry I doubted ya. Name’s Troya and ya and yer clan are good with me.”

“You believe us now?” I questioned.

“Damn straight. One of them mercenary swine would never fight like ya do. I can tell a lot about a man from a scrap. Yer a good egg, Jake. And if ya are, the rest of ya must be too.” She retrieved her mighty blade and heaved it onto her back. “Welcome to New Hoffen. All of ya, follow me. I’ll show ya to the inn.”

I watched her roam over, her son right on her heels.

“What just happened?” I asked, looking at the others.

“She’s an oni,” Esther explained. “They place a lot of focus on fighting. You earned her respect.”

“By throwing her to the ground?”

“It’s not like it’s something I understand myself.”

“What’s so strange about it?” Titania asked. “Fighting is a great way to learn about others.”

“And you wonder why orcs and onis get called muscle-heads,” Dessa giggled.

“Shut your mouth, unless you wanna fight too!”

“Only if you’re as gentle with me as Jake was with her. No wonder he won her heart.”

“I’m pretty certain that’s not what happened,” I interjected.

“Oi! Ya got rocks in yer boots?!” Troya yelled. “Get ya arses over here!”

“You heard her. Let’s go,” Esther said, leading us on.

Why, or how, it had all happened wasn’t the most important thing. We’d arrived at our destination in one piece. I was about to get my first experience of a Terix settlement.


Chapter 13


Troya was true to her word and guided us to the inn. It was a large, stone, building, located near the center of New Hoffen.

Most of the buildings, we passed, were made from stone. It provided a solid foundation that was overlapped with wood and metal. There was a certain patchwork feel, perfect for the whole dystopia vibe.

Despite my criticisms, they looked sturdier than my apartment back home.

My building analysis was but a passing fancy. It was the people who interested me the most. The residents of New Hoffen. Seeing other humans made me feel surprisingly emotional.

What’s wrong with you? It’s only been a few days, my inner demon reminded me.

It was an excellent point, but emotions weren’t ruled by logic. Before I saw them, for all I knew, I could have been the only human on Terix. I’d learned my own kind was alive and kicking.

We saw more than just humans. Other faces were mingled in, watching us pass. There was a tailed girl with blue skin. A short, stout, bearded man I pegged for a dwarf. Even a girl with rabbit ears. Probably a race not too dissimilar to Esther’s. The town was a smorgasbord of different species.

A world of just humans seemed so bland in comparison.

Once we reached the inn, Esther suggested we stay the night and look into our affairs come morning. The orange sky had turned dark and we were all tired after a second day of hiking through the demon-infested wilderness.

I didn’t argue. A meal and a proper bed sounded delightful.

Troya left us to our devices. We filled our bellies with food then retired to our room for the evening. There were four beds, perfect for our group.

We didn’t waste time trading frivolities. I dropped straight into bed and savored the softness against my body. Sleeping on solid stone put into perspective how good a proper mattress was. I went out like a light.

I didn’t stay that way.

A surge pulsed through me. I jerked and looked down at my lap.

Dessa’s golden eyes twinkled in the dark. There was enough light to see what she was doing. Even if I went blind, my body could feel it. Her soft, prodigious, breasts were wrapped around my cock. My tip poked free and was targeted by her tongue. She lapped me, coating my glans with her saliva.

“What the fuck are you doing?!” I growled.

“Shh,” she purred, giggling. “Do you want to wake the others?”

I tensed and looked at the other beds. There wasn’t any movement from either. Titania and Esther were still asleep.

“They’re both deep sleepers,” Dessa explained, kissing my cock with her puffy lips. “But, if you shout so loud, we’ll be exposed. Do you really want that?”

Every lick and suck and kiss made my dick surge.

“I know what you said,” she continued. “Your terms. But, sometimes a girl needs to make the first move. You’re too sensitive, darling. You need to let go. Stop worrying and do. Listen to your body.”

My cock didn’t hide its preference.

You heard her and I can’t say I disagree, my inner demon said. This hottie is begging for your dick and you’re holding back so you don’t upset the others. Be a man. Give her what she wants.

Dessa watched me, tits engulfing my base, lips latched around the head, tongue circling the very tip. I’d never encountered a woman half as titillating as she was.

She’d gotten my dick as stiff as it could get. Lust surged through my veins. And, this time, I didn’t have a promise that meant I had to contain myself.

I weaved my fingers into her hair and pushed her down.

Dessa moaned as her lips rolled down my shaft. She got moving, bobbing her head up and down, using her oral talents on my needy cock. At the same time, she jiggled her gigantic tits, slapping them against my exposed lap.

Shots of euphoria raced through me. I gripped the bed and bit down to stop myself from waking the others.

Her greedy mouth devoured me. No man could resist the combination of her pillowy udders and porn star lips. My climax surged and exploded into her throat.

She latched on and drained every drop from my cock. Dessa didn’t let go until I’d finished cumming inside of her mouth. Once she had, she opened wide and swirled it around, showing me the white mixing with her drool. Then, she arched her head and swallowed it all down.

I’d just finished blowing a heavy load, but she got my dick throbbing for more.

“So delicious,” she purred, white-dyed dribble flowing down her chin. “Oh, darling. Drinking your seed made me feel so hot.” Dessa stood and ripped away her loincloth. Next came that thong. She turned around, showing off her giant, brown, ass, and bent forward to push out her loins. As her tiny panties slipped down her thick thighs, a steamy scent wafted out. Glistening bridges of feminine excitement revealed themselves. Her pussy was beyond soaked.

Once her thong dropped around her ankles, she slid back, onto my lap. She didn’t ask permission, Dessa took what she craved. Her soaked mound took my stiffness inside.

It was as hot and tight as I remembered. Enough to make my cock flex.

Dessa cried out, arching her back and squeezing her own tits. “Yes, darling! Your cock feels so good!”

“What did you say about shouting?” I reminded her.

“Like I care if they see us. If they want to watch, that’s fine with me. Why should I be ashamed of how good your huge cock makes me feel?” She dropped her hands to my hips and leveraged her body. Her wide hips rose so she could drop and slam back down on my lap, milking another blissful cry from her mouth. She started riding, using me as her toy.

She’s making a fool out of us. Are you gonna let her get away with this?

“Not a chance,” I growled.

I ripped the flimsy bed sheet and stuffed the rolled up fabric into her mouth, gagging her.

Dessa tried to talk, but her voice was muffled. She went to remove it but stopped when I thrust into her loins. Her entire body rocked, massive tits bouncing, fat ass slapping against my lap.

It was just the start. I used my muscles and drove my stiff dick into her hot, dripping, folds.

She bounced, salacious curves wobbling. Her eyes rolled back and the gag smothered her moans. It was the only thing keeping her quiet. She sure as hell wasn’t trying to keep mum.

I took handfuls of her jiggling chest, sinking my palms into the softness. They were as squishy as fresh dough. Her diamond hard nipples were the only stiffness I could find. I kneaded, having my way with her man-milking tits.

Sorry, Titania. You’re really hot, but a man becomes an animal around a pair of breasts the size of his head.

Her body trembled and her tightness clamped down around my girth. She cried into the gag and twitched, gushing all over the bed.

I bit down and braced before her orgasm milked out mine. No way I could allow that. She had to know who was boss.

After spasming in my arms, and drenching my balls in her wetness, Dessa fell back against me. She panted through her nostrils, chest heaving up and down. Her golden eyes glanced at me. They were still flooded with life.

Good. I hadn’t contained myself to stop.

I twisted us around and pushed her onto the bed, flat down on her chest. There was enough blubber to cushion anything I wanted to do to her. And I could have said the exact same thing about her huge, chocolate, ass. It was as ripe and tender as those breasts.

My cock was still at home in her folds. I thrust and drilled back inside, smacking my crotch against her behind. Ripples coursed through the wobbling mass and I couldn’t help growling.

“You flaunt those tits, but your ass is amazing,” I told her, giving it a spank. The sound burst through the room.

She twitched and squealed into the gag. Her ass jiggled obscenely.

I gave her another. Slap. Right on the cheek.

“Don’t act like you hate this,” I said. “I can feel you tighten.” To prove my point, I spanked again. Her pussy clamped around my dick.

My attention left her cheek with a slight, red, tint. It was nothing compared to the color spread across her slutty face.

I pinned her shoulders and went back to doing the deed. Our sweat-dripping skin clapped together and the bed groaned under the pressure.

She glanced back at me with an expression every bit as blissful as I was feeling. Tears streamed down her cheeks, spreading her makeup, making an always enticing elf hussy that bit more alluring.

Her pussy made my hard cock pulse. Resisting her body wasn’t possible. Eventually, you had to give in.

“This is what you wanted, isn’t it?” I said, mounting and riding her gorgeous body. “I’m almost there. I’ll give you what you love.”

Dessa nodded and howled into the sheets. Her body was shaking, against her will. I knew what that meant. I wasn’t the only one heading to kingdom come.

She went rigid and squeezed down on my cock. Her body reached its endgame.

It was like a trigger. Her body pushed mine over the edge. I pinned my full force into her slit and released, flooding her insides with hot ropes of my seed.

I swallowed down grunts and unloaded all my cum inside of her. I’d last blown minutes earlier, yet she made me feel backed-up.

My orgasm savored the sensation of filling Dessa’s pussy once again. I drained myself dry inside of her.

I went lax and gasped for oxygen. The unmistakable stench of sex hung in the air. If any of the others woke, they would know something had gone down.

How did I know they weren’t already awake?

I snapped my attention both ways, expecting two sets of eyes glaring at me. The reality was two heads of hair. Two sleeping women not even looking my way. I let out a sigh of relief.

Dessa’s muffled cries called for me. She squirmed around, still trapped underneath.

I pulled out of her body and removed her gag. “You know, you have hands.”

She gasped as hard as I did. Her chin was wet with saliva. The rest of her glistened with sweat. Between her thighs, something extra.

“Well, of course. But, I couldn’t bring myself to remove it. That was your job,” she panted, leaning on her arms.

“Sorry if I got carried away,” I told her.

“Darling, you call that carried away? That was perfect.” She leaned in and kissed my toned stomach. “Most men are all talk, no bite. You, my darling half-breed, talk like a wimp. When I finally get you in bed, it’s like I’m being pinned by a wild beast. You’re so rough. So passionate. So commanding.”

“I don’t know what comes over me,” I confessed, combing my matted hair. “It’s like a switch gets flipped. Suddenly, I want to claim you.”

“You are a half-breed, darling.”

“What does that have to do with it?”

“It’s simple,” she purred, toying with my muscles. Her fingers traced my six-pack. “You, my darling boy, have demon blood flowing through your veins. Whether you like it or not, it influences you. It makes you primal. And what’s more primal than sex?” Her finger slipped down and to my crotch. “Tell me, do you ever have thoughts about claiming us? I, of course, mean me and our sleeping beauties.”

Hell yeah!

“Never,” I grunted.

“Don’t lie to me, darling. You’ll make me upset.” Her hand rested on my lap. The rest of her roamed up and pressed against my chest. Her golden eyes watched me. “It’s just the two of us. You don’t need to worry about offending the prudes. Tell me, do you ever wish that all three of us were your women? Do you ever wish we were your personal harem of demon hunters?”

Gonna lie to her again? You know you want it. Confess. She’s practically gagging for it.

“Fine,” I spat. “I confess. I’m a pig.”

“Now now, don’t sulk. It’s not like you’re pinning them down and forcing them. You’re a good guy, Jake. What’s the harm in having a harem? It might not be common in your world, but, in these difficult times, a strong man will have women fighting to be one of his wives.” She kissed my chest and rubbed my shaft. “The half-breeds of old used to have huge harems. Don’t think your desires are some exception. As a half-breed, it’s only right you desire to claim, own, and breed. You’re an endangered species. It’s basically your duty to make all the little half-breeds you can.”

“I…”

Dessa silenced me with a kiss. It lasted but a second. More than long enough.

“No more sulking. If a woman wants you, and you want her, take her. Accept who you are and what this world expects of you.”

You heard her. Time to stop worrying. Take what belongs to you.

Everything I’d learned on Earth seemed so distant. I couldn’t stop looking at the gorgeous elf. Her words were as hypnotic as her appearance.

“Fuck it,” I sighed, pulling Dessa in and making out with her. If she was so insistent on being the first member of my harem, then so be it. There was a good chance she’d be the last, but I wasn’t gonna let that stop me anymore.

We traded spit as her hand worked at getting me hard again.

“Look what you did,” I scolded as our lips separated.

“Oopsie,” she giggled, eyeing me like the succubus she was. “Now, what are you gonna do?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I’m gonna make my woman take care of it.”

She chewed on her bottom lip, almost snorting in excitement. “I’m glad I managed to get through to you.”

“Me too,” I admitted, taking her mouth again.

A good night’s sleep could wait until later. I planned to keep on going with Dessa until neither of us were physically able to continue. Not like I had any other choice.

Once again, she had claimed my night for herself.


Chapter 14


“Jake, is there something you want to tell us?” Esther asked as we gathered around the breakfast table.

Dessa stifled any possible attempts to hide our growing closeness. After we awoke, and settled down on the bottom floor of the inn, she took up a position by my side, attached to my arm. Sure, her cleavage always liked hugging my muscles, but this was different. She was more physical than usual. Dessa nuzzled against my shoulder like an affectionate pet.

“Yeah,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I’m not really sure how to say it…”

“My darling lover has decided to make me the first member of his harem,” Dessa proudly announced.

I winced and waited for a freak-out, from Titania especially.

“Congratulations,” Esther said.

“You’re not mad?” I asked, amazed.

“Of course not. You’re both adults. If you two want to be together, that has nothing to do with me. As long as you don’t let it get in the way of our work…”

I looked at the other. “What about you, Titania?”

“Like it’s any of my business,” she groaned, looking away. “I don’t care what you two do. Just don’t go showing it off. It’s gross.”

“Now now, don’t be such a virgin. There’s nothing wrong with a bit of public affection,” Dessa said, digging into the crook of my neck.

“Yes, there is! And don’t call me a virgin!” Titania snapped, jumping to her feet.

“Titania, sweetie. Please sit down,” Esther said, tugging her wrist.

The grumbling orc dropped back down, huffing and puffing below her breath.

Dessa giggled and glanced up at me. “There you go, darling. I told you it was alright. Silly boy, getting worked up over nothing.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” I laughed. It was a weight off my shoulders. I pulled Dessa closer by the waist.

“Well, ain’t ya all lively?” an appearing Troya said.

We shared pleasantries as our breakfast arrived. Troya joined us but turned down an invitation to eat.

“Glad I caught ya all. I wanted to talk,” the oni woman said.

“It’s about whatever’s troubling this town, I presume,” Esther said.

Troya laughed. “Right ya are, missy. Yer a sharp one. Aye, things ain’t too rosy at the moment. We’re in a spot of bother.”

“What sort of bother?” I asked.

“The usual kind. Demon bother.”

I tensed. “Tell us about it.”

“See, we ain’t struggled too much with the demons,” Troya explained. “Sure, there’s a lot, but they ain’t bothered our walls. That was until recent. In the last month, the demons have got more aggressive. They’ve been attacking us more than ever. Worst of all, it’s not some uncoordinated mess. They attack together, escape together. I ain’t never seen anything like it before.”

“Doesn’t sound like any demon I’ve ever met,” Titania said, spluttering mouthfuls of food.

“Aye,” Troya agreed. “Sure, some be imps, but they ain’t got the brains for tactics like this. They’ve been launching bloody big boulders at the dome. How could a bunch of imps do that alone?”

“Imps aren’t stupid, but they’re no tacticians,” Esther said. “Plus, they’re cowards. This seems too big for them.”

Troya nodded. “My thoughts exactly. Either way, they’re causing trouble. All my guards are banged up in the infirm’, they’ve smashed up a turret, and the damn shield is draining fast.”

“The shield?!” I proclaimed, jumping up.

“Aye. It ain’t gonna last much longer. We’ve begged the city for help, but they don’t wanna know. We don’t wanna abandon, but we were running out of options… until you lot arrived.”

“What do you need?” I ask.

“Them demons. We need them dead, fast,” Troya said. “But, even that ain’t gonna be enough. We need a new shield.”

“We’ll do it,” I said.

“Hold on,” Esther said. Everybody turned their attention to her. “We didn’t come here to save the day. My arm’s still broken. So is Titania’s spear. We’re in no condition to do this.”

“You can’t be serious?” I gasped. “She needs our help. This entire town needs us. We have to do this.”

“Jake, this is a serious job. It’s tougher than anything you’ve faced so far. We can’t handle it at half strength.”

“We’re going to abandon them?!” I yelled, smacking the table.

“That’s not what I said. But… we can’t help as we are.” She looked away. For the first time I noticed the irritation written all over her face.

I sighed and sat back down. “Sorry for yelling.”

“It’s okay. I understand,” she said.

“I don’t wanna put any of ya in danger,” Troya said. “If ya can’t do it, it’s fine. Worst comes to worst, we can take the road to the city. They might send an escort if we beg.”

“And you lose your home,” I said.

“Better than losing our lives,” she laughed.

How did she manage to chortle when I couldn’t manage a smile?

Troya’s booming chuckle softened and dropped us into an awkward silence until the oni spoke again. “Sadly, we won’t be able to spare any crystals for ya wagon. We need as many as we can get.”

“Don’t worry, I know,” Esther said. “I looked around town this morning.”

“Sharp as expected, lass,” Troya snickered. “Still, I’m sorry yer journey has been in vain. If ya wait long enough ya can hitch a ride to the city with us.”

“Thank you for the offer. We’ll consider it.”

“Right then, think I’ve been in yer hair long enough,” Troya said, backing off. “Feel free to stick around. Our bootstraps ain’t so tight that we need to start throwing out guests. Enjoy yer breakfast.”

None of us said a word as her heavy footsteps smacked across the ground and out of the inn. Even after, the silence lingered.

“Those fucking bastards,” Titania finally snarled, beating the table. “This town is on its last legs and they don’t give a shit. They’ve never gonna change. If it doesn’t benefit them, they don’t care who lives or dies.”

“They can’t have a monopoly if people can thrive outside their walls,” Esther said, nursing her drink.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“The city ain’t gonna do shit to help,” Titania growled. “If we wanna save this place, we’re gonna have to do it ourselves.”

“I already told you,” Esther said. “This job is dangerous. We’re not in a condition to fight.”

“There has to be a way,” I protested. “We can’t desert them. This is their home.”

“He’s right,” Titania said, grimacing. “I won’t cause another village to fall.”

The atmosphere turned heavy. It was suffocating. I was on the verge of getting out before I said something stupid.

“Now now, let’s think things through,” Dessa cooed, having already polished off her plate. I hadn’t even started. “It’s not as if New Hoffen only has a day remaining. Time is running out, but it also remains. Who says we can’t fix your arm in a jiffy? Did you forget you have a genius alchemist sitting right here?”

My eyes bulged. “That’s right! If we fix your arm, then there’s no reason we can’t help.”

“I’m sure I could get someone to fix my spear,” Titania said.

“How about it, Esther?”

Esther hummed, rubbing her chin. “Could you really fix my arm in such a short time?”

“Darling, do you doubt me? Don’t you keep me around because I’m a once in a generation talent?” Dessa purred.

“I guess,” Esther snickered. “If it’s you, I guess there’s a chance.”

“No way,” I cheered. “You mean…”

Esther nodded. “Yes. If Titania can get her equipment mended, and Dessa can fix my arm, there’s no reason we can’t attempt it.”

I looked at Dessa. “You can do it, can’t you?”

Dessa gasped. “Who do you think I am, darling? I’ll have her all patched up before you know it.”

A grin spread across my face that I could do nothing about. I scooped Dessa into my lap and gave her a big kiss.

She moaned and wrapped her arms around my back, giving as good as she got.

My dick bucked and smacked against her fat ass.

“Eww,” Titania spat. “What did I say?”

I tactically ignored Titania’s complaint and savored Dessa’s plump lips before releasing. “Sorry. How can I not want to kiss her after hearing that?”

Dessa giggled and shimmied her hips in my lap. “You’re gonna reward me when I finish, aren’t you?”

“Damn right,” I smirked, squeezing her succulent rump.

“Let’s try and keep this quiet until my arm is fixed,” Esther said. “We don’t want to get anybody’s hopes up.”

“Don’t worry, Esther. If Dessa says she can do it, I believe her,” I said. “I’m not gonna have anyone in my harem I don’t trust.”

“You don’t trust me?” Esther mumbled.

“What was that?”

“N-nothing,” she insisted, waving away my question. “Come on. Let’s finish up our breakfast before it goes to waste.”

My stomach groaned. With the matter sorted, my hunger was back in full force. Esther’s suggestion sounded incredible. I gorged down my grub like a greedy swine.

More demon meat. Still better than Pauly’s.


***


Once breakfast was done and dusted, I came to a realization. For the first time since arriving on Terix, I had nothing to do.

Dessa had to prepare a healing potion for Esther. Titania had to get her spear repaired. I didn’t have to do anything.

I had been blessed with free time. There was only one, small, issue. I had no clue what people did to entertain themselves on Terix. Back home, I could whittle away hours surfing the internet. If I didn’t fancy that, there was always a bounty of TV shows I could stream. Sometimes, I liked jumping onto a video game. My slender bank account meant my library was a joke, but it was still a great time sink.

Terix had vehicles, guns, and massive shield domes, but I hadn’t spotted a TV, phone, or computer. The closest I’d saw was a radio that I presumed wasn’t internet compatible. It hadn’t even played music.

“May as well look around,” I mumbled. Not like I had anything better to do.

I roamed the area, looking for an answer to my question. Nothing jumped out at me. People filled their time with work and conversation, but nobody was enjoying some portable tunes. I had half a mind to ask how they fought away the boredom, but their body language stopped me. They glanced at me, from the corner of their eyes, like I was a curiosity to be feared.

“Sure, I’m a stranger, but there’s no need for this,” I said to myself, looking down at my outfit. Black pants, some leather straps, and a red cape. “Even if I am dressed like a budget barbarian.”

Buying a less revealing outfit didn’t seem a bad idea, but they didn’t put me in the mood for shopping. Not that I had money to spend.

When the stares got too oppressive, I retreated from the town’s central hub and made my way to the outskirts. There was more room to breathe near the metal ring defending the town. The buildings, like the population, gravitated to the middle. That was where the inn was located, along with a single tower that could be seen from anywhere in the town.

Away from that hustle and bustle, I only found one person. A familiar white-haired boy. He was standing with a stick spread over his shoulders and a bucket hanging from each end. His eyes were shut, his face was strained, and his legs were trembling.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

He squeaked and fell back. The buckets crashed down and spilled rocks across the ground.

I dropped down. “You okay, kid? I didn’t mean to scare you.”

He sat up and rubbed the back of his head. “I’m good… ah! It’s the demon hunter from yesterday.”

“That’s right. I’m Jake,” I said. “Weren’t you called… Pip?”

He nodded.

“What were you doing?” I picked up one of the rocks. It was no pebble. A dozen of these in a bucket and you had a decent weight. “Trying to toughen up?”

“Not exactly,” he whined, biting his lip. “Mom is punishing me for opening the gate without permission.”

“Sorry about that,” I winced, rubbing my neck.

“It’s okay. It’s not your fault. I did it.”

“You didn’t have much choice. Nobody else was letting us in.”

“But, what if you hadn’t been telling the truth? I could have ruined everything,” he whined, lowering his head.

I ruffled his hair. “Cheer up. Nothing bad happened.”

“It’s not fair,” he whined. “I just wanted to help mom. She’s been so busy lately and I can’t do anything to help her. I wish I was big and strong, just like you.”

My lips flapped, but I just hummed. I had no idea how to respond to that.

He looked up at me. His alien eyes were sparkling. “Demon hunters are the coolest. They’re super strong and they protect everyone. You’re gonna help us, aren’t you?”

That I could handle. I flashed my winning smile and pumped my hand. “Damn right we are.”

“Is that so?”

I jumped and flicked my head. Troya was towering behind me, grinning. Someone her size had no business sneaking up on me, but there she was.

“M-mom,” Pip squeaked.

“Didn’t I tell ya to hold it until I came back?” She pushed me aside and scooped Pip into a headlock. Her other hand ruffled his hair. “Ya ain’t never getting strong sitting on yer hands.”

“I didn’t mean to drop ‘em!”

“Sorry, it’s my fault,” I said.

“A man who admits his mistakes. I like that.” She released her boy and looked at me. “Handsome as well. Not to mention strong. Ya any good in the sack?”

I spluttered.

“Mom!” Pip squealed.

She laughed. “Come on, cut me a bit of slack. The pickings around these parts are mighty slim. Not every day a fit piece strolls in.”

“Now that you say it, I don’t remember seeing many men around.” There was a handful, but the women dominated my headcount.

“Of course not,” Troya scoffed. “Like a bunch of slackers are gonna move out here when they get it good in the city. Couldn’t believe it when I saw ya. Can’t remember the last time I saw a male demon hunter.”

I raised a brow. “Men don’t usually hunt demons?”

She tilted her head. “What? Ya been living under a rock or summat?”

I swallowed. If I was expected to keep my inner demon a secret, I couldn’t well go and brag about moving between worlds.

“Yeah, something like that,” I laughed, rubbing my neck. “Can you tell me why?”

“You’re a strange one, but sure. See, when the demons first cropped up, most of the warriors who stood up to them were men. And we all know how that went.”

I nodded. I hadn’t had the history lesson, but it was obvious.

“With a serious men shortage going on, we women became the next generation of fighters. The blokes were treated as a precious commodity. Seems ya pricks took a liking to it,” she said, giving me a hard thump on the back.

It was meant in good spirit, but she almost knocked me over. “Why am I roped in with the others?”

“Sorry about that. Guess yer different from most men.” Troya looked at her son. “Boy, you could learn a thing or two from this one.”

“Yes, mom,” Pip mumbled.

“Hey, I’m nothing special,” I said. “You work harder than I ever could.”

“Ya trying to flirt with me?” she laughed. “Not that I’m complaining. If yer fine with an old, butch, gal like me…”

“Hey, you!”

I breathed a sigh of relief when I heard Titania. Never had her voice sounded so angelic.

“Did you need something?” I asked, glancing at the orc girl.

“My spear. They can’t fix it.”

“What do you mean that can’t fix it?”

“You stupid? I just said. They can’t fix it.” She groaned and shook her head. “Stupid blacksmith doesn’t have the material. Says he can’t do nothing till he has them.”

“Aye, that’ll be because of our demon problem,” Troya said. “I can’t go out collecting materials when all me guards are cooped up. Can’t exactly nip the quarry and leave this place undefended.”

“A quarry?” I said. “Could we get what the blacksmith needs there?”

“I reckon so. All sorts of crap down there. Must be where these walls come from.”

“How do I get there?”

“It’s not that far. I could scribble ya a map,” Troya said.

“Perfect. I’ll get what you need,” I told Titania.

“I’ll go too,” she said.

“Not happening.”

“Why not?!” she snapped, glaring at me.

“Because you don’t have a weapon,” I reminded her.

“I’ve got a shield.”

“What if we get separated and you need to fight through them? Will a shield be enough?”

She snarled. “What? You gonna go alone?”

“Who else? Esther’s injured and Dessa’s busy… and’s also Dessa.”

“Going alone is even stupider,” she snapped, pointing at me. “You’re asking to get killed.”

I laughed. “You’re all worried about me now?”

She recoiled, cheeks burning. “Don’t be stupid! I don’t care whether you live or die. It’s just boss won’t let you go alone.”

That was true. I couldn’t see Esther signing off on a dangerous, solo, mission. I would have to ignore her and do it without permission. That wasn’t happening. I wouldn’t betray her faith in me.

“How about me?” Troya said.

“You?” I said, cocking a brow. “Didn’t you say you’re stuck here?”

“Aye, usually. But, that was before a group of demon hunters came into town. Ya girls wouldn’t let me town get trashed, would ya?” she asked Titania.

“Of course not!” Titania said, posing with her hands on her hips.

“That’s sorted then. I know the quarry well. It’ll be an easier trip with me tagging along. We can head off now, if you want.”

I opened up to protest, but Troya didn’t seem like a woman to budge. Plus, we really needed the material. “Fine,” I relented. “Gimme an hour and we’ll head off.”

“It’s a date,” she laughed.

Knowing Troya, for the small amount of time I had, there was a definite chance we were about to head on what she actually considered an ideal date.

If she somehow ended up in my harem, I wasn’t sure I’d survive a single night.


Chapter 15


With Esther’s blessing, Troya and I left the confines of New Hoffen and ventured into the wilderness.

Troya inhaled. “Ah. It’s nice to get outside the walls. Can’t remember the last time I left.”

“I only got into town yesterday and I’m already back out here,” I sighed.

“Shouldn’t be a problem for a strong hunter like ya,” she laughed, slapping my back. “Ya better impress me today, Jake. I wanna see how you attracted that wee harem.”

“Whoa there. They’re not my harem. Well… not all of them.”

“If ya say so,” Troya chuckled. “If ya say so.”

We marched through the rocky roads, with her taking the lead. Didn’t take us long to run into a few nasties. Nothing dangerous. A few Rattledogs. Very common, if my encounter history was an accurate representation.

“Think ya can handle these?” she asked.

“I know I can,” I said, focusing my power.

Are you an idiot? Remember who you’re with.

I twitched. I’d almost forgotten Esther’s warning. Troya seemed a good lass, but that could change if she knew what I had flowing through my veins. I drew my blade. It would have to do.

“Fancy sword,” said the woman heaving a five-foot claymore on her back.

I gasped. The blade was bright blue. I hadn’t pumped any fire inside and I could feel the magic radiating from the sword.

“Thanks,” I said, trying to play it cool. “Let me show you what it can do.”

The dogs had waited patiently. They had big enough balls to reveal themselves but not enough to jump at someone higher in the food chain.

All bark, no bite.

As I hunter, I didn’t have such fears. I charged into the battle and slashed, blade cutting through their bodies with a roar of surging fire.

I didn’t need my demon eye to tell me they were beneath me. A few swipes and I’d eliminated them all.

“Not bad,” Troya said, applauding.

“What sort of hunter can’t handle a few Rattledogs?” I said, sheathing my blade.

“Ya’d be surprised,” she sighed. “Come on. Let’s move our arses. That ore ain’t gonna wait for us forever.”

“I’m kinda sure it is.”

“That don’t mean we gotta stand around, twiddling our thumbs. Let’s go!”

The quarry was around a mile away from the town. We managed to get there rather simply, with my glowing blade dealing with every meager threat we encountered. It was more impressive than any demon that aimed to stop us. It was a massive, gray, pit that sunk into the bowels of Terix, sides scraped away to form a set of stairs reserved for the feet of giants. The bottom was flooded, but there was still plenty of rock exposed for mining.

“Here we are,” she said. “Been a while. Good to see it’s not caved in.”

“That can’t happen. Can it?” I asked.

“I sure hope not,” she laughed.

We followed a wide, winding, path down into the pit. I kept my eyes open for the ingredient we needed.

“Do you mine crystals here?” I asked.

“Ya joshing me?” she said.

“I… I grew up really far away. There’s a lot of gaps in my knowledge,” I laughed, rubbing my neck.

“Must be crazy if ya don’t know where crystals come from. Thought everyone knows ya can only find them in dungeons.”

“Dungeons?”

She stared at me. “Ya don’t know what a dungeon is either?!”

“W-we never learned about any of that stuff.”

“A demon hunter who’s never heard of a dungeon. If that ain’t the craziest thing I ever did hear.”

“Guess I’m not your typical demon hunter,” I said, smirking. A sudden wave of bloodlust wiped it away. “Demons!”

I scanned the area, but there was nothing ahead, or behind. My gut was too certain for me to shake it off, so I checked up. Sure enough, a striped lizard was crawling down the sheer rock wall.

When our blue eyes met, it lunged.

I spun back, dragged out my sword and slashed its dropping body.

It howled and sprayed a messy stream of blood, but it remained in one piece. The lizard skittered back onto its belly and shot over the cliff edge. Another lizard emerged from the same location and pounced at me.

I blocked its snout with the blade and aimed for its neck.

My sword slashed air. It dodged back and grabbed my ankle with its tail, dragging me forward.

I buckled, opening myself to attack. It reacted quick, lunging for my exposed throat. An enormous slab of metal swung down and smashed it into the ground, popping its eyes clean from its shattered skull.

“Ya okay down there?” Troya asked, offering her hand.

“Thanks. You saved my ass,” I said, accepting and hopping back to my feet.

“Don’t mention it. That’s why I tagged along.” She pulled her greatsword out of the cracked ground. A mess of demon intestines coated the chunky blade. “We take a small break and this place is swarming with Rockwalkers.”

“Couldn’t make this easy for us, could they?” I sighed.

“Demons making things simple? Never,” Troya laughed. “Not scared of the scaley bastards, are ya?”

“Fuck no. I need to pay them back for making me look bad.”

“That’s what I like to here,” she cheered, patting my back. “Come on. Let’s go crush these critters.”

We descended deeper into the bowels of the quarry. The lower we got, the more Rockrunners showed their ugly mugs. Without my demon eye, I couldn’t get a proper grasp on their strength. They were more resilient than some of the foes I’d faced. Their speed was obvious. Each was around nine feet in length, but six of that was tail. They had striped bodies, that camouflaged decently with the rocky surroundings, and possessed the ability to navigate up vertical surfaces without an issue. It was hard to spot them at a distance. They sat on the walls and pounced when we got close. If it wasn’t for their glowing blue eyes, their prey wouldn’t see them coming.

A quarry was not the ideal location to fight them.

Two pairs of eyes sprung open and pounced down at us.

Troya roared and swung her greatsword like it was a kitchen knife, cleaving their bodies in two.

Another Rockwalker skittered up and went for a chunk of my leg.

I swung, forcing it back and baiting his tail attack. I sliced and cut the thing in two. The Rockwalker froze, overcome with agony, so I put him out of his misery.

“Dammit, where the hell is this ore?” I complained.

“Ya find that stuff deep,” Troya said. She stopped as another Rockwalker lunged for us. She caught it on her blade and tossed it to me.

I drove forward and chopped him in half.

Troya smirked. “Come on. To the bottom we go.”

We followed the path and slaughtered every demon we encountered. Mentally, I thanked everyone for making me take a partner. Troya was a beast. The Rockwalkers didn’t stand a chance against her greatsword.

My sword did enough, but the constant swinging made my muscles ache. I gasped for air as we approached the last level.

I swung at another lunging Rockwalker. My sword sunk into its hide but didn’t go all the way through. The beast squirmed and kicked at me, scratching my exposed skin, as I forced the blade free.

“We’re almost there. Don’t quit on me now,” she said.

“Not planning on it,” I said.

She guided me to the lowest floor that wasn’t submerged under water. Up until then, the walls had all been a dull gray. The difference in the depths was startling. Our surroundings twinkled, reflecting the sunlight bleeding into the quarry.

“Here we are,” Troya said. “Gotta find the chunk we need and dig it out.”

“You make it sound so easy,” I huffed, pointing my sword at the blue eyes watching us.

Troya laughed. “We’ve come this far. What a dozen or two more Rockwalkers?”

“I miss the Ridgerunners,” I groaned.

Our hoard belonged to them and they weren’t eager to surrender it. They spread out across the walls, surrounding us, before striking.

I stepped in and met the first Rockwalker head-on, slashing through its snout.

The next lot swarmed at my side. I leaned into my dominant hand and smacked the appropriate demon’s head with my hilt. It opened space on my side I used to slice through the next.

Something grabbed my ankle and pulled me down. I fell on my back and was covered with nasty demon lizards.

“Fuck you,” I snapped, stabbing one through the midriff. Not my best move. I couldn’t get my sword back out.

Another Rockwalker scrambled on top, biting at my face.

I flicked my head around its indisposed cousin, using its skull as a handy shield.

The demon grew tired of my cat and mouth game and sunk its fangs into the injured Rockwalker. It pulled back, ripping off its head, splattering my exposed face with blood.

“Dude, he was still alive,” I said.

He spat out the decapitated head and snarled at me. Didn’t seem he cared.

Troya slashed, giving the demon a taste of his own medicine, freeing me from my unfortunate predicament.

“Back on your feet,” she ordered, swinging her oversized blade. The demons skittered away before they turned into lizard paste.

I nodded, kicking over my meat shield and pulling my sword from its body. Half the demons remained and, sure enough, they were those I’d been tasked with killing. One of us had been more than pulling their weight.

“Sorry about being a liability,” I said.

“It’s okay. Time to show me what you can do. These wee bastards have stopped throwing themselves at me. I can’t get ‘em.” She swung her blood-stained sword, but they danced back once again.

“Leave it to me,” I huffed, charging. Not right at them, but around them.

The remaining swarm flicked their attention between us both as I darted. They’d been smart enough to dodge Troya’s attacks, but not clever enough to see my plan.

I got behind them and lunged in.

They yelped and hopped away from my blade. As their feet tapped back on the ground, Troya stepped in and swung, clubbing through the mass. The first demon was turned into an unrecognizable clump. Each body collected up and dulled the final blow, letting the last Rockwalker off with only a crumpled body.

It hissed and flopped around on its back, middle squashed like a tube of toothpaste. I stepped over, gasping for air, and pierced its throat with a final slam.

I dropped to a knee. That was the last one.

“Ya did it,” Troya cheered, thumping my back. “Ya don’t know shit, but that was a good move.”

“Nobody ever said I was smart,” I sneered.

“Who needs brains when ya can fight?” she laughed.

I refilled my burning lungs and staggered back onto my sore legs. “Guess it’s time to dig.”

“Ya can leave this one to me,” she said, flashing her fangs. “I’ll get ya a big chunk of the good stuff.”

“This is my mission. I’ll handle it.”

“Unless ya know the first thing about mining, it ain’t happening. Ever done it before?”

“No,” I confessed.

“There ya go. Sit back. This old gal is gonna show ya what she can do.”

“Thanks, Troya. I know I insisted, but I really wasn’t looking forward to any more swinging.”

“Give that pretty body a rest. We’ll be on our way back before you know it.”


***


True to her word, Troya mined a chunk of metal ore in the blink of an eye. With arms as big as hers, the quarry didn’t stand a chance.

Our journey back was a lot simpler with the Rockwalker infestation taken care of. I welcomed the chance to rest my tired arms.

We escaped the quarry, without incident, and set off on the road back to New Hoffen. Even that was rather quiet after the pest control we’d performed on our initial journey.

“Hope ya had fun hanging out with an old gal like me,” Troya said.

“About as much fun as can be expected in a demon-infested quarry,” I replied.

She laughed. “Ya got me there. Not exactly many tourist spots ‘round these parts.”

“We got what we needed. That’s all that matters,” I said, patting the bag hanging from my waist.

“Ya can trust our blacksmiths to do the job properly,” she assured me. “They’re dwarves ya know. Can’t go wrong with a dwarf.”

I grinned. It was perfect. We were halfway there. Once Dessa was finished with her healing potion, we could save New Hoffen.

We got back to the outskirts of the town. Bangs ripped through the air.

“Ya gotta be kidding me,” Troya growled, racing forward.

I followed her and the sound of gunshots. They led us around the perimeter, to a group of imps who were camped in cover, hurling balls of fire at the town.

Esther took cover behind a rock, firing her pistol at them. There were bloody blue corpses scattered, so her attack hadn’t been in vain, but she was struggling to do more. From a glance, it was obvious she was struggling to stay standing.

Titania was also there, firing from around her shield, but her attacks were so inaccurate they hardly deserved a mention.

Troya ignored the girls and ran straight at the imps. She roared, at the top of her lungs, and jumped right in, slamming her sword into the ground. The floor split from the force, cracking a rock in two and splattering the demon who had been using it for cover.

Her impact startled the rest of the imps. They began screaming and raced off, toward the nearby forest.

I chased after them, but their head start was too great. They escaped before I could be of use.

“Dammit,” Troya snapped. “Bloody imps. I turn my back for two seconds and they ransack the joint.”

I sheathed my blade and rushed over to Esther. “Are you okay?”

“Jake,” she said, breathing hoarse, expression pained. “I’m fine.”

“Looks like you’re about to faint.” I took her gun. “I’m taking you back inside.”

“Really, I’m good,” she insisted. She went to turn around, but she stumbled into my arms.

“See,” I sighed, supporting her.

“I’m sorry, lass,” Troya growled. “I shouldn’t have left this to all of ya. This is my fight. Not yers.”

“It’s okay. I can hardly turn a blind eye if demons are on your doorstep,” Esther giggled, lacking her usual sparkle.

“I should have been here,” Troya sighed.

“Don’t beat yourself up,” I said. “You really helped us out. We’ll repay the favor, twofold. I promise.”

The corner of her mouth jumped. “Ya got a way with words, Jake. I’m feeling better already.”

I shrugged. “It’s what I do.”

She laughed. “Cocky wee shit. Come on, let’s get back inside. Doubt the imps will show back up today, but ya never know.”

“And I need to get this one back to bed.”

Esther grumbled. “You make it sound like I’m a child.”

“If you act like one, I’m gonna treat you like one,” I scolded, scooping her up into my arms. “We’re going.”

I could tell Esther wanted to argue, but she kept quiet and let me carry her.

We all went back inside. I hurried to the in and put Esther back in bed. Titania’s spear was as good as fixed, but Esther was further away from full health than ever. We had to get her healed. For her sake and for all of New Hoffen.


Chapter 16


Troya was right. The imps didn’t show their faces again that day. Nor did they attempt a sneak attack at night. I was up late, with a certain sultry elf, so I would have noticed a commotion.

They stayed away, so Dessa and I got to play.

I did manage to get a bit of sleep and was rather surprised to wake up full of spirit. From the way Dessa had drained me, waking up like a zombie wouldn’t have been a shock.

We filled our bellies with food, then went our separate ways. Once again, I was left to roam and entertain myself. Easier said than done in a world lacking in the technology I was used to.

“I miss my shows,” I sighed. I’d given up searching for fun on the outskirts and had proceeded to flop down and daze at the sky. The shield didn’t seem as dense from the inside. I had no problem watching the clouds pass by.

“Yoo-hoo, lover boy,” a familiar voice cheered. Dessa waved and bounced towards me. Her oversized tits jiggled and threatened to pop from her skimpy outfit.

My eyes didn’t miss the chance to perv on her bounty of swinging, brown, flesh.

I sat up and crushed my thighs together to stop anything from getting stiff. “Dessa. Did you fix Esther’s arm?”

She sighed and shook her head. “This place doesn’t have what I need. Honestly, why so much Cave Lupin and no Brava Trillium? Sure, it looks pretty, but what ailments do they expect it to cure?”

“Dessa, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

She giggled and ruffled my hair. “You don’t have to, darling. Dumb men are fine, as long as they’re handsome.”

“Hey!” I snapped. “Who you calling dumb?”

“Now now, don’t get so hung up over minor details like that. I have more important duties for you to handle.”

I crossed my arms and glowered. “You’ve got a funny way of asking for a favor.”

“Oh. So, you don’t want to help Esther?” Dessa said, smirking.

“What? You…” I clicked my tongue. “What is it?”

She clapped her hands and giggled. “I knew you’d come around, darling. It’s simple. We’re gonna go ingredient hunting.”

“For some of that Brava… tree stuff?”

“Brava Trillium, darling. It’s a kind of flower. And, yes, we’ll be looking for that.”

I stood up and stretched my limbs. “Of course I’ll help. Not like I’ve got anything else to do.”

“My my, I knew I could count on you,” she said.

“Naturally. I’d walk on hot coals if it’d help Esther.”

“You’re gonna make me jealous,” Dessa purred, wrapping herself around my waist. “Save that line for when she’s about. She’ll be all over you.”

“Not everyone is like you,” I reminded the affectionate elf.

She grinned up at me. “And not everyone is as innocent as you seem to suspect, darling.” She tugged my arm, juicy breasts jiggling around my muscles. “Shall we go?”

“Alone?”

“Why, of course. We can’t bring Esther. Titania’s trusty spear is still in pieces. And the new apple of your eye won’t risk leaving after yesterday.”

“Are you serious?” I groaned. “I’m not interested in Troya.”

“Isn’t she pretty?” Dessa purred.

“Of course she is. But, she’s got a kid. Plus, I’m not sure I’d survive if she got her hands on me.”

“But, nothing about how you aren’t interested in adding to your harem,” the grinning elf said.

I froze. She’d walked me right into that one. Damn manipulative elf. I gave her thick ass a sharp swat. “Enough sass. Let’s go.”

“Right away, darling!”


***


Two days and two excursions outside of the village. I hadn’t gotten a moment’s peace since arriving. But, that wasn’t all bad. The quicker I completed these quests, the sooner we could save New Hoffen.

We didn’t follow the same road that I’d used the day before. Instead, we headed for flatter ground and ventured into the forest. It was the same one the imps had used to escape.

“So, what does a Brava Trillion look like?” I asked.

“Brava Trillium,” Dessa corrected. “It’s a small, red, flower with three petals. It’ll be hard to miss.”

The floor was rather red, but that was thanks to the dead, dry, leaves that had evacuated for the coming winter. I couldn’t see any flowers.

“You sure we’ll find them here?”

“Of course, darling. We’re not searching blindly. No no. We have the spirits aiding us.”

“You keep saying that. What do you mean by ‘spirits’?” I asked.

“It means what it says,” Dessa giggled. “The spirits are guiding us to our destination.”

“When you say spirits,” I questioned, scratching my head, “do you mean like… ghosts?”

“No no, that is far too juvenile a deduction of my abilities,” she said. “We elves, darling, are a race more in touch with nature than any other native to this world. We can communicate with the lingering souls that can’t be seen with the naked eye. I do not call myself a mystic without good reason.”

“Is that really so different to ghosts?” I asked.

“Of course. Totally different.”

“Sounds the same to me. But, I didn’t really understand any of it.”

“You don’t need to,” she purred, nuzzling into my shoulder. “You’re the brawns, I’m the brain.”

“I’m not sure if that’s supposed to be a compliment or not,” I confessed. To begin with, I didn’t believe in stuff like ghosts or spirits. I wasn’t a spiritual guy. Then I was attacked by shadows, rescued by a catgirl, and teleported to another world. After that, I couldn’t be certain about anything. Hell, I was apparently half-demon.

Nothing ‘apparently’ about it.

We kept venturing forward, following the directions given by Dessa’s imaginary friends. After an eventless stroll through the forest, we arrived in a small, green, clearing. In the middle was a small lump of red.

“There we are,” Dessa said, dragging me along to collect her prize.

“That was easy,” I said. We hadn’t even encountered any demons. The woods had been dead. “I don’t like it.”

“Now now, don’t sulk,” Dessa mocked, nuzzling me. “Just because you didn’t get to use these muscles.”

“That’s not the issue here,” I protested. “Demons never make anything easy.”

“Such a pessimist.” Dessa released my arm and strutted forward, teetering on her six-inch gold heels. She waltzed right to her prize and plucked it. “See? Nothing—”

The ground exploded around us and wooden shapes dragged their clumsy bodies out of the dirt floor. It was a half-dozen wood sprites.

“What did I say?!” I rushed over to Dessa and channeled my demonic power. My fists roared with blue fire and a crackle of energy transformed my eye.

Their levels were revealed. They were strong. About equal to me.

But, weak to fire. That should give us the edge.

“But, there are six of them. And I’ve got to look after Dessa.”

She didn’t seem overly concerned, but I’d come to expect that from her. “Lucky you, darling. You get to use those muscles after all.”

“That’s not a good thing,” I reminded her.

“Now now, a growing boy needs all the nutrients he can get.”

I agree. Let’s have a wood feast.

“Never use that phrase again,” I groaned.

The sprites finished rising, like members of the undead, and turned their full attention to the pests who had disturbed their sanctuary. They communicated through a series of honks before charging as a unit.

“Dammit. Get down,” I ordered, pushing Dessa to the floor. I stepped forward and took the initiative, striking the closest with a flaming uppercut.

My fist connected, gifting the sprite a destructive beard of fire. It faltered but didn’t stop its brethren. The next swung a punch at me.

I slid to the side and grabbed a bulky wood arm. Drawing out my enhanced strength, I swung its body and drove it into the flanking mob, knocking the trio off balance.

“Move!” I yelled to Dessa.

The final sprite came in fast. I turned into a stomach smashing jab.

My body flung a meter back. I retched and stumbled down to one knee. Its towering body closed me down and drove its clubbing arms at my skull.

I got my hands up and caught the blow. My palms ached, but it was better than my head splitting.

Its wooden arms caught fire and he stalled, opening his guard.

“Take this!” I spat, jumping forward, punching the thinnest point where its torso joined with its pelvis. My fist went straight through, splitting the wooden beast in half.

As its body fell, the next wave of demons was revealed.

“Fuck,” I said, sprinting for the trees.

They kept chasing, even after I’d dipped into the woods. However, their group had to split to maneuver around the trees.

I forced them apart and turned on my heels, sucker punching the sprite on my tail.

He burst into flames. Another shot from out of cover and swung straight at me.

I dodged, slid behind a tree, and went back to running. The surviving sprites remained in pursuit.

Another sprite jumped in front of me. His lower jaw had been burned away, revealing a gaping, blue, melted, hole.

The surprise stopped my stride. I skidded on the dry leaves and almost slid into a bearhug. Its partners charged behind me. I dodged to the side and sent them crashing together. Their wooden bodies slammed and their limbs locked together. When one lifted its head, I drilled a punch through its eyes, clean through the bark and into the squelching mush.

Another pushed up, but I struck him. “Stay down!”

As long as they couldn’t attack, they were cannon fodder for my flaming fists. I beat the trapped sprites until their bodies were turning to ash.

I gasped for air and stumbled off them. That was five sprites taken care of. There had been six.

Where was the other? And where was Dessa?

“Dessa!” I yelled. There wasn’t a response. I clicked my tongue and ran back to the clearing. She wasn’t there and neither was the missing sprite. Half a sprite crawled at me, so I buried my boot and finished it off.

She couldn’t have gotten far. I had to find her.

I looked around for clues. On the other side of the clearing, the ground had been disturbed by something big. The missing sprite. I followed the broken branches and the crushed pits of leaves.

“Dessa!” I kept shouting.

The obvious tracks led me deeper into the forest. I arrived at the mighty, standing, remains of what had once been a tree. Death had transformed it into a husk too powerful to tumble to the ground. The sprite was there, clubbing at the trunk, cracking the old figure.

No sign of Dessa.

“You bastard,” I snarled, rushing the sprite. “Where is she?!”

Its blue gaze snapped to me. The demon honked and started spinning its body, performing its helicopter offense.

I charged right in and threw a punch with all my strength.

Our fists collided. My summoned fire exploded, shooting its dismembered hand off across the forest.

I smacked his other arm, force ripping it off, throwing it into the wilderness. My next punch went right in the gut, knocking the bastard in half.

His limbless torso fell to the floor, unable to move. His head flicked around, and his mouth honked, but that was all he could muster.

“Where is she?” I growled, putting my foot on his chest. “What did you do to her?!”

“My my, always so dramatic.”

I snapped to attention. Dessa wiggled her way out of a narrow opening in the trunk, juicy proportions complicating what would have otherwise been a routine fit.

“Dessa,” I muttered, rushing over and hugging her tight.

“Ah,” Dessa gasped. It turned into a giggle and she swayed in my hold. “Hmm, did me being a damsel get you in the mood?”

“This isn’t time for jokes,” I said, holding her head to my chest. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

Her hands weaved up my back, under my cloak. “Did you honestly think a rejected tree would kill me?”

“I didn’t know what to think…”

“Honestly, I’m the most resourceful of the bunch. Look,” she pulled the flower from her pouch. “I didn’t even lose our prize.”

She was too cool. I couldn’t help pulling her up and kissing her.

Dessa sure as hell didn’t mind. She gave it right back.

By the time we stopped, I had to catch my breath all over again. “Come on, let’s go back,” I said.

“Sounds good to me,” she purred. “All this fieldwork isn’t my style. I’m expecting a big reward.” Her hand rubbed against something that couldn’t help getting huge for her.

“You’ve earned it,” I growled, taking her lips again.

With her safe, there was only one issue. That we had to get all the way back to New Hoffen before I could tend to the stiffness she’d given me.


***


Once we’d gotten back, and I’d exorcised the stress from our flower picking trip, Dessa got back to her alchemy.

Before the sun had set, she returned with news.

“Ta-da,” Dessa said to us all as we gathered around the inn table. She placed a small, pink, bottle on the surface.

“You’ve finished?” I gasped.

“I have. Is that really so unexpected?”

“We’ve only been back for a couple of hours.”

“Darling, I’m an exquisite alchemist. I could brew a concoction like this in my sleep.”

Esther picked up the bottle and gave it an inspection. “This will heal my arm?”

“Of course,” Dessa purred. “Don’t you trust me?”

She answered with actions, swigging the entire bottle in one go.

“How long until it works?” Esther asked, looking at her bound arm.

“Why it’s working already,” Dessa said. “However, it will take time to complete the treatment. Your arm should be as good as new by tomorrow.”

“This better work,” the cross-armed Titania mumbled.

“Of course it will. This is a potion brewed by your genius alchemist.”

“We’ll find out tomorrow,” Esther said, standing. “I’ll have an early night.”

“Me too,” Titania said, jumping up. “I can’t wait to get my spear back.”

“They’ll really have your spear fixed tomorrow?” I asked.

“That’s what they told me. It’s like you don’t believe me or something,” she groaned, rolling her eyes.

“I’m sure he didn’t mean it like that,” Esther said, patting her shoulder.

“What she said. I’m just… excited.” I couldn’t sit still or stop myself from grinning. “If this works, we’ll have this place saved tomorrow.”

“Patience, Jake,” Esther tutted, wagging a finger. “Slow and steady wins the race.”

“But—”

“No arguing. Preparation is the key to any victory. We won’t begin until we’re ready.”

“Fine,” I sighed, slumping against the table.

She patted. “Don’t worry, we all want the same thing. We’re not going to abandon this place.”

I smirked. “Now that’s what I want to hear.”

“I’m glad. No more sulking. Let’s all have an early night so we can see the results together.”

“But, my reward,” Dessa grumbled.

“We’ll save it for another time,” I told her.

“If you say so, darling. I’ll expect you to keep my word.”

“Breaking a promise isn’t my style.”

“Enough flirting,” Esther said. “To bed. Even you.”

“If you insist,” Dessa sighed. “Although, I already know what the result will be.”

For all my outward gusto, there was still a part of me which felt the magic potion was too good to be true. I trusted Dessa, but it went beyond logic. It was the golden ticket to New Hoffen’s salvation.

I couldn’t wait to see the result.


Chapter 17


I struggled through another poor night’s rest, and it wasn’t because of a horny elf. My mind was occupied with Esther’s health. I was like a kid on Christmas.

When morning finally arrived, I was straight out of bed, awaiting news.

“How do you feel?” I asked Esther, who was also up at the crack of dawn.

“I feel… great,” she said, shifting her arm around. She removed all the bandaging and flexed her fingers. “It’s completely healed.”

“That’s awesome, boss,” Titania said. I hadn’t been the only one awaiting news.

“I told you,” Dessa groaned from her bed, eyes still closed, pink hair an uncombed mess. There had to be one.

“This is amazing,” I exclaimed. “We can save New Hoffen.”

“Didn’t I tell you to be patient?” Esther reminded me. “My arm just finished healing. Jumping right into a dangerous mission would be madness.”

I bit my lip and groaned. It wasn’t easy.

Esther wagged a finger. “Don’t make that face at me. First, I’ll make sure my arm is ready to fight. Then, and only when I’m satisfied, will we move onto phase two.”

“Do you have to talk about this so early?” Dessa grumbled, placing her pillow over her head.

Esther rolled her eyes. “Come on, you two. Let’s go get breakfast and leave the grouch alone.”

“Not me,” Titania said. “I’m gonna go get my spear.”

“This early? Sweetie, let the blacksmith sleep.”

“No way! I’m not waiting another second.” Titania rushed off on her own, excitable as ever.

“Guess it’s just the two of us,” I said.

“You’re right!” Esther grabbed my hand. “Come on. Let’s go.”

We left Dessa and got a very early breakfast. The lack of coffee was less than ideal, but seeing Esther using two arms was a glorious sight.

Her cheeks went pink. “Do you have to stare so much?”

“Sorry,” I laughed, rubbing my neck. “I can’t believe it worked so well. You look amazing.”

Esther squeaked and wiggled. “Thanks, Jake. But, I can’t be sure it’s at one hundred percent. I’d actually like your help with something.”

“Anything you need. Just name it.”

“I knew you’d agree. We’ll handle it after breakfast. Make sure not to eat too much. I don’t want you to be sick.”

A sweet voice giving that sort of warning made me choke on my food. What did she mean by that?


***


“This is it?” I said.

“Is there a problem?” Esther replied, tilting her head.

“I wouldn’t say ‘problem’. But, don’t you think you oversold this?”

“Not at all. Training is very important.”

Didn’t seem like the kind of activity that required an ominous puke warning.

We’d ventured to the outskirts of the town, to a secluded location fenced off from the rest of the village. It was a training spot, reserved for the town’s guards. Esther had acquired permission to use it, or so she claimed. There wasn’t much harm in it with the actual guards being cooped up in the infirmary.

“Couldn’t you have asked Titania?” I said.

“Is something the matter? Don’t you want to train with me?” she said.

“It’s not that, but… sparring? Is that really appropriate?”

“Jake, it’s okay. See.” Esther flexed her arm.

“That’s not my issue.” I winced and rubbed the back of my neck. “You know I don’t feel comfortable fighting women.”

Esther blinked and burst into a fit of giggles. “Oh, that’s it?”

“Hey,” I snapped. “This is serious! I don’t want to hurt you.”

She snickered. “Silly. That won’t be a problem.”

“What do you mean by that?” I said, folding my toned arms.

“It means the way it sounds. You’re not gonna hurt me because I won’t let you hurt me.”

“Are you trying to provoke me?” I growled.

“Maybe,” she giggled, into her fingers. “Is it working?”

“You’re getting there,” I confessed.

“Okay, then I’m really gonna get you invested. Let’s make this a competition. The loser has to do one thing which the winner asks of them.”

My eyes bulged. Dangerous ideas ran through my mind. A free ticket to make Esther do anything I desired. That was one hell of a prize.

“I’m in,” I said.

“I thought you might be.” She stretched her muscles and entered a fighting stance. “Make sure you don’t hold back. I won’t.”

“You can count on me,” I assured her. Of course, I didn’t use my demon energy. But, I was playing to win. I’d managed to defeat Troya without doing any damage. I was sure I could do the same thing to Esther.

“Okay. Begin,” she said. Then, she wasn’t there.

I backed off and lifted my guard. It was like some magic trick. She’d vanished into thin air.

A blurry kick swung into my vision.

My arm flicked on instinct, deflecting the blow. I threw a counter punch, but Esther had already vacated the area.

“Too slow,” she said.

I swung a backfist at the voice, but all I hit was air.

Esther had ducked. She smiled and smashed a palm into my stomach.

Dodging was impossible. She hit me clean and drove me back. I clutched my gut and winced. It was an embarrassing walkover.

Concern lit up her features. “I didn’t hit you too hard, did I?”

I couldn’t tell if it was gamesmanship or genuine concern, but it lit a fire under me. Being pitied by an opponent made me feel weak. I sucked up the pain and got back into position. “Didn’t feel a thing. You’re gonna have to do better than that.”

“Okay. Here I come again,” she said as she made a move.

I’d seen it once and I caught it the second time. It was no illusion, it was raw speed. She was lightning quick. I should have known. We’d fought together in my world and I’d seen her in action. Being on the receiving end was different from spectating. I couldn’t appreciate her pace until it was directed at me.

Her strikes were as swift as her approach. They chopped through the air, the next unleashed before the first had hit.

I followed the moves and shifted my guard. Even though I could see them coming, keeping up was no easy task. She had me pinned on the back foot. Her amazing speed nullified my superior strength.

If I didn’t take a risk, I couldn’t escape her control.

I roared and lunged forward, into her attack.

She switched, mid-strike, and kicked off my chest. Her leap put distance between the two of us.

“That was better, Jake,” she told me.

“Are you trying to push my buttons?” I asked.

“What? No,” she insisted. “I’m complimenting you.”

“Sure doesn’t feel that way.”

“Maybe because I’m winning so easily?”

“Why, you.” I took the initiative and rushed at her.

Esther didn’t react as I expected. She met me in the middle and went straight into attack mode.

Her frontal assault stunned me. My body shifted to defense, but that would put me back where we started. I forced myself to attack. Her array of moves was dazzling, but I had to give back. If I didn’t, it would be another one-sided conquest and nothing more. As long as I was on the attack, Esther couldn’t go all out. She had to put some effort into avoiding my strikes.

It was our closest fight, but I still couldn’t hit her. If was like trying to catch the wind. She zipped around and exploited even the smallest gaps in my stance.

Going off her slender, feminine, beautiful, appearance, she should have been the easiest fight of my life. It was the opposite. I’d never faced anybody of her caliber. For the first time, I was outmatched.

Losing to a girl was always the schoolyard shame. However, I wasn’t embarrassed. As I accepted her supremacy, my irritation faded. There was nothing humiliating about losing to a better fighter. Esther was no ‘girl’. She was a talented, tough, demon hunting badass who had saved my life. I wasn’t angry that she bested me, I was pleased that I got to spar with her.

I didn’t dream of throwing in the towel, but I could tell where the match was heading. Her blows chipped at my momentum and forced me into a retreat. I was about to lose my first fight in a very long time.

My backstep landed on a rock. It flicked under my toes, taking my balance with it.

“Fuck,” I grunted, falling back.

“Jake!” Esther squeaked, grabbing my arm.

She was fast enough to stop my fall, but not strong enough. My weight dragged her with me.

On instinct, I grabbed her and pressed her into my chest. My back slammed to the dirt and kicked up a cloud of dust. It burned my eyes and triggered a coughing fit. That stuff wasn’t good on the lungs.

I rolled onto my hands and knees as my throat finally settled down. “Esther, you okay?” I wheezed.

She was below me, big brown eyes looking up, shock written all over her face. Her beautiful, pale, skin was covered in dirt, but it couldn’t do anything to hide her allure. That narrow nose. Her glossy, pink, lips. Soft cheeks, tinted red.

My cock stiffened. I jumped away.

“Sorry,” I spluttered. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

“It’s fine. I’m okay,” she said, sitting up.

Our time spent sparring was so casual, yet it had vanished. I looked at her and didn’t know what to say. When I saw her face from point-blank, my emotions rushed back to the first time I saw her in the flesh. She was an angel who had arrived to save me.

It was the ‘angel’ who broke the silence.

“I guess you won,” she said.

“Huh?”

“You got me in the end. It’s your victory.”

“No way,” I protested. “I made an ass of myself. I didn’t win.”

“I couldn’t land the final blow and you managed to pin me.” Esther looked down, toying with her tail. “In a real battle, it doesn’t matter how you win.”

“Esther—”

“A promise is a promise!” she announced, clamping her eyes shut. “You won, so I owe you a favor. Anything you want from me, I’ll do…”

My heart began to race. It’d slipped my mind. A free pass to make Esther do anything I desired.

You know what we could do with this. It’s the moment we’ve been waiting for.

My loins throbbed, agreeing with the motion. She was a stunning woman. I couldn’t stop looking at her kissable lips and the hint of cleavage bursting from her top. Esther would make a great addition to my harem.

I swallowed and closed my eyes, removing the temptation. “As long as you agree to help this town, it’ll be good enough for me.”

“That’s it?” she squeaked.

“Is there anything wrong with that?” I asked, looking back at her.

She shook her head. “Nope. Nothing. If that’s what you want…”

“Of course it is. We need to save this place.” I dragged myself to my feet and smacked the dust from my pants. “Is that all you needed? I wanna head back to the inn and wash.”

“There’s a shower over there,” Esther said, pointing to the concrete building nearby.

“An actual shower?! Fuck yeah. Why didn’t you tell me sooner? Buckets of water are not a good way to bathe.”

“They’re usually for guards only, but Troya said we can use them. I must have forgotten to tell you. I’m sorry!” she whined, lowering her head.

“Head up. You don’t need to apologize. You just saved me from another bucket bath.” I offered Esther a hand. “Coming?”

She waved me away. “I’m going to take a minute. Go on without me.”

“Sure thing. See you later.” I hopped over to the showers and quickly stripped to my birthday suit. There was nobody else inside the fairly standard shower block. The world change hadn’t produced a drastic makeover.

I started the tap, powered up the water crystal, and drenched myself in hot water.

A moan left my lips. It’d been too long. Dumping a cold bucket over my head was not my idea of relaxation. This was the real stuff. Nice and hot, trickling down my sweaty, dirty, muscles.

Back at home, I loved a long shower to wash away the stresses of the day. I was in no hurry to start. I kept my eyes closed, lifted my head back, and savored the moment.

“Mind if I join you?” Esther asked.

I jumped and almost slipped on the wet floor. My hands snapped to my crotch. “Esther! What are you doing here?”

She was naked. Her firm, toned, body was in the same state as mine when I’d walked in. Yet, it was completely different. Dripping with sweat, and smeared in dirt, her curvy body still looked breathtaking. It was my first time seeing it unobscured without the threat of a demon attack. There was no reason I couldn’t linger on her strong, athletic, legs or her flat, smooth, tummy.

Her thick ass and huge breasts were as enticing as I remembered. That slender figure made them look all the bigger. Built for modeling more than fighting.

“What do you mean?” she asked, tilting her head. Without her ponytail, her black hair was back to cascading down her back and around her shapely breasts. “You knew I was coming.”

My lips flapped, but I couldn’t say anything. She was right, I should have known. It was my mistake for not realizing earlier. There was only one shower room. This was a mixed shower.

I didn’t manage to get a word in before Esther pushed up against me, our arms knocking together.

“Okay, but do you have to be so close?” I asked, not moving my hands.

“Using different crystals would be a waste of magic,” she said. “This is more economical.”

“That’s a fair point, but still…” How was I supposed to enjoy a hot shower when my face was warmer than the water?

“Jake, there’s nothing to worry about.” Esther went ahead with her business. She washed her body, making no attempt to hide her large, pale, breasts. “We’re both adults. Teammates. We should be… comfortable around each other.”

Watching her bathing, suds dribbling down her flesh, couldn’t have made me less comfortable. I swallowed down any strange noises as my shaft throbbed against my palms.

Damn, she’s beautiful. We need a woman like that by our side. Why didn’t you take advantage earlier?

I internally scolded that pesky troublemaker and did everything I could to not follow the sway of Esther’s perfect, pink, nipples.

“Honestly, are you gonna stand there all day?” Esther asked, pouting at me. She grabbed my sides and turned me away from her.

“What are you doing?” I asked, shivering when her lathered hands pushed against my back.

“If you won’t wash yourself, I will,” she said, rubbing my muscles.

“There’s no need to do that,” I panted.

“Don’t you like it?”

“I think I might like it too much.” My dick was going wild. It was hammering against my hands, seduced by her motherly affection.

Her hands gave way and were replaced by two objects. Larger and softer, with the exception of two stiff nubs which pressed into me. Her arms slipped around my body, fingers grazing my abs.

“So, I can make you react like that,” she said, shifting her hands lower until they were pressed to mine.

I was intent on keeping myself hidden, then she put on the smallest bit of pressure. My hands buckled and surrendered my shaft to her.

At first, all she did was graze. Her fingers were shy. As we introduced ourselves, her hands grew confident. They slipped around my girth, holding my hardness.

“Esther, what are you doing?” I questioned, voice hoarse.

“You know what I’m doing,” she mumbled, pumping and rubbing her tits into my back.

My shaft throbbed. This was what it had been waiting for. “That’s not what I meant. Why?”

“It’s your fault,” she whispered into my back. “Giving me those dirty looks. Always showing off this body. Doing… that, to Dessa, when I’m close enough to see everything.”

I tensed. “Esther, I didn’t mean for you to—”

“It’s too late to apologize, Jake. I saw everything. And you know what I thought?” Her nipples grew harder and her hot breath rolled against my flesh. “Why won’t he do that to me? Is it because I’m not as sexy as Dessa?”

“No,” I exclaimed before I thought it through.

“Then, why?” She asked, squeezing my rod. “What’s wrong with me?”

I growled and arched my head, trying not to burst. “There’s nothing wrong you. You’re amazing. Any man would be lucky to have you.”

Esther squeaked, hold faltering. She grasped me again and pushed into my body. “Really?”

“Of course. I didn’t think you were interested.” My breathing got deeper as the heat built up inside me. “I didn’t want to be one of those guys.”

“I’m not as innocent as you think,” she confessed. “I-I… I touch myself every night. I even did it watching you and Dessa… more than once.”

All that time, I thought I’d been stealthy. Esther knew what I was doing and had indulged in the show.

She slipped around me and dragged her fat tits against my front. Her angelic face looked up at me, water trickling down her features. She kept a hold of my cock, rubbing it with her fingers.

“You said you imagined having me in your harem. Did you mean that?” Esther bit her plump pink bottom lip. Her face was burning.

My dick went crazy in her hands. I couldn’t calm down. My heart was gonna explode.

Take her. Take her right now, my inner predator demanded.

I cupped her face and pulled her into a forceful kiss. Her lips were too enticing to ignore. I sealed them with my own, filling her mouth with my tongue.

She gasped and jerked into me. All resistance left her when she felt me. Her body melted into my embrace and her tongue flicked against mine.

The woman who had burned herself into my mind was at my fingertips. I grabbed her hips and pulled her in, cradling her shorter, softer, figure against my toned, soaked, muscles. My stiffness pressed against her flat, perfect, stomach. It wanted nothing more than to fill her.

I had more sense than that.

There was too much of her to rush. I slipped my hand to her hairless mound and slipped my fingers into her slit.

Esther squealed. She braced and dug her nails into my flesh.

“J-Jake,” she rasped into my mouth. “What are you doing?”

“Leave it to me,” I assured her, sealing her concerns with a kiss. My fingers rubbed her pussy, already slick with something that didn’t come from the shower. Payback for making my cock so ungodly hard.

My free hand ventured to her chest. I’d waited so long to feel her tits. They were worth the wait. The softness swelled into my palm. Her body twitched when I grazed her perky, pink, nipples.

Her shuddering moans flowed into me. Esther’s knees crashed together, figure trembling.

Somebody was a sensitive kitten.

I kept working my hands, touching her stiff nipples and horny mound, until her excitement hit fever pitch. She bucked, driving against my fingers, soaking me with her rich, feminine, excitement.

It was so much warmer than the shower.

She needed to catch her breath, so I allowed it. Our lips parted and her heated face gasped for air. The pleasure had made her expression deeply erotic. There was no hint of the manufactured seduction exhibited by a certain horny elf. Esther’s was a look of pure, unadulterated, arousal.

“You didn’t need to do that,” she moaned.

“I know. I wanted to do it. It’s an apology for making you wait.”

Esther’s lips curled. She bit down, almost hiding a giggle. It was such a mischievous grin.

“I’m still waiting,” she purred, spreading open her pink, virgin, pussy.

My inner demon and I were in total synch. I cupped her round ass and plucked her from the floor.

“I’ll make it up to you,” I growled. “I’ll make you mine and I’ll make sure you never regret it.”

“Jake,” she gasped, cupping my face. “I know you will.”

Her beauty was captivating, but her trust warmed me more than anything. I slipped my bulbous tip against her soaked pussy and slowly guided her down.

Her virgin tightness was immense. Esther squeaked and cradled me, burying her head into my neck.

I pushed my fingers through her hair and secured her with a broad, powerful, arm. She was mine and I would keep her safe, even from myself. I made sure not to be too rough as I penetrated her slit for the first time.

She bit my neck, stopping a squeal, as I pushed into her hot, wet, folds. Her nails scratched me, her legs wrapped me, and her tail coiled around my wrist. Everything about her was tense.

Then, she moaned.

Her fangs escaped my shoulder. “Jake! Ah! Is this really sex? It feels incredible. I knew it was supposed to feel nice… but this is something else.”

“This is sex,” I assured her. My manhood was joined with her. There was nothing else it could be. “But, this is just the start.”

I thrust. Just a single thrust, now that her tightness had adapted to me.

She howled and clenched my finger. “By the All-Mother. There’s no way this can be real. I have to be dreaming. This feels too good.”

“We’re both awake. Wide awake. This is the real deal.” I cupped her gorgeous face and grinned. “If it’s too much, tell me.”

“Not on your life. You’re not stopping now.” Esther moaned, tugging at my body. “Don’t you dare stop until you’ve… you’ve… filled me with your seed.”

It was unlikely that a rookie like her knew how dangerous those words were. It was a code that women could use to overwrite the male defense system. She turned my self-control offline.

“You asked for this,” I said, thrashing my hips into her ass.

My dick drove into her pussy, making her hips bounce. Every blow made our wet skin slap together and sent ripples through her round cheeks.

Esther moaned and kept scarring my flesh in the heat of the moment. Her features twisted in dazed pleasure as her fat breasts wobbled up and down.

“This is insane. This is totally insane,” she panted, tongue hanging out. “My fingers can’t compare. Jake, your cock is too good!”

I could have said the same thing about her tight pussy. Mine was the first cock it had ever experienced and I could tell.

Don’t waste this chance. Shape her body for your personal use.

Such a vulgar idea that I couldn’t say no to. Turning Esther into mine, in body and mind, made my actions that bit more ferocious. My primal side was in total control. It was her first time, but I wasn’t being gentle. I was pounding her backside, drilling her pussy, and making her slender body jump.

Her euphoric cries didn’t sound like complaints.

“This can’t be,” she panted, slapping her warm gasps against my face. “Your cock. It’s making me cum. I’m gonna cum again!”

Her already dangerously tight insides clamped down as her body was sent flying past her limits for the second time in succession.

Being able to make her cum from sex made me feel more powerful than any fight I’d ever won.

Thanks to her, I was almost there.

When her body went limp, I took her arms and pinned them to the shower wall, along with the rest of her body. I stared deep into her enchanting brown gaze and filled her up with my pulsing rod.

“I’ll make you cum as much as you need,” I panted, heads touching. “Whenever you need pleasure, tell me. I’ll make your happy. I promise.

This was the point which the gobby catgirl decided to go quiet. Her puffing lips trembled. Her brown eyes shook.

Fine, I didn’t mind her being lost for words, as long as I didn’t lose her. I took away the pressure by kissing her, as my hips kept thrusting towards the inevitable conclusion.

Her adoring, tight, erotic body drove me to my limits and over. She was too hot to resist, so I didn’t. When I couldn’t go for a second longer, I pressed my weight into her and filled her spasming form with all the hot, thick, seed I could summon.

Thanks to her, there was no shortage.

I drained myself inside of her, as our moans merged together.

We parted lips once I was finished and her insides were hot with my relief. She looked even sexier than when we’d started.

“That was… there’s no word to do it justice,” she panted. “Jake, I… is that normal?”

“How am I supposed to know?” I shrugged. “I’ve only ever been on this side.”

“Oh, right. That’s true. But… erm.” Esther’s eyes went shy. Suddenly, I was too scary to look at. “Did it feel good for you?”

I snickered. “What sort of stupid question is that?” I punished her idiocy with a kiss. “You were fantastic.”

She giggled and squirmed around, but stopped. After all, too much shifting meant stimulating her sensitive, filled, pussy.

“Do you think we can stay like this for a little bit longer?” she asked, nibbling her lip.

“Anything for my girl,” I said, kissing her forehead.

She squeaked and hugged me, thighs squeezing around my hips, so I didn’t get a choice.

Like I was in any rush to pry her off me. This was the best shower I’d ever had and I didn’t want it to end. The least productive, sure, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything.


Chapter 18


Later that same day, as the sun began to vanish, Esther called all related parties to the inn.

So, Troya and the rest of us.

“We’ve decided to accept the job,” Esther announced, to start our meeting.

Troya flashed a toothy smirk. “Aye, I knew I could count on ya lot. I had a good feeling about yas.”

“There’s no reason to decline. My arm is better.” Esther rotated her shoulder, showcasing the range of movements her healed body could perform. “And Titania’s spear is as good as new.”

Titania thumped her weapon on the wooden table. Its shaft had been perfectly repaired. To my naked eye, I couldn’t tell it had ever been damaged. The fix was immaculate.

“We’re ready to kick some demon ass,” Titania said.

“Thank ya, hunters,” Troya said, bowing her head. “Sorry that I can’t offer ya any help. With me guards still down, I can’t be leaving again, not with ya all away. I’ll pay ya for all the hard work, but ya’re gonna be on yer own.”

“No, we won’t,” I said, drawing their confused looks towards me. It was the perfect moment to show off my winning smile. “We have each other. That’s more than enough help.”

“Lame,” Titania groaned.

“Shut up,” I snapped. “I thought that was pretty cool.”

“I agree with Jake,” Dessa said, nuzzling into my arm. “He made me feel so assured. I think I’m falling for him.”

“You’re always clinging to him!” Titania hissed.

Esther cleared her throat. “Settle down, there’s no need to fight. Save that energy for the demons. Okay?”

Titania grumbled, but she backed down, slumping onto the wooden bench.

Troya chortled, heavy breasts bouncing. “Ya lot are a riot. How did I survive without ya lot keeping me entertained?” She wiped a tear from her eye and composed herself. “Enough fun and games. Back to business. I’ll tell ya everything I know about the demons. Where is that boy of mine? Pip!”

The little oni boy had been lurking on the periphery. I hadn’t noticed him listening in. People with red-skin and horns had become normal enough for me to skim over.

Terix had a way of screwing with you.

Pip hopped on a bench and spread out a hand-drawn map on the table. New Hoffen was in the middle, surrounded by a clumsy mess of lines and scribbles.

“Right,” Troya said, pointing at the map. “Most of the demon attacks come from this direction. But, apart from them, the forest is oddly quiet.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Me and Dessa went through there yesterday. The place was empty.”

“Aye, it’s weird. Too weird. Place used to be crawling with demons. Now, they’re all gone, but we still get attacked through there. If I had to guess, whatever is causing this mess is somewhere in here.”

“That sounds logical to me,” Esther added. “It’s too unusual to ignore.”

Troya nodded. “Agreed. If we don’t take care of these demons soon, we’re screwed. Our shield is on its last legs. A few more attacks and we’ll be sittin’ ducks.”

“I won’t let that happen,” I said, jumping to my feet. “I’ll take care of the demons and I’ll save this town. I promise.”

She grinned. “I knew I liked ya, Jake. I’ll be waiting for good news.”

“You won’t have to wait long. By tomorrow, this place will be safe.”

The smirking oni woman gave us the map and left with Pip. We were back to the fab four.

Esther sighed. “You’ve really put us on a deadline.”

“What?” I complained. “It’s the truth.”

She giggled. “I’ll be holding you accountable for making sure. We should have an early night so we can start early tomorrow.”

“Agreed. I can’t wait to get back out there.”

I wolfed down my supper, like never before, and raced to bed. My intention was to get the most refreshing night sleep in all recorded history. However, somebody else had other plans in mind.

Before I managed to tumble into the land of Nod, a meaty weight pressed down on top of me.

“Oh, darling,” Dessa purred, golden eyes sparkling, even in the dark. “You can’t sleep yet. Didn’t you promise me a reward?”

“Didn’t I reward you yesterday?” I reminded her.

She shook her head. “That was celebrating my safety. You still owe me for making this demon hunt possible.” Dessa pressed in, smothering her pillowy tits to my chest. “You aren’t going to break your promise, are you?”

The magic word overpowered all. I took handfuls of her porn star ass. “I never break a promise. Come here.”

Sleep was momentarily postponed while I tended to the burning arousal of the always hot and bothered mocha-skinned elf. I twisted us around and pinned her on her back, dipping down between her thighs. After removing her thong with my teeth, I thanked her for her contribution by applying my tongue to her sensitive slit.

Her moans filled the room, as did her tantalizing scent. Fresh feminine perfume, brewed up by her raw, feral, need.

I paused my performance to warn her. “Remember, the others are trying to sleep. If you wake them, no reward.”

After previous failures, I’d discovered the method for keeping her quiet during our fun. Her desire for pleasure overruled her mischievous nature. Dessa bit down and battled her moans so I wouldn’t stop. As long as she was a good girl, I didn’t. I ran my tongue through her slick folds, kissed her drooling pussy, and gave plenty of attention to her sensitive clit.

My actions pushed her to the edge and over. She humped my mouth and climaxed. In the heat of the moment, she still remembered to show consideration for others, biting down hard on her bottom lip. Her flowing juices didn’t show the same care to my face. I was soaked in her steamy wetness.

“Sorry,” she giggled when she saw what a mess she’d made of me.

“And to think I was here to reward you,” I growled, licking my lips. “Now, I need to punish you.”

I buried my tongue back inside of her and exploited the raw sensitivity created by her fresh orgasm.

She squealed, then clamped down on her own mouth to keep silent. Her thighs did a similar trick around my head, softness crashing against me.

Dessa could slap me with those meaty legs all night. They wouldn’t stop me from tormenting her.

An explosion would.

I jerked and pulled away from Dessa’s slit. It sounded like someone had dropped a bomb on the town. The rest of the room jumped up from their beds.

“What the fuck was that?!” Titania squealed.

“I don’t know,” Esther said. “We need to go. Now. That includes you two.”

My face didn’t find time to blush. I dropped Dessa’s hips and shot out of the room, face still drenched with her scent.

“Please, be okay,” I prayed, sprinting outside.

The dome was still operational, which meant the worst case scenario had yet to pass. But, there were more bangs. Not as ear-splitting as the first, but loud enough to make my goosebumps stand on end.

I rushed through the streets, that were coming alive despite the late hour, following the commotion to its source. Where there should have been darkness were flashes of orange.

That had to be it.

When I reached the outskirts, I came within an inch of bumping into the Troya’s battering ram of a body, charging for the closest gate.

“Good morning, Jake,” Troya sniggered. “Ya usually wake this early?”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“It’s them damn demons,” she growled. “They ain’t done a night raid since ya lot arrived. Guess they got bored of waiting.”

She opened up the heavy duty gate and we both passed through when it had barely opened a sliver. I followed her lead, around the perimeter, towards the source. It was a group of imps throwing fireballs at the shield. When they crashed into the dome, the balls exploded, providing us with the worrying chorus. They made the dome flash, seeping out some magic from the source to withstand the assault.

Before we reached them, an imp pointed at us and signaled to the others. Instantly, the rest stopped their attack and rushed for the forest.

“Ya bastards!” Troya roared, pulling out her greatsword, ready to claim some heads.

Her long, powerful, legs outmatched the stumpy limbs of the imps, but they had a fantastic head start. They slipped into the dark woods before we reached them.

“Dammit!” Troya snarled, smashing her blade into the ground, splitting the floor in two. “They escaped again.”

Esther and Titania caught up to us as the demons vanished.

“That was a well-executed guerilla attack,” Esther said. “You were right about them. They’re too smart to be acting alone. Not to mention that.”

I followed Esther’s gaze to the shattered boulder which was slumped outside the wall.

“Was that the first bang?” I asked.

“Aye,” Troya snarled. “I don’t know how they’re launching rocks that big, but they’ve been a right pain in the arse. Follow me.”

She took off running and guided us back into the town. We locked up the gate and jogged to the center. Right in the middle, close to the inn, was a large, metal, building. On top was the tower you couldn’t help spotting. I hadn’t pegged its purpose, until now. It was generating the shield.

Sitting on top was a crystal, the biggest I’d seen in my short time on Terix. Using my limited knowledge, I could tell it still had some juice, which was obvious as the shield remained. However, the color was still a concern. It was fading. The crystal was on the verge of turning black.

“It doesn’t look good,” Troya said. “Another attack could finish us.” She booted the metal structure, making a gnarly racket. “Dammit! I shouldn’t have let it get to this.”

I grabbed her shoulder. “Troya, it’s okay. We won’t give them the chance. Tomorrow, we’ll kill them all.”

“Yeah, what he said,” Titania agreed. “I ain’t gonna let anything happen to this place.”

“You heard them,” the shrugging Esther said. “We’ll do our best to make sure the worst doesn’t happen.”

Troya’s startled expression scanned across all of us. It changed into a cocky smirk. “That’s what I like to hear. I’m sick of these damn demons. Ya lot take them all out and I’ll treat ya like royalty.”

“Better have some crowns ready,” I said. “We’ll be needing them tomorrow.”

She laughed. “Cocky wee shit. Doubt those bastards will be back tonight. Get yer arse back to bed and get some sleep this time. I can smell the sex on ya.”

My cheeks burned red. I’d forgotten about the feminine excitement sprayed across my features.

Esther tugged my arm. “Come on, Jake. Let’s go.”

“Don’t need to tell me twice,” I said.

We split from Troya and went back to the inn. The residents of New Hoffen had slipped back into their homes, assured of at least one more night of safety.

I wouldn’t be happy until I’d guaranteed it for years to come.

“Esther. Is the shield really in that bad a state?” I asked.

She nodded. “If we don’t stop the attacks tomorrow, I doubt we’ll get another chance.”

I growled and balled my fists together. That meant I couldn’t afford to waste this chance. I had to, and I would, kill all the demons and save New Hoffen.

“We’ll set out early tomorrow,” she said. “Try to get a good night sleep, instead of… that.”

My cheeks got hotter. I wiped the juice from my face. “Don’t worry. I’m not gonna take my mind off the jobs until it’s done.”

“Thanks, Jake. We’re gonna need you tomorrow. We’re all counting on you.”

I smiled. “I promise, I won’t let you down.”


Chapter 19


The night passed without more scandalous entertainment or demon attacks. At the daybreak, when the normal man feared to tread, we awoke and set about our mission.

Any exhaustion I may have felt was snuffed out under a mixture of adrenaline and determination. I couldn’t allow myself to feel tired when an entire settlement was counting on me.

We left the town and entered the forest where Dessa and I had gone flower picking. It looked that extra bit orange with the morning sky mixing with the sea of dead leaves flattened into the ground.

“Where are all the demons?” Titania complained, metal boots crunching against the forest floor.

“It was like this last time we were here,” I said, walking behind Titania.

“Hey! Demons!” she yelled. “Get out here so I can kill you!”

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“What’s it look like?” she said, looking back at me. “Calling them out.”

“You really expect them to come out because you ask?” I complained.

“You didn’t even say please,” the always half-dressed elf added.

“Like I’d say please to a bunch of demons,” Titania scoffed.

“That’s enough, everyone,” the catgirl protecting our flank said, clapping to catch our attention. “No demons isn’t an excuse to mess around. Stay vigilant. You never know when a demon will appear.”

She said that, but there was literally no sign of any demon life. The forest was dead. I waited for the surprise. This had to be some sort of ambush. We were surely seconds away from stumbling into a trap.

No. We kept walking, without incident, deeper into the wilds.

If it wasn’t for our breaths, and cracking footstep, the place would have been silent. Titania’s idea became more appealing as the tedious seconds passed by. Not finding any demons was anti-climatic.

I sighed, shoulders slumping. How could I end them if they weren’t there?

Did you forget about me? You can’t find them, but maybe I can.

It was worth a shot. I awakened my dark side and enabled my demon eye. The results were immediate. I paused, distracted by something glowing in the distance.

“Jake, what is it?” Esther asked.

“There’s something over there,” I said, pointing at what, to them, was nothing but another slice of the forest. To me, there was a blue beacon.

“I can’t see shit,” a peering Titania complained.

“I’m telling you. I don’t know what it is, but there’s something over there.”

“Let’s check it out,” Esther suggested.

“You sure?” Titania said.

“Absolutely. If Jake says there’s something, there must be something.”

I couldn’t help smiling. “Don’t worry. I won’t let you down.”

With my demon eye lighting the way, I made a beeline for the marker. The closer we got, the larger it became; source still unknown.

What had started a mile away was right on our doorstep. Esther pulled on my arm. “Wait, Jake. I hear something.” Her feline ears stood tall, twitching. “A lot of something. Keep going, but stay quiet.”

I nodded, sneaking the rest of the way, to an opening in the dense forest. My demon eye sizzled as a rush of information shot into me. I bit down to stop a groan flying out.

There were demons. A ton of imps settled around the object which had summoned me. It looked familiar. I’d traveled through one myself. A portal, like the one which had transported me to Terix. This one was blue, not red, but was otherwise identical.

“What the hell is that?” I couldn’t help whispering.

“A dungeon,” Esther replied.

That word was familiar, and not just from old video games. I swore I’d heard it someplace.

“Is that bad?” I asked.

“Yes. Dungeons are how demons enter our world. They’re portals that link our dimensions together.”

I clenched my fists. “We need to destroy it.”

“Dungeons are dangerous, Jake,” Esther warned. “They’re tougher than anything we’ve ever faced before.”

“Are you saying we’re gonna leave it there?”

“No, we can’t. But, it’s not going to be easy. If you’re not prepared, you won’t be returning.”

“I was born ready,” I assured her, grinning.

Esther nodded and peeked at the landscape. “Before we even think about going inside, we need to deal with these.”

It was a similar sight to when we’d rescued Esther. There were disgusting imps everywhere. Cackling and feasting on the meat of who knows what, ripping it apart with their jagged teeth. Of course, the cowards weren’t alone. There were large demonic beasts chained around the camp, guard bears to defend them from harm. I recognized them from a certain late night supper. First time I’d seen a live one outside a dark cave.

“I won’t let them escape again,” I said.

“You just concentrate on killing anything you come across,” Esther said, patting my back. “I’ll make sure they don’t escape.” She took off to the side.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“You’ll see. Wait for my signal, then attack.”

Esther vanished into the forest, leaving me babysitting the rest of the team. Titania was tapping her foot, eyes glued on our prey. Dessa was hardly paying attention. Their attitude couldn’t have been more different.

I held steady and waited for the call.

The sound of impish amusement was interrupted by a single bang. A gunshot, from the other side of the clearing. Their attention turned to follow, away from us.

“Go,” I said, darting from cover, straight at the closest imp. It didn’t see me coming and suffered the wrath of my fist.

I could have felt guilty if I wasn’t dealing with a bunch of monsters trying to turn a town into a war zone.

Its partner turned to me and screamed, just before I put my knuckles through its skull.

The surprise attack was over. Pandemonium was only just beginning.

Panic spread like a wildfire. The closest imps scrambled away from me. Their stumpy limbs tripped over themselves, providing me with plenty of easy kills on the weak, feeble, demon prey.

Titania was making a similar move forward, devastating their numbers. She didn’t even need to tank when our foes made no effort to attack.

Those with a distance advantage aimed for the trees, something we’d come to expect from the wannabe guerilla fighters. This time, it was we who ruled the wilderness. Esther knocked off any imp who entered her domain. Every shot hit its mark and blew the imps to pieces.

There was no escape for them.

I kept charging, heading straight to the middle of the camp, where the horrified imps were scurrying.

They took rocks and smashed the chains imprisoning the demon bears, freeing them to fight us.

Unlike the cowards, the two primal beasts rushed right at me, eager for a fight.

My demon eye scanned both of them. Last time, they had been marked as a yellow threat. Equal to me in power. This time, they were outlined with a green.

Silly demons. Don’t they know we’re stronger than the last time we faced?

I grinned and stepped into their attack. The first bear lunged and I met him with a hard blow, straight to the body.

The impact knocked him onto his back.

Next came the second towering beast. It hopped up and swung his claws down at me.

I lifted my guard and blocked those bone-crushers with my forearms. His weight and strength was something special, but I’d developed the edge. With my demon powers soaring, there was nothing I couldn’t beat.

A sharp kick to the gut knocked my opponent off balance. I used the opening to uppercut its jaw, cracking bone with my fist.

Last time, I needed a sword. Now, I was enough.

Another roar snapped me back to reality. Its twin pounced. I turned in time to catch his paws. His brute force pushed me onto the back foot.

I’d gotten stronger, but they were still huge beasts.

The opportunistic imps shrieked and clustered near. They saw I was vulnerable and launched a barrage of fireballs at me.

I gritted my teeth and struggled. There was no way I could dodge them.

Titania skipped in front of me and blocked the fire with her shield. She looked back at me. “Stop playing around before you get killed.”

“Aww, I didn’t know you cared,” I snorted.

“I keep telling you, I don’t,” she snapped, lunging at the imps. They tried to scatter, but she impaled one with her spear. She didn’t stop, swinging and knocking another to the floor, adding him to her imp skewer. “If you’re not good enough, I’ll kill them all.”

“Oh, it’s a challenge now?” That tickled my competitive fancy. I dropped my weight, dragging the demon bear with me. As I rolled under, his momentum slammed him into the floor, stunning the beast. Before he could recover, I grabbed his neck and squeezed until something snapped.

The alarm rose a level with both of their guard dogs snuffed out. Wide-eyed imps stumbled back, throwing clumsy fireballs in my general direction.

I skipped through the pyro effects and closed down the monsters which had tried to turn New Hoffen into their personal buffet.

“This time, you don’t escape.” I drove my boot down and punished a sick monster for his crimes.

The clearing went quiet. Blue guts, pools of blood, and the mangled bodies of demons, were scattered around. A sickening sight, yet more pleasing than the imp camp we’d discovered on arrival.

“We did it,” Titania panted, wiping the sweat from her brow. “We’ve saved New Hoffen.”

“It’s too early to celebrate,” Esther said, emerging from the forest, her pistols smoking.

“Look,” Titania said, spreading her arms. “They’re all dead. No more attacks.”

“Even if the attacks stop, they’re still on borrowed time. They need a new shield.”

“How are we supposed to do anything about that?” I asked.

“The answer is right there,” Esther said, pointing at the portal.

“What? What are you talking about?”

“It’s simple,” Dessa said, finally approaching. Her eyes were glued to the floor as she took great care in not adding blue smears to her gold heels. “They need a brand new shield crystal. And tell me, darling, where, oh where, do shield crystals come from?”

I stared at the dungeon. “You’ve got to be shitting me.”

“Please, darling. You know a lady never does anything that filthy.”

“That’s not what I… forget it. You’re telling me that what we need is in there?” I asked, pointing at the swirling, blue, portal.

“She’s right,” Esther said, “but, this is a dungeon we’re talking about. We’d be walking into their home territory. If you’ve never been in a dungeon before, you’ve never experienced anything like it. If you aren’t fully prepared for the dangers, you might not come out.”

“Not gonna happen,” I assured her. “We came all this way to do anything to help. A dungeon ain’t gonna stop me.”

“He’s right, for once,” Titania added. “I ain’t scared of no dungeon. I’ll kill any demon who tries to stop us.”

“And you know you can count on me, darling,” Dessa giggled. “I am the ace of this ragtag bunch, after all.”

Esther sighed and rubbed her head. “I don’t know why I even bothered asking. You’re all so predictable.”

“Is that really a bad thing?” I asked.

She giggled. “No, I guess not.” Esther stepped up and faced the entrance to the dungeon, guns at the ready. “Okay, let’s do this. Get your weapons ready, put on your game faces, and don’t let your guards down. We don’t know what’s waiting for us in there and I’m not gonna tolerate any casualties.”

“Roger that, boss,” Titania cheered, saluting.

“Can do,” I said.

“So dramatic,” Dessa purred. “Yes yes, we know. Get on with it.”

Esther sighed but regained her composure and position. “Okay. After me. Three… two… one… go!”

I followed Esther and the others inside. As I passed through the gateway, the forest vanished and was replaced with a swirling blur of raw energy. The vibrant glow of blue was too harsh on my eyes. I clenched them shut, gritted, and pushed on through to the other side.

Unlike my first wormhole experience, this journey was like passing through a door. A bright and rather disorienting door, but one nonetheless.

This time, we all arrived together. I let out a sigh of relief when I spotted the girls. No more naked cat hunting for us. Not a nudity in sight.

“Did it work?” I asked.

“See for yourself,” Esther said, presenting my very first dungeon.

My eyes bulged and I swallowed a breath. “What the hell is this?”

We were standing on a small black rock, cast adrift from the rest of the world, surrounded by a crackling maelstrom of malicious purple. Ominous thunder rippled through the sky, which spread as deep as it did high.

Ahead, floating in the same manner as our island, was some sort of landmass. It too was merely more rocks hovering in the center of the great abyss. It was like no world I’d ever known. This wasn’t a planet, it was a landscape reserved for nightmares.

“This is a dungeon,” Esther said, without any hint of agitation. “They exist in the space between worlds, bridging out dimensions together.”

My memory flashed back to how I’d arrived on Terix. The portal I had passed through. My journey through a purple whirlpool similar to what surrounded us.

This time, it wasn’t thrashing us around. It waited for prey to fall into its jaws.

Dessa applauded. “The spirits told me dungeons were magnificent places, but this exceeds all my expectations.”

“You dumb?” Titania snorted. “What’s so magnified about this?”

“I think you mean magnificent,” I told her.

“They mean the same thing!”

“Save this until later,” Esther snapped at us. “This isn’t a place for fun and games. One wrong move and it’s all over.”

I peered over the edge of our floating platform. There was no solid ground below. The void was waiting for us to fall.

Doesn’t matter how strong we are. We won’t survive if we fall in.

“Like I need to be told.” Looking at it disgusted me to my very core.

“Make sure to watch your step” Esther warned, hopping from the platform onto a floating piece of debris.

My heart sunk. The rocks formed an unsteady, and nerve-racking, path to the central island. Most of the footholds were no bigger than a pebble. They seemed to have no business holding somebody of her weight. Yet, they did.

Esther skipped down the path without batting an eyelid. Dessa showed a similar amount of moxie, even though she was wearing her favorite trashy heels. Her balance was always a welcome surprise.

Titania was the next of us lined up to go. She perched on the very edge, knees knocking together, hands trembling.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

“I’m fine,” she snapped at me. Her words possessed fire she was lacking in any other aspect. Titania’s green face was white and her eyes looked on the verge of tears.

Fuck. She’s cute when she’s terrified.

I sighed and pulled on her leotard, dragging her into my arms.

“What the fuck are you doing?!” she roared at me, swinging her spear.

I dodged the eye-poker and scooped her into my arms. “Knock it off. I’m helping you. Unless you wanna walk over that yourself.”

She whimpered, notably tensing in my arms.

“That’s what I thought.” I stepped up to the plate, carrying the bratty orc like a princess. My heart thumped. It wasn’t like I was too eager to go hopping over the perilous terrain myself. Heights weren’t an issue for me. Being a step away from death was less comfortable. “Don’t worry. I won’t let us fall.”

I took a deep breath and stepped onto the rock tightrope. As long as I had her life in my hands, there was no chance I would falter. I couldn’t afford to.


Chapter 20


I sighed in relief once we reached the other side. For all my gusto, I’d been a bag of nerves during the journey. The rocks were tiny but felt like solid concrete. They had no right being that small yet secure. My heart couldn’t take the stress.

Being back on solid ground was divine.

It was another floating platform. Rather than a small rock platter, the mangled landmass snaked off into the distance and vanished into a tunnel. There wasn’t much room for improvisation. We had no choice but to follow the black rock road.

“Hey, you,” Titania snapped. “Lemme down.”

“Oh, sorry,” I said, releasing her.

As soon as she was out of my arms, she scrambled away from me and huffed. “Just so you know, I could have done that on my own.”

“Yeah yeah. I know. You’re a big girl.”

“Damn right. I’m gonna show this dungeon who the boss is.”

“What did I say about screwing around?” Esther said, glaring at the two of us.

We were powerless against her disapproving gaze and both snapped to attention. I couldn’t see any demons, but I knew they had to be close. My gut warned me not to put my guard down. This wasn’t a place that I could afford to slip up.

“Titania, you lead the way,” Esther instructed. “Jake, you’re behind. I’ll cover our rear. Dessa, stay in the middle.”

“The meat in a Jake and Esther sandwich? How thrilling,” Dessa giggled.

I didn’t even find it arousing. Such was the chilling aura of the dungeon.

We advanced forward, into the cave, where the eyes of the abyss couldn’t follow us. Solid black obsidian blocked every viewpoint, stopping any light from slipping inside. It wasn’t an issue for me. My demon eye lit up the way. It was as clear as being outdoors.

We weren’t all so lucky.

“I can’t see a thing,” Titania complained.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said, withdrawing my blade. I channeled in my demon energy and turned my sword into a lit torch. “How’s that?”

“Hmph, better.”

My sword illuminated a small portion, enough for us to navigate. It gave us passage into the depths, where we began to discover more than just pointy rocks. The light reflected off glistening webs that hung from the walls. To begin with, they were little more than something you’d find in your yard. As we ventured deeper, they began to dominate our path.

“This stuff is disgusting,” I complained, slicing through a web hovering at head level. “Is there nowhere spiders won’t tread?”

“Jake, normal spiders didn’t make this,” Esther said.

“Then what… oh. Yeah, that makes sense,” I sighed, cursing my own stupidity.

It robbed me of the surprise lingering deeper down the path.

We sliced through the webs, cutting our way deeper into the cave. I froze, instincts flaring.

“They’re here,” I warned.

Titania glanced around the area. “I don’t see anything,” she said. Then something black dropped onto her head. There was a momentary pause while her brain processed what had happened. Once the cogs got working, Titania shrieked. “Get it off me!”

I stabbed the demon and pulled it from her head. The beast slid down my sword, so I held it up to take a look. It was an arachnid-style demon, around the size of a catcher’s mitt. Spiders weren’t the prettiest creature and their demonic cousins made no effort to change the stereotype.

As I looked, my sword’s glow angled up to the moving ceiling. That blackness wasn’t stone.

“Shit,” I cursed, as it started raining spiders.

Esther unloaded her dual pistols and I started swinging my sword in a flurry. I wasn’t talented enough for precise aiming, but it produced some results. My blade nicked through the bad weather, cutting demons into bits. Yet, it wasn’t enough to stop them from latching onto my body.

The hideous creatures sunk their fangs into me.

Each prick was like a needle jabbing into my flesh. I swatted and splattered them one by one, trading the fur coat for a blood alternative.

Despite my best efforts, they were jumping on faster than I could remove them.

“Dammit. Is there no end to them?!” I cursed.

A splash of water slapped my back and washed over me. The wave swept all the spiders from my body and cleansed them from the orc squirming ahead. Those on the ceiling were caught in the flash flood and deposited in a slump before us.

“Darlings, darlings. You know I hate being forced into this tiring malarkey,” our immaculate elven savior sighed, staff glowing.

“Don’t worry. I’ll make it up to you,” I assured her, shaking the water from my damp hair. “First thing’s first. I’ve got a sudden interest in the pest control business.”

The soaked spiders couldn’t move. Their damp bodies were stranded in a hideous, squirming, mass of fuzzy black.

I stepped forward, with a glaring Titania by my side, grinding her teeth together.

“Titania, have you developed the same interest?” I asked.

“Damn right,” she said, vulnerable flesh covered in red bites. “And I have the perfect tool for the job.”

She buried her electric-charged spear into their clump. Sparks sizzled from the shaft and sent a current surging through their bodies.

Their shrieks were unholy, but I had no mercy for demons like them. Titania’s spear was a quicker death than my boot would have delivered, one at a time.

The pile smoked as Titania withdrew her weapon. There was no chance of any survivors.

“Hopefully, that’s the last of them,” I said.

“The last of this litter, maybe,” Esther said, checking on the pile. “These were just children. You know what that means.”

“I hope you’re not serious,” I groaned.

“Sadly not. And now she’s got a reason to be annoyed.”

It wasn’t something I wanted to think about. Ignorance is bliss, they say.

We continued moving through the web-filled cavern, slicing our blades through the thick sheets of sticky white. It continued on as the same narrow passage, devoid of offshoots, until it transformed into a wide, open, cavern. The room was far too big for my sword to illuminate, but an opening in the roof removed that issue. An unpleasant shine of tinted purple flooded the cave and lit up the area. Web mesh covered each wall from top to bottom. They were filled with clusters of blue.

“What are those?” I asked.

“Eggs,” Esther winced. “Lots and lots of eggs.”

I tried to count but lost my way before I got going. There had to be over a thousand. That was more than we’d been swarmed in. If they hatched, we weren’t gonna have a nice time.

“We should squash them,” I said, clenching my fist.

“That’ll take too long,” Esther countered. “As long as we get the core before they hatch, it won’t be an issue.”

I held my tongue and looked for an exit. There was one, ninety degrees to our right.

“Alright. Let’s go.” I entered the cavern, with Titania hot on my heels, and made a beeline for the escape.

“No!” Esther cried. “Watch out.”

My gut seconded her concern. I grabbed Titania and jumped to the side. A second later, something huge dropped from the ceiling and slammed on the floor.

I scrambled back to my feet and recoiled. “What the fuck is that?”

I’d seen some ugly demons, but this was in a league of its own. Its black, shelled, body was as large as a family car and nowhere near as accommodating. Instead of rubber wheels, ten insectoid legs grew from its body. Where there should have been feet I discovered humanoid hands. Giant pincers protruded from its front, either side of a single, blue, eye. Those menacing claws looked strong enough to crush a person in two, but it wasn’t the most intimidating part of the demonic deformity. What could be best described as a scorpion’s tail loomed behind, fitted with a nasty double spike that oozed a green chemical.

My demon eye flared. Red alert. It was as dangerous as it was hideous. The first demon I’d encountered who was stronger than me.

Hope that ain’t fear I’m sensing.

“Of course not,” I sneered. “Momma spider doesn’t scare me.”

If it was only a spider. The ten-legged scorpion hybrid turned its attention to Titania and I. It released a blood-chilling war cry and shot its tail at us with unnatural speed.

Titania jumped ahead and caught the attack with her shield. The impact knocked her back into my body and I braced to keep her standing.

“I’ve got you,” I said.

“I didn’t ask for your help,” she said.

“Is this really the time? Momma doesn’t look pleased to see us.”

The oversized bug turned at us and skittered on its horror movie legs, pincers open. For a big girl, she was a swift mover. She got right to us and took a bite.

I reached out and stopped her jaws from sinking around us. My hands dug into her sharp blades, slicing my palms. I swallowed my cries and focused on keeping my arms outstretched. Her raw power made my arms tremble. “Little help here.”

Titania got her act together and stabbed her spear at the beast’s vulnerable eye.

Its eyelid snapped down, in the nick of time, and deflected the tip of her weapon.

“What the fuck?” Titania said. “It’s like metal.” She kept on stabbing, but she wasn’t getting through.

“Come on. Do something,” I grunted, arms failing.

“I’m trying!”

“Try harder. I can’t hold on—oh shit!”

His scorpion tail hovered up and jabbed at me.

Titania jumped and deflected the blow for the second time. Again, it knocked her back into me. The force propelled us both away from the scorpion before its pincers snapped shut.

I slammed to a stop, Titania coming second. Her fat, green, ass dropped down, landing right on my face.

“Get off,” I groaned, slapping her rump.

“Hey!” she yelped, jumping away. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Don’t blame me. You’re the one who sat—watch out!”

The demon didn’t care for our conversation. It rushed at us, eager for another sample of hunter meat.

Esther darted behind us, unloading her pistols at the demon’s eye.

It closed before the first bullet could do any harm. However, the van-sized beast faltered, single-minded advance coming to an end.

“You two, stay focused,” Esther warned.

“We’re trying,” I informed her. Hard to forget about the vicious demon bug that was eager for our lives.

“We need to work together,” she said. “It’s too strong for any of us to face alone.”

“It’s harder than metal,” Titania complained, shaking the soreness from her limbs. “How are we supposed to hurt it?”

“That eye is a weak point,” Esther said. She waited for it to open up and shot, forcing it back shut. “But, she’s smart enough to defend it.”

“How about the legs?” I asked.

“If it’s you, maybe.” Esther nodded. “Okay, here’s the plan. Me and Titania will keep it busy. You aim for its legs.”

“Can do.” I took off sprinting around its colossal body. There were plenty of targets to choose from. I was spoiled for choice. My attention turned to the back. It made the most sense to me.

I fueled my sword with demon energy and charged, putting my back into a slice through the forearm.

My burning blade went clean through, eliciting a scream from the matriarch. She stumbled, severed hand tumbling to the floor.

“One down,” I said. “Nine to—”

The next hand along smashed into my side, propelling me across the cavern.

I yelped, flying until my body thudded against the cold, stone, floor. The impact was the worst of my worries. That slap was a doozy. My torso was on fire. Sitting up reignited my suffering. Probably a broken rib. Not my first.

She’d got me good, but she wasn’t looking my way. Her attention was focused on the others. My vandalism had ignited something in the demon. No more sitting still, letting us waste our time. She knew we could hurt her so she was trying to kill us first. Esther was firing her pistols, covered by Titania. The two were being forced back. One leg wasn’t enough to rob the big bitch of her mobility.

I struggled to my feet, clutching my midriff. Stabs of agony cut into my middle, encouraging me to lie down. Of course, I rejected the offer. A bit of pain wasn’t enough to stop me.

They needed my help.

Swallowing down the discomfort, I rushed back into the battle. It was only then that I realized my hands were empty. My sword had spilled across the arena.

We don’t need a poxy tool to save our women.

I smirked. Sometimes my inner psycho was the greatest ally I’d ever had. No way was I turning back when my girls were in distress.

The leg which had given me a nasty punch was my target. I rugby tackled it by the forearm, dragging both of us under its stomach and through to the other side.

Her advance stopped. The position was too precarious. She was on the verge of tripping herself. If she tumbled she crushed her own leg.

Didn’t seem like a bad idea to me.

She didn’t give me a chance. Her hands swiped at me.

This time, I knew they were coming. I kept on my toes, weaving away from the swiping fingers. She was swinging blind. It was I who had the advantage.

Or, so I thought.

The damn tail. Somehow, I’d forgotten about the me-sized scorpion tail sprouting from its ass. When her hands weren’t enough, she came down stabbing.

I caught the sight out of the corner of my eye and prayed for a miracle.

And her name was Titania.

For the third time, her round shield took the brunt of the impact. She pushed me aside, taking the hit, which drove her rolling back along the floor.

Where she’d come from, I had no idea. But, I wasn’t taking it for granted.

“I fucking love you, Titania,” I growled, baiting another swing from its free arms. This time, I captured the arm as it went to retreat. That was one trapped under both pits, unable to squirm away from me. “Take this!” I dropped down low and twisted my body with all the force I could muster.

The arms popped from their sockets, coming clean from its torso. She screamed in mortal agony, gushing waterfalls of blood from the wounds.

Three legs down.

I grinned, for about a second, as a hand latched down on my throat. It lifted me from the floor and slammed me back down, crashing the stone around my body.

Blood erupted from my mouth. Numbness spread through me. The world started to spin, losing focus.

“Not a fucking chance,” I grunted, grabbing the beast’s own with both of my hands. My fire surged as I pulled, snapping a thumb and finger with each.

She cried, losing her grip.

I snatched the escaping hand and locked in another armbar. My body was slow to react, but I managed to roll my weight and mangle its arm into a screw shape.

That was leg four eliminated, all from the back. Without them, she finally collapsed, no longer possessing the strength to hold up her heavy backside.

She was about as mobile as I was.

I pushed up and fell right back down. My body gave in. It’d had enough, despite my best efforts.

The matriarch couldn’t see me, but she wasn’t happy with my behavior. She began to fury, stabbing her stinger into the floor. It was a brute force approach, sure, but it was heading my way and I didn’t have the strength to avoid it.

“Dammit, move,” I wheezed, lungs drained.

My fingers twitched, but that was about it.

Every stab brought her closer. I was at the end of the conveyor belt, about to go into the crusher.

Hands grabbed me, but they didn’t belong to a demon. Esther and Titania grabbed my shoulders and dragged me back before I was punctured by the tail.

“How many times do I have to save you?” Titania groaned.

“You don’t always have to be the hero, you know,” Esther complained.

I smirked. “Where’s the fun in that?”

We got a safe distance away from our opponent. She managed to turn her body towards us, but it made little difference. Her new movement speed rivaled a sloth.

With the danger turned down, Dessa finally emerged from her hiding spot and joined our group. She began poking at my sore bits, to see what made me grumble the hardest.

It was basically everywhere.

“Fascinating,” she cooed. “Your healing speed is exceptional. You and your powers never cease to amaze me, darling. I don’t need to do a thing.”

“What are you talking about?” Esther said. “He needs our help.”

“Patience, my darling leader. Wait a few minutes and await the miracle.”

I didn’t know what to believe, but after minimal rest my body was moving again. I sat up and wiggled my fingers. “Now this is cool.”

Where would you be without me?

I felt as good as new. The pain had vanished. My cuts had disappeared. I’d recovered from all the damage I had taken.

Despite being a pure-blood, the matriarch had not.

“She can’t chase us anymore,” Esther said. “But, I don’t think we should leave her.”

Kill her. Leaving her would be such a waste. Her strength should belong to us.

“No chance we can leave her,” I said. “Demons don’t deserve mercy.”

We approached the queen. Once a mighty foe, she had been reduced to a pitiful state.

She hissed and stabbed her tail at us.

Titania blocked the impact and kept standing, an indication of the queen’s falling stature.

I grabbed the tail before it had a chance to escape. Gritting my teeth, and focusing my strength, I twisted. My power ripped the most dangerous tool from her arsenal.

She released the loudest cry yet, blue eye opening to the maximum. Esther didn’t miss her chance. She aimed and fired, unloading two clips into the demon’s weak spot.

All life drained out of the matriarch. It was our victory.

My body pulsed. Heat surged through me. I grabbed my chest and groaned.

Yes. This will do nicely.

“Jake, are you okay?” Esther squeaked.

“I’m fine,” I said, shaking off the flutter. “That’s the mom taken care of. This dungeon wasn’t so tough.”

Esther bumped me with her hips. “Don’t get so cocky. We’re not finished here. Do you see the core?”

“I see a dead demon and a lot of eggs. Do they count?”

“No.”

“Then throw me a bone. What’s this core?”

“You’ll know when you see it,” Esther said, marching for the exit. “Come on. We’ve got a job to finish.”

“No break?” Dessa sighed, following. “Such a slave driver.”

“Did you even do anything?” Titania snapped, joining them.

I gave the dead demon one last glance. It’d been our toughest foe yet, but we’d managed to defeat it. It brought us one step closer to saving New Hoffen.

Finally, I chased after the others. With the matriarch dead, I didn’t see how anything else could get in our way.


Chapter 21


After collecting my sword, we ventured from the matriarch’s den, through a twisting tunnel of rock and web. Eventually, we emerged back outside.

“Finally,” Titania said. “I thought we’d never see sunlight again.”

“You call this sunlight?” I directed her attention to the purple abyss surrounding us.

“Shut it,” she snapped. “You know what I meant.”

“Stop arguing and look ahead,” Esther said.

I peered and noticed something glowing, but it was too far away to recognize. We hurried down the rock runway until we reached a flat, circular, area, surrounded by jagged bars. In the center was the captivating object. A twisted white tree with glowing blue leaves; an object from a dream, located in a realm of nightmare.

A rare flash of color grew around its trunk, but they weren’t flowers. They were radiant crystals, coming in every color of the rainbow and more. Each glistened, poking from the ground around the trees outstretched roots.

The biggest, and most eye-catching, was a part of the tree itself. Its trunk was hollow in the center, bulging out to provide room for a basketball-sized sphere to be imprisoned in possessive branches.

“Beautiful,” I whispered. Too beautiful to be stuck in such an awful place.

“There is it,” Esther said. “That’s the core.”

She hadn’t lied to me. It could be nothing but the fabled McGuffin we’d been searching for. What exactly it did, I had no idea. Didn’t matter. It was too brilliant not to be special.

Plus, there was the fact it was guarded.

Curled up in front of the tree was a dog. A demon dog, of course. You couldn’t find a pedigree pooch that big. It had to be the size of a horse.

“Think he’ll notice if we make a move for it?” I asked.

“It’s a demon, Jake. When do they make anything convenient?”

“Point taken. Looks like we’re gonna have to do this the usual way.”

We marched towards our objective and the mutt’s blue eyes snapped open. It growled and clambered to his feet, looking at us with two pairs of glaring, demon, eyes.

“Two heads?” I said. “I didn’t see that coming.”

We’d found ourselves a budget Cerberus. He was as tall as I’d expected and came equipped with two mouths perfect for ripping flesh from the bone. All in all, he didn’t look to have the arsenal of a certain momma bug. Two heads were nothing compared to an oversized tail.

Despite that, my demon eye gave me the same warning. A red alert. This bastard was a real toughie.

He held his position and growled at us, baring those nasty fangs, daring us to challenge him.

“This is it?” Titania snorted. “Too easy.” She rushed ahead, shield up high, spear ready to penetrate.

The demon stepped back and swallowed. I mistook it for weakness. Then, he opened his mouths. Twin pillars of fire shot at Titania.

She squealed and stumbled back, shield absorbing the impact.

Our new friend was full of surprises.

“What are you waiting for?” Titania whined. “Kill it!”

“Right,” I said, charging to protect her. I dashed around and went for a punch on the distracted mutt.

It spotted me and swung its head, swinging a flamethrower my way.

I dropped to the floor and rolled under the fire. The raw heat coming from the attack was immense. A second spent feeling the residual warmth and I was sweating.

Don’t even think about letting him burn you, my inner demon warned. That fire is on another level.

“Like I didn’t realize,” I groaned, rushing around the back, where its head couldn’t follow. My target was the same as last time. I went for the legs, lunging at the closest.

All I caught was air.

The mutt jumped and made me look a fool. He twisted around, mid-leap, and landed with his eyes on me. He lunged forward, aiming for my throat.

I scrambled back and got a hand to his snout, avoiding the death blow. He kept on yapping, pushing for the kill, but I battled to keep my distance.

“Calm down,” I said, punching his jaw, to little effect. “Hey, what gives?” I tried again, but his other head lunged for my hand.

He came within an inch of leaving me a stump. I dodged and grabbed, grappling both of the savage heads.

“Little help here,” I winced, down on my ass with a two-headed hound eyeing me up as supper.

Esther landed on the beast’s shoulders and blasted a clip into each head. “Leave him alone!”

The bullets distracted the demon. He bit up at Esther, who managed to flip away from harm. I used the chance to scramble back and onto my feet.

While I recovered, the dog chased Esther. She was lightning quick, but so was he. Her cat and mouse antics had a limited shelf life. That was what Titania was for. Our team tank met the mutt head-on, stopping him in his tracks.

The first head sunk its fangs into her durable shield. The second lunged around, aiming for her. She stabbed with her spear, barely keeping the beast away.

I grunted and rushed over, striking the beast in the sides. It didn’t dodge and I got it good in the ribs.

Issue was, the monster didn’t shift.

“What?” I said. It was the second time my strike had been ineffective, similar to when I’d lacked any power.

Esther fired from the other side, forcing the big bastard back. He released Titania’s shield and retreated a good distance from us. There, he charged up and fired another flamethrower double act at us.

I shifted behind a crouching Titania, who took the attack for us. Esther joined me in our hiding spot.

We were safe from harm, but not from the heat. It was like being in an oven. Sweat dripped down my exposed flesh.

“This guy is a nightmare,” I said. “And I thought the scorpion was bad.”

“He’s quick, tough, and ruthless. A dangerous combination,” Esther said.

“You’re telling me. I can’t even hurt him. My punches aren’t doing a thing.”

“It’s must be the fire,” she mused. “Both of you use fire attacks. You fire mustn’t be strong enough to hurt him.”

“That’s a thing? It didn’t save the imps.” I reminded her.

“Imps are weak. There’s a reason this guy has been left to defend the core. If I’m right, your fire won’t do anything to hurt him.”

I looked at my hands, still burning blue. I thought they’d give me the strength to conquer anything and stop anybody else I cared about getting hurt. But, I was still weak.

“Will you two stop talking and do something?!” the sweating Titania yelled. “I’m gonna melt to death!”

“I’ll head around his flank and distract him,” Esther said. “My bullets will work eventually.” With that, she was off. Her legs carried her faster than the head could turn, taking her out of range.

Unwilling to expose himself to our mobile, ranged, threat, the mutt turned its attention back to Esther.

“Dammit, boss,” Titania panted, scrambling to her feet. “Come on! She needs our help.”

I hesitated. What good could I do? Without the demon’s power, I was useless.

“Jake, come on!” Titania snapped. “Boss needs our help!”

“And how am I supposed to do that?” I asked. “I’m not strong enough. I can’t fight fire with fire.” You didn’t see firefighters trying to douse burning builds with their demon-infused fists.

And the answer was as simple as that.

“Titania, help Esther,” I said, rushing away from the battle.

“Where are you going?!”

“Just do it. Trust me.” I didn’t need to do everything by myself. My allies were on my side, even if they had a funny way of showing it.

Dessa was lounging on the outskirts of the battle, humming as she wiggled her outstretched feet.

“What are you doing?” I asked, breathing battered. “We need your help.”

“Darling, you know I’m not a fighter. I’m a healer. A support act. Not a combatant.” She took a leisurely puff of a pipe, blowing out a ring of smoke. “Such things are unbecoming of me.”

“Knock it off. Can’t you see we’re in trouble? We need you.”

“And, I’m afraid, I can’t help you.”

My blood boiled. I snarled. “How can you be so selfish? Esther needs you. Titania needs you. All of New Hoffen needs you. I… I need you. Don’t you care about any of us?”

Dessa sighed and shuffled onto her feet. “No need to get so emotional, darling. Rage doesn’t suit you.” She dusted herself off and sauntered on by me. “Alright, I’ll help. So, please don’t mistake my behavior for coldness. Pun not intended.”

The crystal in her staff started to glow. It was my first time watching her casting a spell. My demon eye observed as energy leaked from her wand and twirled around her body.

She closed her eyes and concentrated, weaving the magic to fit her personal needs. It was nothing like the sloppy, raw, attacks I used. This was an artist at work, crafting the power drained from the crystal to her own benefit.

Her display drew the guard’s attention. He abandoned his prey and turned to Dessa, charging up an attack of his own. Once his throats were filled, he shot two pillars of fire towards her.

Dessa stood motionless as the flames approached. Her golden eyes opened and the energy flashed around her.

Manipulated magic burst out and engulfed the fire and the demon. A white frost swallowed them both, turning them into perfectly sculpted ice exhibits. The sweltering fire wasn’t a match for her talents.

She’d impressed me when the Ridgerunners attacked. Her water had been a welcome treat when the spiders swarmed. I couldn’t forget the ice wall she created to protect us. This time, my jaw dropped.

“You… I… that was incredible,” I stammered.

Dessa sighed and shuffled the staff behind her back. “Hopefully, this will prove I care about you all very much.”

“I’m sorry for doubting you,” I said. “But… if you can do this, why don’t you help more? You’re amazing.”

“It’s simple, my darling boy,” she said, flashing me a wry grin. “Would the spirits be so kind if I was the one sending them there?”

“I don’t understand…”

“Of course you don’t,” she cooed, leaning in to pinch my cheek. “All brawn, no brains. Run along now. Put that poor thing out of its misery.”

“It’s still alive?” I asked, wrestling from her hold.

“Oh, yes. I’m not ready to sacrifice my gift just yet,” she giggled.

I still couldn’t make heads or tails of the elf, but she’d saved us again. My demon eye confirmed the frozen demon was still alive. Like the matriarch before him, he’d been reduced to a non-threat.

That’s no reason to leave him. If we want to win next time, we need his strength. We need all the strength we can get.

I joined up with the two girls who were admiring the ice sculptor.

“Can’t believe you got Dessa to help,” Esther said. “She never helps when I ask. You two have a real connection.”

“If that’s what you can call it,” I said, finishing off what Dessa had started.

My body burned hotter. I bit down so I didn’t alert the others. It was the second flash in no time at all.

“Hooray, you did it,” Dessa cheered, like she hadn’t been the one to cause all of this. “Now we can get the core and ditch this place.”

“Thought you liked the dungeon?” Esther asked.

“I did, for about a minute. Poor air, gloomy lighting, web aiming for my hair. No thank you.” She shivered. “Jake, darling, hurry and grab the core.”

“We’re taking it with us?” I said.

“Well, duh,” Titania sighed, rolling her eyes. “Are you some sort of moron?”

“Do I need to remind you I’ve only lived here for about a week. I hardly know what a dungeon core is.”

“Jake’s right,” Esher interrupted. “He won’t know anything unless we explain it. This is my fault for not making it clear.”

“Look, it’s not like I’m blaming you,” I protested.

“It’s okay, Jake. I should have made sure you knew.” She directed my attention to the core like some glamorous girl on a quiz show showing off the star prize. “This is a dungeon core. We also call them shield crystals.”

The dots connected. “Holy shit. That’s what New Hoffen needs?”

Esther giggled. “See. Once I explain it, he understands.”

“We need to get it back, right now,” I said, rushing to the tree.

“Wait a second, Jake,” Esther squeaked, grabbing my wrist. “First, we need to make sure we’re ready to leave. The moment you remove the core, this place will start collapsing.”

That didn’t sound good. “When you say ‘collapsing’, do you mean as in… falling apart?”

“Like, what else would she mean?” Titania snorted.

“Don’t say that like this is normal. Collapsing isn’t a good thing. Is it?” I looked to Esther for help.

She shook her head. “Not at all. It’ll be a race against time. If we don’t hurry, we won’t survive.”

“Great, just great,” I sighed.

“Come now, darling,” Dessa said. She was crouched by the tree, plucking the crystals from the ground. “If you can best demons in combat, surely a bit of running won’t do you any harm.”

“And what are you doing?” I asked.

“Isn’t it obvious? Letting all these precious crystals go to waste would be a crime. Come, let us pick this place dry.”

It’d taken far too long, but I finally figured it out. They weren’t common jewels, that would be worn by the glamorous members of society. The tree had birthed magic crystals, which were used to fight demons.

This was where they came from. I’d plain forgotten.

We went around the tree, excavating every crystal we could, filling satchels and pockets with a jingling supply of stored magic. Once the ground was barren, all attention turned to the dungeon core.

“It’s time,” Esther said. “Jake, grab it.”

“Me? Why me?” I protested.

“You’re the man. Manual labor is your job.”

“Yep,” Titania agreed.

“She’s not wrong,” Dessa giggled.

I sighed. They had a point. Heavy lifting was my specialty. “Damn me and my muscles.” I stepped up to the trunk and the basketball-sized sphere wrapped up in twisted branches and misplaced roots. “Do I just pull it out?”

“Give it a good tug,” Esther said.

“That’s what she said,” I snickered, pushing my arms through the slits in the trunk, grabbing hold of the core. I pulled and the tree resisted, clinging to the orb. The thin restraints were tougher than they looked. I pushed my boot into the tree, for extra leverage, and threw my weight back.

With a snap, the core flung from its prison and smashed me in the chest. I winced and fell on my ass. Damn near busted another rib.

I didn’t get time to play doctor. The white bark turned black and the leaves wilted into a sick gray. Trembles rocked the dungeon, shaking the ground beneath us. Below the tree, it began to crumble.

“Move!” Esther yelled, taking off.

“Shit,” I grunted, scrambling to my feet and giving chase.

The dead tree fell through the gaping ground, a first casualty of the dungeon’s collapse. We were its next target. The crumbling world came chasing, eager to feed us to the limbo’s waiting maw.

I cradled the core and ran as fast as I could. Thanks to the cumbersome sphere, that wasn’t as quick as I would have liked. My long strides kept pace with the others, but I was uncomfortably close to the collapsing terrain on my tail.

We raced across the tumbling bridge and back into the web-filled cave. My demon eye adjusted to the dark. Others weren’t as lucky. Esther grabbed their hands and dragged them along.

Behind, the entire foundation crumbled. Roof, walls, floor, they all became one with the abyss.

By the time we reached the illuminated cavern, my throat was on fire. I was working on reserves and we still had half a dungeon to go.

The collapsing dungeon disturbed the cavern’s equilibrium. Little demon babies, who had been resting soundly, were stirred from their slumber. The eggs hatched, unleashing a swarm of juvenile demons. Because we didn’t have enough problems.

“I told you we should have squashed those eggs,” I yelled as a swarm of black tried to beat us to the doorway.

“Forget about them,” Esther shouted. “Don’t stop moving.”

Easy for them to say. They were strides ahead. The trio got through the door before the demons arrived. I arrived at a door of spider underlings.

There was no time to fight. Death was chasing me, scythe in hand. If I paused, the reaper took my life. With it, he claimed the safety of every resident of New Hoffen.

I growled. My life was mine to lose, but they had no right to endanger the innocent.

“Get out of my way!” I roared, shooting a pillar of fire from my open mouth into the spider mob.

The burst of flame engulfed the demon threat and disintegrated their bodies, giving me passage into the next cavern.

“What the fuck was that?” I panted as I ran.

I told you. We’re a demon who can absorb the abilities of others. You still have much to learn.

All of a sudden I was half-man, half-demon, half-dragon. What I wouldn’t have given for a pair of wings so my throbbing feet could take a break. My soles were red raw, but I endured the discomfort and kept moving. Stopping was not an option.

Adrenaline pulsed through my veins and kept me moving as I reached my limit. The second cave seemed to go on for a devastating eternity, wearing down my will to go on. I’d never seen anything more beautiful than the eventual light at the end of the tunnel. We were almost there.

I emerged into the open; the home stretch. All that remained was the asteroid field back to the entrance.

Esther and Dessa were on their way, hopping over the floating rock bridge, close to the exit. Then there was Titania.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I snarled. How could she be stuck again? There was no time. I yelled as I approached. “You need to jump!”

“I know!” she squealed, knees smacking together. “I know, but…”

“For fuck sake. Here!” As I passed, I grabbed her and threw her over my shoulders. Before she had a chance to complain, we were on the precarious walkway, racing the dungeon itself to the exit.

The rocks collapsed as my weight left them. The jaws of the abyss were snapping at my heels. My heart thumped at a million miles an hour. One slip and we were both goners.

“Jake, hurry!” Esther yelled from the portal.

“I’m going as fast as I can!” I wheezed, lungs busy trying to push me over the line. One hundred meters became fifty. Fifty turned to twenty-five. That slipped down to ten.

The icy hand of death slammed shut, but not around me. I slipped from its bony fingers and slammed down on solid ground. The portal was within touching distance. With a final roar, I threw myself forward, into the disorienting gateway.


Chapter 22


My shoulder slammed into the forest floor, crunching into dry dirt and feeble twigs. The momentum carried me further, rolling around, eventually stopping in a leaf-covered heap of core and orc.

“We’re back?” I wheezed, looking at a blue sky. No more purple horror show.

“We’re back?” Titania parroted from her VIP position, flopped across my stomach. She jumped up and squealed. “We’re back! We’re alive! You did it!” She lunged onto me, squeezing me in an uncharacteristic hug.

I grasped her back, laughing. The pent-up tension washed away.

“Excellent work, everyone,” Esther said, standing and not making a fool out of herself.

“Glad to be back, “Dessa said, fanning herself. “I don’t think this dungeon diving is for me. Too much running around. I should have asked my darling boy to carry me as well. Lucky, lucky, Titania.”

Titania realized what she’d been doing. She yelped and pushed me away, jumping back to her feet. “It’s not like I asked him to carry me!”

I rubbed my aching shoulders. “Not like I had much choice. Who knew you were scared of heights?”

“I’m not scared of heights! I was formulating the best path. That’s all,” she grumbled, folding her arms and turning away.

“Lady doth protest too much,” Dessa giggled.

“As long as you got the core,” Esther said.

“Right here,” I said, patting the heavy orb.

“We’ll be taking that, thank you.”

I went rigid as figures emerged from the forest. They weren’t demons, they were people. Five in total, all dressed in black. Four of them were dressed in a similar manner to Titania. Armored limbs with a leotard. Only the color differed.

One of the soldiers was an orc, but she was a physical beast compared to our petite titch. She, too, held a spear.

Two of the group were humans and they both came wielding swords.

The last was an oni who would give Troya a run for her money. In her hands was a gigantic war hammer that would crush any opponent unlucky enough to feel its force.

Member number five was the one who stood out the most. Her tight, black, leather armor identified her as a woman, but the lack of any exposed flesh made further identification impossible. Her face was hidden under a pointy mask, reminiscent of what doctors used to wear during the middle ages, if my amateur history knowledge was correct. A spiked whip dangled from her hand, snaking across the ground. 

They hadn’t come to make friends.

My party backed up around me. Esther and Titania were tense, hands on their weapons.

“You aren’t taking anything,” Esther said.

“Why do you have to be so stubborn?” the masked woman said, sauntering closer. “We don’t want to fight. All we want is the core. Is it really worth dying over?”

“Shut up!” Titania snapped, aiming her spear. “We won’t let you have it.”

The woman stopped and raised her hands. “Titania, why so confrontational? We don’t want to kill you. It’d make your mother so sad to hear of her treacherous daughter’s demise.”

“I’ll kill you,” Titania roared, lunging.

Esther grabbed her wrist and pulled her back. “Calm down. She’s trying to provoke you.”

The masked woman cackled. “I’m not, I assure you. I’m trying to get the core. Nothing more. We waited a long time for somebody to do the dangerous stuff for us. We’ll be in trouble if we don’t bring back the prize.”

I looked for an opening. All the warriors were primed and ready to move if we attempted anything. They were well-trained and drilled.

“Dammit, who are these clowns?” I asked.

“Guards, from Grabadon,” Esther said. “Mercenaries who want this crystal for themselves.”

“Mercenaries is such a cruel word,” their leader said. “We’re soldiers, serving his majesty, and the good people of Grabadon. We’re heroes, trying to preserve the safety of our kingdom.”

“And what about New Hoffen?” I spat. “Don’t you care what happens to them?”

The woman hummed and tilted her head. “Who are you supposed to be? I recognize the elf. I’d rather not waste her talents here. The cat, I know her. She can join her mother, for all I care. But, you. I don’t know you. I should know you. A male demon hunter? How did you escape my network?”

I shrugged. “What can I say? I’ve got one of those faces. Hard to remember.”

“Interesting. Very interesting,” she mused. “We could do with a man like you. How about you bring the orb over and join us? Common pest control is no job for a gent with your physique.”

“Jake,” Esther mumbled.

I laughed. “What? You think I’d jump ship after all this?” I drew my sword and aimed it at the masked woman. “If you want this core, you’re gonna have to take it.”

She shrugged. “If you insist.. Let’s kill them.”

Their fivesome closed in around us, all keeping in step so we didn’t know who to turn our attention to. All the women were armed and all looked dangerous.

Esther pulled out her pistols and blasted at their leader.

The masked woman shrieked and broke formation, vanishing behind a sword-wielding woman who rushed in to cut off the attack.

Titania stepped forward to meet her, clashing steel together.

It opened up her back and dragged in the lancer. I went to cut off the attack, but Esther lunged out and unleashed a barrage. “Jake, eyes behind!”

I spun into a sword slicing for my skull. The attack would have ended me, but I managed to pull out a desperation block.

In came the oni, swinging her war hammer at my side. I weaved and narrowly avoided losing half my ribcage. Her next attack came for my head. I dropped back and rolled away, avoiding the impact.

Before I recovered, the swordswoman was on top of me, stabbing for my throat.

On instinct, I swung and deflected the blow. It didn’t even buy me a second before the next attack. I threw myself away before she sliced through my head.

I landed at the oni’s feet. She was midway through a downward swing.

A swift roll took me just out of the range and her hammer buried itself harmlessly into the ground. If that had been my spine, I’d never have walked again.

The deadly duo chased me down as I scrambled to recover. So much for demons being the toughest thing on this planet. They were small fry compared to the locals.

Both split to charge me down. I swiveled, unsure of who would make the first move.

Blue flashed beneath their feet and both slipped over on a sheet of ice.

“Don’t worry, darling,” Dessa said. “Your loyal lover is here to save the day.”

Before I could say thanks, a spiked length wrapped itself around her neck. “I thought you didn’t fight,” the whip’s owner snickered.

“Dessa!” I roared.

“I don’t think so,” the masked woman said, pulling Dessa close. “One wrong move, hunters, and your mystic is going to join her spirits. Permanently.”

Anger pulsed through my veins. I growled like a wild beast, but I couldn’t move. It was checkmate. I threw my sword to the ground.

Esther and Titania joined me in surrender. The victor laughed, cradling her prisoner.

“Why didn’t you do this from the start?” she inquired. “All this time, wasted. It’s already too late for that village.”

“What?” I said.

“You don’t know? Actually, there’s no way you could know. After you entered the portal, the demons made their move. They should be destroying that town as we speak.”

“No,” I gasped. My body trembled. “You’re lying.”

“Not at all. We saw them go. A decent sized army for those savages. It’ll be more than enough. Soon that parasite will be gone. It’s about time. That’s what traitors deserve.”

My blood turned molten. I couldn’t stop shaking. All those people, dead, and they hadn’t done a thing to stop it. Murderers by association.

“You bastards!” I screamed, unable to hold back my rage. Hellfire erupted from my fists, brighter than ever before.

The masked woman stumbled, losing her hold of Dessa. “What is that?”

I yelled and unleashed a pillar of fire at the bitch. It was a great shame that she dodged and didn’t get to feel the full wrath of my fury.

“Kill him, kill him!” she squealed, scrambling across the forest floor.

The giant oni lunged in, swinging her war hammer overhead.

I jabbed and met the hammer, bursting it into pieces. My next punch was reserved for her, driving her body across the clearing, slamming it into a tree. The entire thing crumbled, splitting in half and burying her in shattered wood.

The swordswoman came next. I blocked her swing with my forearm, catching the steel with my flesh. Adrenaline nulled the pain. It was a non-issue as New Hoffen suffered. With a swift kick, I sent the killer flying back.

My glowing blue glare turned its attention to the other guards. They released Esther and Titania and turned tail, following the masked woman who was already nowhere to be seen.

“We need to go!” I yelled.

“Jake, the core,” Esther said. Our enemies had left it in their haste. “You can’t forget it.”

“There’s no time!”

“How will you repair the shield without it?”

“Shit,” I snarled. The last thing I needed was baggage.

I snatched the core and took off running. My exhaustion was on the back-burner. All that mattered was making it to New Hoffen on time.

After an agonizing eternity, the forest turned into clear ground. New Hoffen was up ahead. It made my eyes widen. The shield was gone. Plumes of smoke rose from within the walls.

“No, this can’t be happening,” I gasped, bolting for the gate. It was a metric ton of solid metal. It should have stopped them.

I froze, feet skidding as I reached my destination. The gate was busted open. It hadn’t done a damn thing to stop them.

The others caught me up. Their reactions were much the same. Titania shuddered. “Why? Why is this happening?!”

“Come on,” Esther said, darting ahead. “We need to get them the core. Now.”

It was the mental slap I needed. I nodded. “Right.”

Together, we rushed into the town. What had been a blossoming spot, in the middle of despair, had turned into another symbol of the demon’s dominance. Fire indiscriminately consumed the buildings, blotting out the sky with a cloud of soot. Monsters roamed where civilians should have. Their glowing blue eyes turned as we interrupted their wanton destruction.

“Bastards!” I yelled.

“Jake, leave this to us,” Esther said. “You concentrate on defending the core.”

“But—”

“Don’t argue! If we lose that core, everything is lost.” She aimed her pistols at the approaching swarm. “We’ll handle these.”

“I’ll make them pay for this,” Titania roared, charging forward to meet the demons.

I gritted my teeth. Being unable to help was more painful than any wound I’d been inflicted with.

Luckily, I was paired with some amazing hunters.

Esther’s pistols ripped the grubs to shreds while Titania fought like a woman possessed. Her shield crashed into their bodies, knocking them off guard. She moved her spear like lightning, demolishing the beasts.

“Move,” Esther said, blood splashed across the bridge of her nose.

I nodded and chased after the double act. They were an unstoppable force, driving our party into the heart of New Hoffen. It didn’t matter how many demons faced them. The dozens who were stupid enough to challenge them all met the same fate.

With a trail of demon corpses behind us, we burst into the main square. The place was stained with blue blood and the disfigured remains of a legion’s worth of demon scum. It made our attempts look childish.

“What happened here?” I asked.

A roar answered my question. Something big, red, and pissed beyond belief, flew through the air and slammed down in front of us. She was stained with sweat and blood, the majority not her own. Her greatsword was caked in fresh guts.

Hatred burned in her yellow eyes, but it quelled when she noticed who we were.

“Hunters!” she gasped. “Ya’re alive.”

“Same for—”

“There’s no time for that,” Esther interjected. “We need to fix the shield.”

Troya turned to me. Her eyes doubled in size when she spotted the sphere in my arms. “Inside, now!” She guided us to the tower and thumped on the door.

The bunker slid open and the entire village almost spilled out. It was bursting to the seams with the town’s residents. Made sense, it was the most secure location in the sieged town. A shelter as well as a shield generator.

I pushed through the crowd to a deactivated generator in the center. Troya cranked a handle and brought down a black orb, drained of all power. She flung it out, shattering it on the floor. “Jake. In here.”

“Right,” I said, depositing the orb in the slot.

“Help me get it back up. Quick.”

We worked together, wheeling the fresh orb up the tower, to the highest point in the city. Once it clicked, Troya hammered the button. The machine spluttered, but it didn’t start.

“Not now,” she snarled, slamming the key. “Start. Start ya hunk of junk!”

“All that wasted because some machine won’t work? Over my dead boy,” I snapped, booting the generator.

The machine clicked into life, humming and surging with power. I rushed outside and watched the sky. Light radiated from the crystal and spread, closing back around the village, wrapping it up in a protective shell.

New Hoffen’s shield was back online.

“We did it,” I cheered.

“It’s too early to celebrate,” Esther warned. “That will cut off reinforcements, but there are still demons inside.”

“Hunters,” Troya called. “I can’t leave here. My people need me. Please, ya need to go. Kill them all. Help everyone ya can. Find him… please.”

“You don’t need to ask us twice,” I said, turning on my heels and taking off. “I won’t let anybody else die!”

The shield didn’t douse the flames. Nor did it dilute the distant screams. I used them as a compass, guiding me to those who needed me the most.

A stray demon stumbled into my path. He glanced at me, blood running down his chin. It wasn’t his own.

It couldn’t be his own.

“Move out of my fucking way!” I roared, taking its head off with a flaming clothesline strike.

Its blood splashed over me. Bright blue. That was more like it. I didn’t waste time wiping it away. The demons deserved to know what I was going to do to them.

I rushed into a clearing, near the edge of the town. The screams were deafening, coming from all around me. Several buildings burned and more were under attack. Swarms of demons clawed, trying to break inside. There was no reason for them to be so persistent unless there was prey waiting within.

Fury consumed me. I saw red and rushed at the closest pack. “Leave them alone!” I shot my fire breath into the swarm, combusting a chunk of their numbers.

Their shrieks alerted the others to my presence. They stopped hunting for food and came rushing at me.

My demon eye marked them as grunts. Even if they’d all been high-level beasts, my response would have been the same. I rushed to meet them, throwing my fists, exterminating them one by one. Their bodies exploded from the impact, raining me in their demise. The brutality didn’t make me blink. It was no more than they deserved.

When the dust settled, corpses stained the ground around me. My arms were plastered in blood. It didn’t do a thing to douse my flames.

An ear-ringing scream stole my attention. I’d stopped one attack, but the others were advancing. Every second I spent fighting one group allowed another closer to their prey. Saving one person meant placing another in danger.

“Dammit!” I roared, eyes darting. Who did I go to next? How could I decide who to save and who to sacrifice? If only I could draw them to me.

What is human prey compared to half-breed prey?

That was it. The wooden amulet had become so commonplace it’d slipped my mind. Without it, I was demon catnip.

Dessa warned me, but this was no time. I ripped the amulet from my neck and flared my half-breed power.

The demons stopped. They all froze and turned their eyes to me. It was a repeat of my encounter with the shadows. Cold, dark, unmoving beasts, who only cared about me.

I spread my arms and yelled at the onlookers. “That’s right! I’m a fucking half-breed!  Come and get me, you demon bastards!”

My offer went down well. They forgot about everything else and rushed right for me. In total, there had to be at least a hundred of the low-ranking demon scum. All with their sights set on the same target.

This target had no intention of going down without a fight.

I roared and met my attackers with a flame-fueled fist. Heads exploded and bodies turned to pulp.

“Die,” I cursed, throwing another punch. More demons fell, obliterated by the brute force.

Even more kept coming.

I swung my fists at the approaching, surrounding, mass. They were weak and my blows ripped them to shreds. Blood sprayed and guts flew, all courtesy of demolished demons.

What they lacked in raw power they made up for in their numbers. My blow cracked skulls and shattered bone, but it didn’t overwhelm the swarm. Fangs sunk into my shoulders. Claws ripped into my back.

An adrenaline and rage cocktail kept me going. I swung and clubbed the demons assaulting my flank, repaying them with death.

It opened up my front for more. Sharp claws slashed my torso and cut my face.

Rivers of red gushed from my open wounds. I snarled, vision turning red. “Bastards. I won’t let you kill me until you’re all dead!”

They outnumbered me, but I didn’t stop swinging. I crushed their bodies, squished their frames, and ended their lives. Every demon which I struck ceased to exist. Yet, I was losing. It didn’t matter how many I killed. Demons surrounded me. A wall of squirming darkness had been erected with me in the middle. Their entire invading army had gathered around me.

I kept fighting, redness turning to black. The adrenaline was fading. Pain was taking over. I could feel every scratch, slice, bite, cut, wound and more. My knuckles throbbed, dripping red from under the coating of blue congealed to my fists. The air was getting thin. I’d barely gotten a break since the morning. Exhaustion crept. My muscles ached. No matter how much my lungs wheezed, my breath was fading.

“I’ll kill you all,” I groaned, legs failing. This was my limit. Obligation kept me swinging. I couldn’t stop until everybody was safe.

Through my blurred vision, their numbers looked as dense as always. I snickered. There wasn’t any way of knowing if I’d even made a dent.

Tiredness called me. I’d lost too much blood. My arms stopped working. I begged them to move, but it was no good. There was no longer anything I could do.

Is this it? Not the way I wanted to go out. It’s been nice fighting with you.

The demons closed in, gifted free reign to do with me as they pleased.

A foul beast opened up and came for my throat. His head burst open before he got the chance.

“Jake!”

My ears had enough sense to understand the word, but the owner was lost on my tired mind.

Bullets slammed into the approaching horde. Their numbers collapsed, picked off one at a time. More rumbling came from behind. I couldn’t see, but things stopped digging their way into my flesh.

Not being ripped apart was pleasant.

I stood, useless, as the wall of black crumbled. Light slipped through and greeted me. My fading vision failed to appreciate it.

“Jake!”

That same voice. I blinked and realized a woman was in front of me. Pale. Dark eyes. Dark hair. Beautiful. Had to be Esther. She didn’t look too happy. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

She was too pretty for such expressions. I forced myself to smile. “What happened? Did we get them?”

Esther nodded. “We got them. We got all of them. Thanks to you.”

Made sense. Explained the lack of stabbing in place of the general burning agony. They’d helped me do what I couldn’t handle alone.

“That’s great. I can finally sleep,” I groaned, closing my eyes.

“Jake, no!” she screamed.

I didn’t see the big deal. I was tired so I wanted to sleep. As far as I was concerned, I’d earned it.

Darkness called me and I willingly let it drag me under.


Chapter 23


My eyes flickered open. Nothing stared back at me. An endless infinity that one could mistake for the dark.

Welcome back.

I knew that voice. It was hard not to recognize something that exists exclusively inside your head. Even in this place, the voice echoed between my ears.

My flaming inner self floated, lounging on an invisible couch.

“Can’t I sleep in peace?” I asked.

You almost did.

“Huh?” I scratched my head. Last thing I remembered was being outside. What had happened?

An army of demons flashed in my thoughts. I jumped up and checked my surroundings. There were no demons in sight, of course.

Looks like you remember. That was a close one. You almost bit the bullet.

“What choice did I have? Those people needed me.”

Hey, I’m not scolding you for fighting. Issue is you lost. You weren’t strong enough to get the job done.

I huffed. “I did what I needed to do.”

Don’t give me that. Unlike you, I don’t have a death wish. I want to blossom, but you can’t get the job done. If it wasn’t for everyone else, you wouldn’t be here.

“So, I’m still alive?”

Barely. This can’t keep happening. We’ve been bailed out every time we fight. Didn’t you want to protect others? They need to keep protecting you.

I clicked my tongue. I wanted to prove him wrong, but there was nothing I could say. The others had saved me so many times. Some hunter I was.

“I’m pathetic,” I groaned, clutching my head.

It doesn’t have to be this way. Look at me. Do I look more radiant to you? More ferocious? More… fiery?

I nodded. All the above. He was bigger than my previous visit and his flame burned brighter.

This is proof of your progress, but it’s not enough. We need to kill more demons. Every demon we kill gives us strength.

“Like how I can breathe fire and see in the dark?”

More than that. We absorb their souls and use them to gain power. Think back to the games you’ve played. Killing enemies gives you experience. That is how we demons operate. We absorb the souls of our foes to become stronger.

I’d seen enemies grow weaker in comparison to me in a short period of time. I’d felt a rush of power when the dungeon bosses died. Things were slowly clicking together.

I’m glad you’re caught up. We need to kill more demons. We need more power so we can start protecting and stop being a liability.

“I hate agreeing with you,” I sighed, rubbing my neck.

Hey, come on. We should try and get along. We’re like roommates.

“Then you can start paying rent.”

I pay in fire. Would you rather me stop?

I growled. “Fine, you win this round.”

Good boy. Don’t disappoint me. We can’t stop until we’re the most powerful demon there is.

I was about to reply, but my strength left me. My body sunk into the void and my eyes fell shut. When they snapped back open, I was staring at a ceiling. I sat up and took a look around. I was in a white bed located in a small, plain, room I hadn’t seen before. Nobody else was around, or so it first appeared. My gaze wandered to the catgirl who was sleeping, head slumped on my bed.

Adorable.

“Esther,” I whispered, pushing at her shoulder.

She bolted up and stared at me. Her brown eyes filled with tears. “Jake!” she squeaked, locking me in a hug.

“Woah, calm down,” I said, rubbing her back.

Her body trembled. I could hear her sniffling and feel the tears dripping onto my shoulder. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

“I’m fine,” I assured her. “Come on. Turn off the tears. Making pretty girls cry ain’t my style.”

She escaped the crook of my neck and dried her stinging eyes. “I was so worried. I thought you were gonna…”

“Come on. I’m tougher than that,” I said, flexing an arm. “It’s gonna take more than a few demons to put me down.”

“I’m serious, Jake. You were too reckless. If we hadn’t got there in time…” Her bottom lip quivered.

I patted her head. “But, you did. Come on. Cheer up.”

“Next time might be different. You’re too reckless. And not for the first time. I’m worried about you, Jake. If you keep this up…”

“Esther, I didn’t have a choice. If I hadn’t done something, more people would have died. I couldn’t let that happen.”

“But, what if you’d died? What would I of done?”

Didn’t matter if she was a cute cat of a cuter catgirl, Esther knew how to play my heart like a damn fiddle.

I squeezed her arms and pulled her in, claiming those sweet, pouted, lips with a kiss.

Her tension melted away. She purred into my mouth, tush wiggling against my thighs.

She wasn’t the only one who knew a few moves.

Once my darling Esther was calm, I pulled back. “I won’t die, I promise.”

“You better mean that,” she said. “I won’t forgive you if you’re lying.”

“I don’t promise things lightly.”

She giggled. “Then I expect you to keep it. There are people here who care about you. None of us want to lose you.”

“I’m going to become so strong you’ll never need to worry about me again,” I hummed, pecking her lips again.

The door swung open and Dessa came bursting in. “Are you guys trying to start the fun without me? A hospital threesome. Doesn’t that sound alluring?”

I damn near jumped out of my skin. “That’s not what’s happening.”

“Are you sure? You two are looking awfully cozy.”

“Don’t be so crude,” Esther said, darting off my lap. “I was just making sure he was okay.”

“Of course he is,” Dessa purred. “It’s as I assured you. His regenerative power is quite extraordinary. There isn’t even a scar on him. Such a shame. He’d look even more masculine with a few cuts and bruises.”

“No funny thoughts,” I warned her.

“Boo.”

I sighed. This was more like it. It hadn’t been long, but this felt normal to me. After the crazy day we’d experienced, this was all I craved.

But, it couldn’t go on forever.

My hospital room had no window and there wasn’t a clock in sight. I hadn’t seen one since arriving on Terix. It’d been evening when we’d arrived back at town.

“How long was I out?” I asked.

“About a day,” Dessa said.

“You mean a full day?”

“Just over, to be more precise.”

“What happened to the town? Did the shield work?”

“It’s okay, Jake. It worked,” Esther said. “Everyone worked together to mend the gate. New Hoffen is secure again.”

I tried to smile, but I couldn’t find it. “What about the casualties? How many died?”

“Don’t worry, darling,” Dessa said. “It’s not as many as you think. Troya and her guards did an excellent job of getting the citizens to safety. Thanks to them, most of the citizens survived.”

“But, not all,” I mumbled, clenching my fists.

“That’s how this world is, darling. It’s a minor miracle so many survived. We should be celebrating, if it wasn’t for the other thing.”

“Dessa!” Esther squealed.

She mock gasp. “Oh no. Silly me and my big mouth.”

“What other thing?” I asked, body rigid.

“Are you going to tell him, my darling leader, or should I?”

Esther grumbled and scratched her head. “I guess I have to. There are still some people missing…”

“What?!” I jumped from my bed and grabbed her shoulders. “What do you mean ‘missing’?”

She averted her eyes from me. “Just what it sounds like. We haven’t found them, dead or alive.”

“We need to go looking for them.”

“Jake, you can’t. You need to rest!”

“I’m fine,” I said, snatching my tattered cape from the side cabinet. “This is more important.”

“This is why I didn’t want to tell you,” Esther whined, snatching the other end. “You’re gonna do something dangerous again. You need to rest.”

“Esther, I’m just fine. See. There isn’t a mark on me.”

“But…”

“What did I promise?”

“You promised you wouldn’t die…” she mumbled.

“And I meant it. I don’t intend to die and I don’t intend to let anyone else. If people are missing, I need to find them.”

“He seems pretty set on this,” Dessa said. “I doubt you’ll be able to stop him.”

“You’re the only reason he knows,” Esther huffed.

“Me and my big mouth,” the mischievous elf giggled again.

“Come on, Esther,” I said, offering my hand. “We’ve still got a job to do. It ain’t over until we’re certain everyone is safe.”

Esther gave my hand a lengthy look and sighed. “You’re one of a kind.” She grasped it and smiled. “Okay. Let’s go.”

“Good luck you two,” Dessa said, waving. “My talents are best used here. I’ll leave the grunt work to you busybodies.”

I waved her off and bolted from the room. We emerged into the general infirmary. Its style was a match for what I was used to on Earth. White, bland, and polished. Not too shabby for a dystopian hospital.

Outside of my private room, the place was bustling. Not a big surprise after the town had weathered a demon attack. The halls were stuffed with the injured, wrapped in bandages. Then there was me, who had jumped in with the sharks and didn’t have a mark to show for it. My prosperity, compared to theirs, seemed unfair.

“Jake, do you have a plan?” Esther asked.

“Huh?” I blurted, coming back to my senses. “Not really. My style is more do things and hope they work.”

“I thought you might say something like that,” she sighed. “If we want to get anything done we need to find a trail. Wandering aimlessly will do us no good.”

“I’m a city boy, I don’t know how to follow a trail.”

“That’s why I’m here,” she said, squeezing my hand.

I smiled. “What would I do without you?”

A commotion ended our conversation. There was a clatter up ahead. Roars, bangs, panic. I tensed and raced to meet the threat.

We rounded a corner and found the culprit. My tightness drained. It was no demon.

Troya was fighting her way for the outside. Her huge body was wrapped in bandages and people. The latter were attempting to stop her from making a grand escape. Even with a half dozen of them, they were struggling to overpower the injured oni.

“Let me go! I need to find him!” she yelled.

“You can’t. You’re injured.”

“This is nothing! Just a wee break. I can still fight.” Troya flexed her body, driving the impeding force back. She bolted and crumbled in a wince of raw agony.

“Troya!” I yelled, rushing over to the hunched oni. “What’s going on?”

“Jake?” she groaned, teeth gritted. “Help me up, hunter. I need to go. I need to find him.”

“Who?”

“Pip. My boy. He’s missing.” With Herculean effort, she dragged herself back to her feet. A few paces later, she collapsed back to one knee, sweat dripping down her battered body.

I froze. The little pipsqueak was missing? A child was unaccounted for? I growled. That was unacceptable. Those demons were trying to rip families apart.

“Troya,” I said. “I’ll find Pip and bring him back. I promise.”

“Ya will?” she winced, struggling to lift her huge frame.

“I just promised, didn’t I?”

Esther crouched next to Troya. “I know how you feel, but you need to wait here. You’re in no condition to search. You’ve done enough. If it wasn’t for you, this town wouldn’t be standing.” The ridiculous amount of strapping was testament to how much she had sacrificed to keep the demons away from her people. Even with her son missing, she’d continued protecting those in her care.

“That won’t mean anything if I lose my son,” she said. Troya looked at me, tears streaming down her face. “Please, find him.”

I nodded. “Esther, come on. We need to go.”

“Right,” she said, rushing out of the hospital with me into the battered remains of New Hoffen.

The town was in worse condition than its inhabitants. Some of the buildings had been torched to the ground. Other structures, despite still standing, were in no condition for inhabitation. The hospital was lucky to have persevered. A large chunk of the village would need to be rebuilt from scratch.

“Normal residents are checking the town,” Esther informed me. “Only we can look outside.”

“I’ve got a bad feeling,” I confessed.

“Let’s find Titania. She’s been looking all this time.”

“Lead the way.”

We ran through the remains of the town, which had treated us well, and out a gate. After a small amount of nosing we managed to stumble across our orc companion.

“Jake, what are you doing here?” she said.

“What’s it look like? I’m here to help.”

“Aren’t you still totally banged up?”

“Does it look like I am?” I said, showing off my spotless body.

“Is this really the time for this?” Esther reminded us. “Titania, did you find anything?”

“I think so?” she said, scratching her head. “You know I’m no good at tracking.”

“Show us.”

Titania guided us back to the forest. The leaf-glossed ground had been disturbed by crater footprints. We’d been in a rush coming through but we would have noticed such obvious walking hazards.

“Are these tracks?” I balked.

Esther crouched and inspected the holes. “Yes. They’re around a day old and heading away from the village. And, they’re not alone. Here, more tracks. Smaller, fainter, heading the same way.”

I growled. “Do you think this has something to do with Pip’s disappearance?”

“I can’t say for certain, but it’s too suspicious to ignore. We should follow them.”

“There’s no time to lose. Let’s go.”

Esther, as the most experienced hunter, took the lead. In all honesty, I could have done the same. Her tracking talents were wasted on this hunt. The massive prints were so obvious even an amateur could follow them. They led us all the way through the forest, past the clearing we’d used to enter the dungeon, and out the other side.

Following the marks became difficult once dirt turned into rock, but hope wasn’t lost.

“Look,” Esther said.

In the distance, illuminated by the moonlight, was a tower. A stone fortress which had been right around the corner this entire time, yet hidden from sight by the landscape.

“If I was a demon bastard, that’s where I’d hide,” I said.

“It’s the perfect place to keep prisoners,” Esther said.

I scrunched my fists. “We need to get them out.”

“We can’t be certain that’s their base,” Esther reminded me.

“It is. I can feel it.”

Was it because I was half-demon that I knew they were inside? Didn’t matter. Only one thing was important. Getting everybody out of there.

I’d let too many people die. Nobody else was going to suffer because of my shortcomings.


Chapter 24


Under the cover of darkness, we snuck to the stone fortress. It wasn’t in the best condition. The walls were crumbling. Its drawbridge had shattered, leaving the entrance unprotected. Plantlife crept up the walls, burying into any hole they could find.

Didn’t mean it wasn’t an amazing base for demon scum.

“Jake, can you see any demons?” Esther asked.

I activated my demon eye. “Nothing.”

“Come on. Let’s get closer.”

We crept over the fallen wood and waltzed in through the front door. The place was dark. Moonlight was the only source of light we had. Not an issue for Esther and I. My demon eye was the tool I never knew I needed. Every piece of shattered furniture was visible. Broken wood, ripped cloth, dented ornaments. Long ago, this place had taken a beating.

Nobody human had lived here for a long time.

I kept my demon eye primed as we moved. The hall was as quiet as it was gloomy. The only sound I could hear was the tap of feet on the ground. Titania’s metal boots clinked every time they hit the stone.

It didn’t alert the owners.

“Are you sure there’s anyone here?” Titania said.

“Positive,” I said.

“How? You didn’t see anybody.”

“My gut is telling me.”

“And why should I listen to what your stomach thinks?”

“Quiet,” Esther snapped. “This isn’t the time for arguing. We need to find the prisoners.”

There was the occasional doorway, but none of them indicated life was hiding away inside. We ignored them all and kept heading for forward.

Esther’s ears twitched. “I hear something. It’s coming from up ahead”

At the end of the corridor was another door. Inside was a flight of stairs which led down, underground. We followed, staying as quiet as we could. We emerged at the entrance of a wide, brick, room. Sounds came from within.

“We eat?” a dull voice asked.

“No eat. These hostages are valuable. We can use them to collect more angels,” a shrill voice croaked.

“But, me want tasties now.”

“If you eat now, there’ll be less food later.”

I glanced around the corner. Two demons stood in front of a cage wall. One of them was humongous, in height and build. He was a fat giant of a monster, covered in a thick, gray, hide. His fingers were like sausages and his heavy gut rolled down.

The other was average in height. His body was cloaked. He wore a mask that looked to be carved from wood. A pair of glowing blue eyes confirmed what he was.

My demon eye scanned them both. They shared the same threat level. Red. Severe. Not to be messed with.

“Me so hungry,” the big demon groaned.

“Fine,” the masked demon sighed. “You can have one. But, only one. Make your choice.”

Behind him, in the cage, were people. Scared, shaking, people. The lost citizens of New Hoffen.

I growled. My anger welled up. I darted out, but Esther pulled me back.

“Jake, wait,” she whispered.

“They’re right there,” I said.

“I know. But, there might be a way we can save them without fighting.”

The cell door squeaked open and the big nasty looked inside. “Which tasty me take? Hmm. Me take this tasty.”

His huge hand snatched for a woman, but somebody jumped in the way.

“Stop!” Pip yelled, arms spread. “I won’t let you take anyone!”

“That bad tasty. Me take you tasty instead.”

“No, we need to keep that tasty,” the smaller demon implored.

The big lug ignored him and wrapped his hand around Pip, pulling him from the cage. “Bye-bye, tasty.” He held the oni boy up and opened wide.

“Don’t you fucking dare!” I yelled, launching in and smashed the brute in the side of his head.

He dropped Pip and flew through the air, crashing through the dungeon wall.

“What?” the masked demon squawked.

I spun on my heels and threw a punch between his eyes.

The demon seemed to melt before I touched him. His body dropped, turning into smoke. The cloud weaved around my legs, to the demon-sized hole in the wall. There, he reformed himself.

“Ugg, get up. Intruders.”

A huge hand grabbed the wall. The groaning demon pulled himself back, other hand rubbing his face. “That hurt.”

It hurt, but it hadn’t killed him.

“Jake, we need to go,” Esther said. She’d already started shepherding the prisoners from the cage.

“But—”

“They’re not our target. These are.”

The dungeon noticeably shook as the overweight brute pulled himself out of the wreckage. Punching him had left my knuckles throbbing. He was as tough as my powers told me.

“Alright, let’s go,” I said, turning tail and chasing the last prisoner.

We bolted back up the stairs and into the hallway. Our speed wasn’t what it could have been with so many women and children to escort, but they were doing their best. I kept glancing over my shoulder, waiting for the beast to chase. His absence was a welcome surprise.

Shame it couldn’t last.

There a loud explosion ahead. I rushed through the crowd and found the demonic culprit standing there, in front of the hole he’d made in the ground.

“No tasty escape,” he said, flashing a mouthful of rotten teeth.

The smog rose from the same location, turning back into a solid form. “Don’t kill the weak ones. Only the intruders.”

“Me eat them?”

“Fill your belly.”

“Me happy.” He chortled and rushed. For a big guy, he had some speed. Within a moment he was on top of us, swinging a catcher’s mitt of a hand.

Titania stepped up and readied her shield. Metal and monster met and the latter was victorious. The brute force drove Titania from her feet and slammed her into the wall.

“No!” I yelled. My glare turned to the demon. “You bastard!” My rage exploded and I jumped into action. I threw myself in and clubbed at his gut.

He didn’t bother blocking. His fat belly absorbed the impact.

“Hehe, tickles,” he said, before swatting me.

It drove me to the floor. I gasped as my torso cracked against solid brick. If I hadn’t ducked my head and taken it with my upper back, it could have been lethal.

He wrapped my cape in his fist and dragged me from the floor. His glowing, beady, eyes scanned me, lips curling in joy. “You big. Me like big tasties.” He opened wide, hitting me with an accidental breath attack.

Bullets shot into his mouth, making the bastard shriek and drop me.

I landed back onto my feet, barely, beside my savior.

“Jake, we need to get out of here,” Esther said.

It was hard to forget the group of defenseless pedestrians behind us. Sure, the smaller demon had asked for them to be spared, but only a fool would take a demon’s word as assurance.

“Bad tasties,” the big guy said, rubbing his mouth. “No leave.”

“You heard him, Esther,” I said, preparing myself for round two.

Esther tugged on my cape. “Jake, no. That’s an ogre. They’re incredibly dangerous. And the little one is a ghost. They’re a lot smarter than the average demon.”

“What choice do we have? He’s looking for a fight.”

“He’s too strong!”

“Don’t you think I know that?” I growled. “But, if we don’t fight, what happens to everyone?”

The big guy finished fixing his jaw. He shook away the pain and lumbered forward. “No more talk, tasties. Eat time.”

“Not on your life,” I snarled, stepping in and striking his gut.

It produced the same result. Nothing. My fire-infused punch was snuffed out by his thick layer of demon padding.

“Bad tasty. Be good yums.” He swatted a giant hand at me.

I rolled under the swing and ducked a follow-up backhand. His knuckles crashed into the solid brick, splitting the wall.

Esther blasted him from the other side, but her bullets bounced off his skin. We weren’t doing a thing to him.

“Stay still,” he balked, not giving Esther the time of day. His fists had my name on it.

I weaved around the blows. They slammed into the wall, widening the crevice. If I hadn’t dodged, that would have been my bones.

When I saw an opening, I lunged in and delivered a strike of my own. They didn’t leave a mark. The big bastard didn’t even acknowledge them. It was like an elephant trying to swat a fly.

My back was literally to the wall.

From nowhere, the ogre stopped swinging and started shrieking. He spun around, chunky arms trying to reach his back. Located there was a stubborn orc girl, with her electric-charged spear buried into his back.

“Die you bastard,” she snarled, clinging on.

He kept shrieking, unable to reach her. The current sizzled through his body, making his muscles spasm. His only real defense was swinging his frame from side to side. The force dislodged the spear and Titania with it, freeing him from the torment. She rolled along the ground, to our side, while our foe stumbled away,

“Titania, you beauty,” I cheered.

“No demon makes a fool out of me,” she growled, staggering up.

“This is our chance,” Esther said, darting past me to the wall. The ogre had opened a sizeable gash to the outside, big enough for a person to fit through. Or, a group of escapees.

“Everyone, move!” I ordered, directing the villagers through the gap.

They jumped at the chance to follow Esther. Each took it in turn, with Pip and Titania going last. Finally, it was my turn.

“Where you going, tasty?” the ogre’s dumb voice asked.

“Don’t let them get away,” the ghost ordered.

“Dammit,” I cursed, turning on my heels to face them. “Titania, take Esther and get everyone back.”

“What?!” she squawked. “You can’t fight alone.”

“There’s no time! If I don’t hold it, you can’t escape.”

“But—”

“You know I’m right. What’s our first priority?”

Titania bit her lip and didn’t argue.

“Mister!” Pip squeaked.

“Go, get home to your mom. She’s worried about you,” I said. “Don’t worry, I can handle this. I’m a demon hunter. This is what I do.”

“Come on. We need to go,” Titania said, dragging Pip away.

“Good luck! We’ll be waiting for you!” Pip yelled.

“Ugg, what are you waiting for?” the ghost hissed. “Go get them back!”

“Not over my dead body,” I snarled, charging at the deadly double act.

The ogre grabbed at me, but I slid around his arms and struck his ribs with a solid punch. I winced. His rock hard skin felt the same there as it did on his protruding gut. Still no give.

His palm came swinging for my skull. I ducked and tried his gut again. Definition of madness and all that. Asking him to give up would have been as effective. I needed a new plan.

Another clumsy strike came for me. I stepped back, avoiding the contact. Then, I dove back in, launching up and striking his jaw with an uppercut. It was a proven match-winner, against people and demons.

Not this time. He grinned at me, flashing his rotten chompers.

I recoiled, but not fast enough. He snatched my escaping wrist.

“Bad tasty. Me mad now.” He swung and threw me into the wall. I tucked my body to soften the blow, but you can only do so much when your destination is a brick wall. My body smashed straight through, coming out on the other side.

I coughed up my lungs and clutched my body. Pain spread from head to toe. It was hard to move.

Moonlight rained down on me. I was outside, but not outside the fort. The walls ringed me in. It was the castle’s courtyard. An abandoned, empty, concrete cage.

My tormenter crashed through the hole he’d created using me.

I tried to escape, but my limbs throbbed when I pushed up. Agony raced down my spine. I had to grit my teeth to withstand the pain.

Come on, not now. Help isn’t coming. It’s time to stop replying on others and win by yourself.

The ogre’s ground-shaking feet carried him to me. He pressed one on my back and slammed me into the floor.

I cried out. No amount of gritting could have contained it. He was as heavy as he looked. My spine was creaking under his force.

“Don’t kill him just yet,” the cowardly ghost said, fluttering across the courtyard.

“But, my tasty,” Ugg groaned.

“I have questions for this one first.” His glowing blue eyes stared at me. “You. Who are you? How are you doing that? That power you’re using. Where did you get it?”

“Can’t… breathe,” I wheezed.

“Ugg, stop crushing him. I need to talk to the angel.”

“But, my tasty.”

“Just do it.”

The huge ogre lifted his foot and took the excruciating pressure off my back. I refilled my smothered lungs with air.

“Now, angel,” the masked demon said. “Where did you get that power? Was it the elves? I can smell their stink on you.”

I shook my head. “No dice. Want another guess?”

“Do not test my patience or I’ll feed you to Ugg myself. Tell me what I want to know. How are you capable of doing what no other angel can?”

“You really wanna know?” I asked.

“Tell me now,” the looming demon said.

“Fine,” I sighed. “I’ll give you a hint. What sort of human can use a demon’s power?”

The masked demon recoiled. “No. Impossible. We wiped them all out.”

“Say it,” I ordered.

“You’re… a half-breed?!”

“Damn right.” I opened wide and fired a pillar of fire at my interrogator.

The blast slammed into him. He shrieked as the red-hot flame ignited his robed body.

Ugg stumbled towards his partner and I took the chance to dart behind him. The fools had fallen into my trap. My body had regenerated enough for me to act. I hopped up behind the huge ogre and found a gaping wound, caused by a certain energetic orc. It gave me a wicked idea.

I roared and buried my fist into the cut. My hand dug inside, sinking into his internal gunk.

He yelped, recoiling towards me.

“Take this,” I said, sending all my energy into my fist. My demon eye, and other hand, extinguished. The remaining flame got bigger, brighter, and hotter. Overflowing demon power surged.

Ugg’s body started to glow with a blue hue. His already oversized frame swelled as the light got more severe.

I’ll give you everything I can. Make this bastard stuffer.

I roared and focused as hard as I could, transforming my arm into a raging inferno of demon fire.

The pressure became too much. Ugg’s body popped. He exploded from the inside, spraying me, and the courtyard, with his guts. Blood coated me from head to toe. My nostrils went on strike. The sight was bad enough without the foul stink turning my stomach.

I scanned the area for the ghost. He was missing in action.

No more demons remained. I dropped my shoulders and deactivated my power. As soon as the energy left me, I dropped and landed with a squelch. That was my tank drained. No more moving for me until I’d recharged. At least the sky was pretty. You didn’t get to see the stars in the city. Too much artificial light, or so I’ve heard.

Terix was a dystopian world but still possessed its share of beauty.

“Jake!”

Speaking of beauty. Esther rushed to me, feet splashing in the sludge. Concern was written all over her angelic face.

“I’m fine. I used up all my energy. That’s all,” I snickered. “You don’t fancy carrying me back to town, do you?”

She pouted. “You are unbelievable. Worrying me like that then trying to pacify me with jokes.”

“Did it work?”

“A little,” she giggled.

“I’d ask you to join me, but I made a bit of a mess.”

“Before we get back to town, I’m taking you to a river.” She put her hands on her hips. “No returning hero is coming back smelling of ogre guts.”

“I’d love to. Just… wait for my legs to turn back on.”

“Unbelievable,” Esther repeated, shaking her head. “I’ll be waiting over here for you to stop messing around.”

“Love you too,” I said.

It’d been too long since I could take it easy. Timewise, it hadn’t been that long. It felt like years since I could recover without needing to hurry. There was no dungeon to escape, shield to fix, demons to fight, or prisoners to save. Just a sexy catgirl waiting for me.

The last two days had been full of stress, but they’d ended in our victory.


Chapter 25


After stopping by the closest river, and scrubbing out the demon muck, we returned to New Hoffen.

“He’s back!” Pip cheered, rushing over as soon as the gate opened. “I knew he’d come back.”

“Aye, so did I, boy,” Troya said, limping over on a pair of crutches. “This one is too tough to go down to a few measly demons.”

“What can I say? I’m made of tough stuff,” I bragged, ruffling Pip’s white hair.

They weren’t the only members of the welcome party. Another pair of familiar faces came bounding over.

“No way,” Titania said. “You managed to beat them?”

“Of course he did. My darling is such a stud. Was it ever in doubt?” Dessa purred. “Welcome back, lover boy.”

“Glad to be back,” I said.

The surrounding buildings were still a wreck, and the people remained battered, but the atmosphere around New Hoffen had changed. The gloom had lifted. I could hear festivities booming from elsewhere.

“You’re just in time for the party,” Pip said, tugging my hand. “Come on.”

“Look at that. Ya earned yerself a fan,” Troya laughed.

“When I grow up, I’m gonna be a hunter too!”

“No way. After this, I ain’t letting ya out of me sight again. Momma is gonna look after ya forever.”

“Mom, not in front of the hunters.”

“I’m yer momma, boy. I can do what I want with ya.” Troya scooped him up and peppered his face with kisses.

Pip squirmed around, but he couldn’t escape her. An injured Troya was still more than a match for anything but the strongest men.

As I watched, my chest tightened.

Esther patted my shoulder. “Shall we go celebrate?”

“I’m actually feeling a bit tired,” I said, rubbing my neck. “I’m gonna go rest for a bit.”

“You’re not coming?” Pip gasped, wiggling from his mom’s smooches.

“Sorry,” I said, waving them off. “Don’t mind me. Enjoy yourselves.”

I skulked off, away from the lights and laughter. May as well have been fingernails on a blackboard. It meant the inn wasn’t an option. I stuck to the outskirts, where the activity levels were low to none. My journey stopped when I entered the training ring. Isolation was just the thing I needed.

There was a large, flat, rock in one corner. It was the best bed I could find on short notice. A bit hard, but at least it didn’t stick to me.

The stars weren’t as clear with the shield above. Only a fool would trade safety for a better view. It was still superior to what I saw back home.

My chest tightened again. Home. No doubt my ‘home’ had somebody else living there with me missing and my rent unpaid. Not that I was attached to that apartment. I’d lived there for a few months after being kicked out of somewhere else. It was nothing but a roof over my head. I hadn’t had an actual home in a long time. In over a decade.

“What you doing?” Esther asked.

I sighed. “Didn’t I tell you not to mind me?”

“Since when did I have to listen to you?” she quipped.

“She’s right,” Dessa purred. “We women have to know when to ignore you stupid males. It’s an acquired skill.”

“Did you only come here to insult me?” I sighed.

“Not at all.” They both settled at my sides. It was just the two of them. Titania was nowhere to be seen. At least one of them was capable of taking my advice.

“What’s wrong, sweetie?” Esther said, stroking my arm.

“Sorry. Guess I’m acting sour for a so-called hero,” I said. “Is it really okay for us to celebrate? Sure, we saved people today, but that doesn’t change what happened yesterday. People died. And we failed to save them.”

“Is that all this is about?” Dessa groaned, shrugging her shoulders.

“All this is about?” I growled. “People died because of us. They died because we failed them.”

Esther shook her head. “That’s not true. We did what we could. Any death is a tragedy, but their blood isn’t on our hands.”

“But—”

“No, Jake. Listen.” She squeezed my arm and stared into my eyes. “You can’t save everyone. You need to accept this. No matter how hard you try, people are going to die. It’s impossible to save everyone. And that isn’t your fault.”

“Our darling leader is right,” Dessa said. “If you blame yourself for every bad thing that happens, you’re going to tear yourself apart. Do you know why this town is celebrating, darling?”

“Of course. Because we got everyone back safe,” I answered.

“Physically, yes. But, you need to think bigger. Why does this town celebrate? Because it needs to celebrate. This world is a cruel place. Harsher than your home, if the spirits are to be believed. If we succumb to the fear, the sadness, the misery, it may be a world too cruel to withstand. This town celebrates to pick themselves back up. The dead don’t wish for the living to mourn for them. They don’t desire tears. They pray their loved ones can move on and find happiness.” Dessa tapped the back of my hand and flashed me a bubbly smile. “And if a mystic is saying that, who are you to argue, darling?”

“You make it sound so easy,” I sighed. “I should have been there for them. If I hadn’t left that night… if I hadn’t snuck out, I might have saved them. We could have escaped the fire together…”

“It’s not easy,” Esther said, hand sliding down until it wrapped with my own. “You’ll never forget. But, you need to accept it wasn’t your fault. They don’t blame you. They wouldn’t blame you. They’d want you to be happy.”

“And we want you to be happy,” Dessa purred, pressing into my arm. Her luscious breasts wrapped me up like I was accustomed. “And I know just the thing.”

“Don’t you have any tact?” Esther huffed.

“You didn’t have the same plan?”

Esther’s cheeks went red. “Not at all…”

“Oh? Just the once was enough for you?”

“How did you?!”

Dessa giggled. “Well well, just as I thought. You two need to try a lot harder to hide your relationship from me. Not that I mind. I’ve got no issues with sharing.”

Esther mumbled a long, inaudible, series of whimpers. Her shoulders shook.

I tugged her into my chest and wrapped an arm around her. “It’s okay. She was bound to figure it out eventually.”

“Of course. Who do you think I am?” Dessa purred.

“Why do you have to be such a tease?” Esther spat.

“Personal choice.”

“You’re unbelievable.”

“I know. Unbelievably sexy,” she said, winking. Her gaze crossed to me. “Am I right or am I right?” She swung her body, jiggling her breasts around me.

“So right,” I said.

Dessa lunged in and planted a big, wet, kiss right on my lips. She popped off with a mwah.

Esther grumbled. Her lips were pouted and her cheeks were puffed.

I quelled her burning jealousy with a kiss.

She squeaked into my lips and melted against me. Her eyelids fluttered as our mouths mashed together.

“Don’t worry. You’re one sexy kitten,” I told Esther once our lips parted.

Esther chewed her saliva glossed bottom lip. Her burning face stared at me.

“Looks like you got your ‘kitten’ in the mood,” Dessa giggled. “What do you say, darling?” She nipped at my earlobe. “Ready to celebrate?”

Hell yeah! Let’s do this.

“What sort of man could say no,” I said, taking Dessa’s lips for another joyride.

Our mouths opened and deepened the embrace. We twisted our tongues together and devoured each other with wanton lust.

Once we parted, I somehow dragged my eyes off the chocolate-skinned goddess and to my pastel princess. There was a clear want in her eyes.

“If you’re not comfortable with this, we can—”

Esther’s mouth stopped me from answering. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and went on the attack.

My tongue worked hard to stop her from taking control. It would have been a blow to my manhood to lose in a game of domination to an aroused catgirl.

Her passion got me stiff as could be. My pants turned into a unique torture device, throttling my hardness.

When her lungs were drained, the panting Esther freed my mouth. Her face remained close enough for me to feel the heat radiating from her burning cheeks. She looked as beautiful as ever. Proximity revealed no hidden blemishes. Esther was a stunner from every angle.

“I told you. I’m not as innocent as you think,” Esther moaned. “Anything she can do, I can do too.”

“Oh?” Dessa said, raising an eyebrow. “Is that a challenge, darling?”

“Try me.”

“Careful what you wish for,” Dessa sang, shimmying her way down my arm, down to the floor. Her knees sunk onto dirt, but she didn’t utter a complaint. She smiled and rubbed my bulge. Her slender finger traced my trapped package, driving the beast wild.

I growled and threw my head back. My fists curled into fists. The last thing I needed was to be teased.

Dessa changed tactics and gave me what I craved. She unhooked my pants and freed my length. The stiff member swung up and pulsed. An autumn night was cool, but it couldn’t quench my warmth.

Esther wiggled down and joined her comrade. Both kneeled side by side, between my spread thighs. The angle flashed me all the cleavage a man could ever need. Ebony and ivory, in the flesh.

“Allow me to start,” Dessa said. She leaned on in, golden eyes watching me. Her tongue rolled out and traced around my tip. Slowly. Sensually. Glossing me with her saliva.

Once I was squirming, Dessa rolled down. She wrapped her inviting, irresistible, swollen pink lips around my glans and got to work. Up, down. Up, down. Her head found a rhythm.

I gritted my teeth. My dick throbbed in her softness. She was as incredible as always. The way her eyes kept watching me made it even hotter. It was the expression of a succubus, with the skills to match.

My heart rate raced and my excited rose. I was approaching my limit.

Dessa slipped back and left my shaft with a lewd glossing to remember it. Her hypnotic gaze snapped away, to a staring Esther. “Your turn. Let’s see what our virgin graduate can do.”

“Don’t underestimate me,” Esther said. She muscled into the lead position and wrapped her smooth hands around my base. Her lips vented, brushing my sensitive hardness with her hot breaths.

If Dessa had done it, I would have written it off as one of her seductive techniques. The inexperienced Esther simply had a natural knack for driving me crazy.

By the time her lips met me, I was already tense and holding back. And I was up against a powerful new foe.

Esther’s lips weren’t as juicy as Dessa’s, but they were every bit as soft. In contrast, her tongue was rough. My cock squirmed from every lick. I couldn’t help pumping out my pre, feeding Esther a treat for her hard work.

As if my pre-cum was catnip, its arrival sent Esther wild. She started bucking her head, working me with her oral talents. My length sunk into her tight throat. The pressure made her gag, but it didn’t stop her from working.

I growled and squeezed my fingers down. My insides fluttered. It was obvious what was coming.

“Not just yet,” Dessa said, pulling Esther up by her ponytail.

“Dessa,” Esther gasped, saliva gushing from her parted lips. “Why?”

“I said I’d share him, not let you have him all to yourself.” She pushed in and lapped my trembling hardness. “I’m a greedy girl. I want his cum too.”

Esther whined and pampered me from the other side. “You pervert.”

“Glass houses and stones, dear leader.”

They were opponents, but they worked together, licking and sucking my shaft. Their hands crept, each rubbing a swollen orb. It was the stuff of any red-blooded man’s dreams.

I tensed and tried to hold it, but I was no miracle worker.

“Gonna cum,” I growled.

“Do it. Feed your needy harem,” Dessa purred, lips sucking on my meat.

“Cum, sweetie. Give us your seed,” Esther moaned, kissing my throbbing member.

The moment arrived. I thrust and burst, unloading ropes of my hot, musky, seed. It sprayed over the both of them, glazing their gorgeous features in a repugnant gruel. Neither seemed to scorn me for staining their beauty. They presented themselves and caught my cum.

A thick, heavy, load spilled across the double act. They were caked in my seed.

“So much,” Esther moaned.

“Our darling is a stud, after all,” Dessa said, scooping her fingers through the mixture. She sucked the batter from her digits while moaning. “So hot. So thick. You really enjoyed playing with your harem, didn’t you?”

“How could I not?” I said. “I’m a very lucky man.”

“The luckiest,” she giggled, climbing to her feet. Dessa peeled away her leotard and stretched her thong. A tantalizing scent flowed out. Fresh juice drooled free. “And you’re about to get luckier.”

I growled, unable to take my eyes off her drooling slit. “You know how to treat a guy.”

“You know how to please a woman.”

“Get over here and I’ll—” A soft thud on my lap cut me off.

Esther straddled me. Her shorts and panties were missing. She’d speed stripped, exposing her hairless mound. It was every bit as wet as Dessa’s. Her raw excitement dripped onto my skin. She used a hand to steady my shaft.

I was still rock hard. Their presence guaranteed it.

She took advantage, sinking herself down on my crotch. My stiffness sunk into her soaked folds.

The tightness was incredible. I almost burst right there. Esther had lost her virginity, but her body’s quality was eternal.

“Hey, who said you could go first?” Dessa complained.

“Sorry,” Esther giggled. “Early bird catches the worm.”

“And I’m the pervert? You sneaky kitten.”

“I don’t hear him complaining.” Esther rocked her hips, rolling her weight along my shaft. “Do I feel good, Jake?”

“Amazing,” I said, squeezing her round ass. “You’re driving me wild.”

She squealed and squirmed. Her insides were so tight I felt every small shift.

It was Dessa’s turn to pout like an insolent child.

I wrapped my arm around Dessa’s waist and pulled her close. “Don’t sulk. Like I’d forget about you.”

“Jake’s right,” Esther said, grasping Dessa’s hands. “Let’s enjoy him together.”

“You’ve got a lot of nerve, darling,” Dessa giggled. “Alright. If that’s how you want it.” She pressed in and planted a kiss on Esther.

Esther squeaked. Her insides clamped down on me. She resisted, but she couldn’t fight Dessa’s charms forever. The kiss summoned up Esther’s courage. She gave back, returning the favor.

It was a porn flick turned real.

The two beauties made out. Wet slurps filled the air, drool overflowing from their plump lips. Their tongues twisted together, holding nothing back. Someone less informed would have pegged them as lovers.

Dessa escaped, lips stained in spit. She leaned in close and started licking the frosting from Esther’s glazed face.

“What’s the matter, darling?” Dessa said, eyes focused on me. “Too stunned to move?”

“You minxes,” I growled. “Come here.”

I put my hips to use, thrusting into Esther’s delightful folds. Her hot tightness rubbed my hard length. Bliss pulsed through me. For my next trick, I tugged Dessa’s skimpy top and freed her outrageous bosom. I latched onto her chest, capturing a nipple with my mouth. Her hard nub was there for the taking. I slapped it with my tongue, working the stiffness over.

Both of them moaned. Esther’s slit tensed around my girth.

“So rough!” she squealed, panting like a bitch in heat.

“That’s it, darling,” Dessa purred. “You’re making me so excited.” She pounced and locked her cum-filled mouth to Esther’s, restarting their kiss, with an added surprise. Instead of trading spit, they shared my seed.

The talking stopped. It was replaced with wet slurping. My mouth, their mouths, and Esther’s drooling lower lips bouncing on my lap. Skin met skin, filling the night air with the primal sound of sex.

Being caught didn’t even cross my mind. Pleasure overruled logic.

My insides churned. Her incredible tightness had me at my limit. My lips slipped from Dessa’s humongous, brown, breast and moaned. “I can’t hold back. I’m gonna cum.”

Esther bucked and dragged herself from Dessa. “Inside me. Please, inside me!”

“You heard her,” Dessa giggled. “Fill your kitty with cream.”

“Wouldn’t dream of anything else,” I growled, planting both hands back on her amazing ass. The padding sunk into my palm, giving me all the grip I needed. I picked up the pace, drilling her with fevered intent.

Didn’t take long to fulfill my promise.

My orgasm rushed out and fired into her womb. Drop after drop, rope after rope; all my cum. I gave everything I had to the angelic catgirl.

Esther howled, insides clamping like a vice. Her back arched and her juices raced, spraying my stomach with her vivid excitement.

I was marked by her lust.

When my orgasm finished, the air reeked of sweat and sex. We were both panting, face’s burning.

“Oh, Jake,” Esther cooed, brown eyes twinkling.

“Esther,” I growled, grinning.

“Hey hey,” Dessa huffed. “Don’t start getting all lovey. What about me?” She rubbed her soaked, burning, pussy against my skin, glossing me with her drooling juices.

“I told you. I won’t forget.” I leaned in and gave her slit a rough, commanding, kiss.

She yelped, body twitching. Right on the button.

Esther heaved her tired hips from my bulge, leaving me wet with her juice. Not that I needed the lube when Dessa was gushing like a broken faucet.

I spun around and pushed the needy elf onto her back, shoulders pressed to the stone. I was now on top, hard body between her spread, meaty, thighs.

“After making you wait, it’s only right we do it the way you love.” I grabbed her wrists and trapped them over her head.

She squirmed. Her golden eyes were burning in need.

“That’s my boy,” she moaned, body trembling under me.

I growled and pressed inside of her, filling her dripping pussy with every inch of my forceful cock. It was still rigid, ready to give her what she’d been begging for.

Her ecstatic moans appreciated my literal hard work.

There was no point pinning her down to then go soft and gentle, like an old, married, couple. I ignored any exhaustion and powered my hips into her, plowing her juicy folds. My loins smacked against her fat booty, sending ripples coursing through the bounty of milk chocolate.

“Just like that!” Dessa squealed. “You’re amazing! Your cock makes me feel so good!”

“Is she always this loud?” Esther asked.

“Like you don’t already know, you voyeur.”

Esther squeaked, ears flicking. Caught red-faced.

“You don’t need to take that from her,” I told Esther, even if it was the truth. “Look where she is. Pinned down. Stuck. For once, she’s the powerless one.”

Her arms were too weak to break my hands, not that any of her escape attempts were anything more than a weak act. My raw male force made her perfect insides jerk. She was going wild and my length enjoyed the benefits.

Esther’s bashful expression transformed into a grin. “You’re right. For once, she has to do exactly what I tell her.” She crawled in close to the trapped, squealing, elf. “And I’m telling her to be quiet.”

Dessa did what she was told. Not that she had a choice. The command came with a kiss. A sealing embrace that stole away those moans before they could fill the sky.

Before my eyes, the two of them snogged. It never got old. Two beauties making out like a pair of experimental college girls.

The forbidden fruit tasted so sweet.

My front row seat supplemented the sensations surging through my stiffness. I kept going. Harder. Faster. Giving her what she wanted; what made me feel good.

Her frame shook, but Esther ate up all her moans. Those squeals were silenced, but her expression could not be masked.

Dessa’s body roared to its limit. Her tightness wrapped me up as she reached the very summit.

I grunted. It was like a vice. She was squeezing the endurance out of me. My body reacted. The end arrived.

“This is it,” I warned her. “Here it comes.”

My shaft erupted and filled her up with cum. All that liquid arousal drained into her tempting body. Flooding her. Marking her.

Mine.

I gasped and slipped out. Any longer spent inside and I was liable to get sucked dry. Their bodies were designed to drain men.

Esther and Dessa stopped swapping spit and looked up at me.

“Hmm, so much,” Dessa purred. “You know how to treat a woman.”

“You were like a beast,” Esther giggled.

“Hey, I haven’t grown a tail yet.” I dropped next to Dessa. Sweat dripped down my exposed skin. That was better than any trip to the gym.

Esther joined me, nestling to one side. Dessa was already on the other.

“Feeling better now?” Esther asked.

“Much better,” I said, wrapping my arms around the both of them.

“Doesn’t matter how many demons crawl to this side,” Dessa said, nuzzling into my neck. “We’ll always find a way to have fun. Especially with you here.”

“This better not be a plea for more.”

“Maybe,” she cooed.

“Come on, I’m exhausted,” I complained, flopping my head back.

“Alright. You can rest. For now.”

“We’ll have to move eventually,” Esther said, cuddling into me. “We’re kinda naked… outdoors.”

“I’m sure we’ll be fine for a bit longer,” I said. “Right now, I don’t wanna move from this spot, with the two of you in my arms.”

The pair giggled and shuffled up, launching a kissy double attack on my chops.

I laughed and shared the love with both of them. As long as I had them by my side, the world didn’t need to be so dark.


Epilogue


Three days later, things had settled down. The town hadn’t suffered a demon attack the entire time. With the ogre dead, the dungeon closed, and the brains missing, it looked like the danger had passed.

With the threat of immediate annihilation gone, New Hoffen started on the road to recovery. A lot of work needed completing, in order to get a roof back over every head, but all the residents were eager to do their part. Some were even trying to sneak out of hospital early to join in with the repairs.

One of them happened to be the village’s leader. So much for setting a good example.

She actually got the doctor’s permission to see us off, not that she would have let it stop her. No red tape could have prevented her from attending our farewell.

Troya wasn’t the only one present. Pip, of course, came with his mother. As did most of the town. I knew very few of them by name, and only a handful more my appearance, but they all knew us. We’d prevented the worse. To them, we were heroes.

A flame-fisted half-breed, a sharpshooting catgirl, a perverted elf, and a quick-tempered orc. Didn’t sound like any superhero team I’d ever heard of.

Regardless, the people came to say farewell.

“Ya know, ya don’t have to leave so soon,” Troya said, still wrapped in bandages. “Ya got a home here forever.”

“We’ve taken up enough of your time,” Esther said, bowing her head. “It’s time for us to get back on the road.”

“Come on. Ya know ya wanna stay. I could retire with ya lot defending this place.”

“Like you’d retire so easily,” I scoffed. “You can’t last an hour without getting restless.”

“Can ya blame me? Sitting in bed all day is no life for an oni. Ya don’t get muscles like these by relaxin’.” She flexed her arms and groaned.

“Mom, stop showing off,” Pip whined, tugging on her clothing. “You’re gonna strain something.”

“This is nothing,” she snarled. “I could do this all day.”

“Please, stop. You’re gonna embarrass yourself,” I told her.

“Ya cheeky blighter. I’m gonna have to whip some respect into ya.”

“Jake, stop causing trouble,” Esther said.

“I didn’t do anything!” I protested.

Troya laughed. “It’s gonna be quiet without ya lot around. I’m gonna miss ya. Especially you, demon boy.”

I went rigid. “How did you know?”

“Come on. Ya was running all over town like a bonfire. No way we didn’t notice.”

“You’re not scared of me?” I asked, raising a brow.

“Ya saved the whole town. Why would we be scared of ya?” she laughed. “Always heard tales of half-breeds. Never thought they were real, ‘till now. Yer real special, Jake. If it’s ya, maybe we won’t need to live in fear forever…”

“You better come back and visit sometime,” Pip said.

“Of course. It’s a promise,” I said, pounding my chest.

“Yeay! Next time, I’ll be a demon hunter too!”

“What did I tell ya?” Troya said, clipping Pip behind the ear. “Momma is gonna protect ya forever.”

“Mom, not in front of the hunters,” he whined.

I laughed. “Pip, listen to your mom. She might act like a pain in the ass, but she’s the only one you’ll ever have.”

“Who ya callin’ a pain in the ass?” she snapped. “Ya may be a half-breed, but I can still kick yer arse.”

“Jake, what did I tell you?” Esther nagged, holding her hips.

“I was being nice!” I assured her.

Dessa sighed and shrugged her shoulders. “Silly boy. All this training and you still don’t know to treat a woman.”

“S-shut up,” I snapped.

Esther giggled. “It’s time we took our leave. We’ve left our poor wagon alone for long enough.”

“Urgh,” Titania groaned. “You think some demons have ransacked it by now?”

“If they stained my satin, I won’t be pleased,” Dessa groaned.

I chuckled and waved. “So long. Catch you again some other time.”

“Bye-bye,” Pip said. “I’ll be waiting!”

“So long,” Troya said, grinning. “Jake, if ya ever get bored of those young things, ya know where to find me.”

“Mom!”

Troya’s booming laughter, and the villagers waving us off, was our last memory of New Hoffen. The gate slammed shut, sealing us back outside in the wilderness.

“What now?” I asked. “We just walk back to the wagon?”

“Unless you’ve got a bike hidden under that cape,” Titania said, rolling her eyes. “Such a stupid question.”

“I’m sorry for wanting to know the details.”

Esther sighed. “Knock it off you two. The dungeon is gone, but that doesn’t make this area demon free. Don’t get sloppy.”

“Aww,” Dessa whined. “But, I was looking forward to a nice, peaceful, walk home.” She slipped into her favorite spot on my arm, burying it back into her bountiful bosom.

A glowering Esther stared at us.

I sighed. “Don’t give me that look. You know she won’t do what she’s told.”

“Are you sure she’s mad?” Dessa purred. “I think she’s jealous.”

“Am not!” Esther squeaked.

“Lady doth protest too much.”

“There’s plenty of me to go around,” I said, showing off my free arm.

Esther grumbled and squirmed in place, fingers toying with her tail. Her eyes darted between me and anywhere else. Then, she darted and wrapped herself around me.

“Told you,” Dessa sang.

“Shut up,” Esther huffed.

“Who knew our darling leader could be so needy.”

“You’re the one who won’t stop rubbing your… you know whats against him.”

“What can I say? Size matters.”

“Urgh, will you two knock it off?” Titania groaned. “It’s disgusting.”

“I’ve got enough space for a piggyback, if you want one,” I told her.

“Gross. Totally gross. Like I’d ever be interested in that.”

“No need to be shy, darling,” Dessa purred. “You’d make an adorable addition to his harem.”

Titania froze and went beet red.

“See what you did now,” Esther complained. “You made her blush.”

“I am not blushing!” Titania snapped.

“Titania, you’re clearing blushing,” I told her.

“I am not! It’s just… I’m just tanning!”

“By the All-Mother, she’s the most adorable thing ever,” Dessa giggled. “Darling boy, if you don’t want her can I have her?”

Titania’s red face went pale. “Keep your sticky mitts off me!” She turned tail and sped off before her chastity was forfeit.

“Hey, don’t tease her like that,” I told Dessa.

“Darling, you have to admit, she is positively adorable. If I was a man, I’d eat her up.” Dessa moaned, nuzzling into my arm. Her head was a dangerous thing.

“Jake, are you interested in her?” Esther asked, squeezing me.

I hummed, watching the thick-bottomed, green-skinned, adorable firecracker rush away, wide hips swaying. Fat booty bouncing. Her leotard was one dangerous outfit to a straight male.

“No comment,” I said.

Esther puffed her cheeks and pouted at me. That was all I needed. More stroppy brats.

Dessa giggled. “You’re gonna need to train your kitten better, darling.”

“You can talk. If anyone needs some lessons its—”

“Eep!”

We were disturbed by a squeal. I stopped flirting and rushed forward, activating my demonic power.

Titania was armed and ready, surrounded by a bunch of Rattledogs.

“What the hell took you so long?” she snapped.

“Sorry,” I said, joining her. “I’ll pay you back by wiping the floor with these.”

“It’s not like I needed your help,” Titania said, aiming her spear at the demons.

“Enough fighting each other, more fighting them,” Esther said, stepping up to the plate, pistols drawn.

“Good luck,” Dessa said, settling back to watch us fight.

Some things never change.

“Okay, let’s do this,” I roared, charging right into battle.

We’d managed to save one village, but there were a lot more demons which needed eliminating. My mission wasn’t complete until I’d managed to wipe every monster off the face of Terix.

I was only just getting started.
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