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      "Hope I don't have to use this axe," I said.

      The mid-summer sun warmed my face and arms as I traversed the lush grass of my backyard. My arms were darkened from many hours spent working under the blazing sun, but I didn't mind. The tan lines and calluses on my hands were all proof that I worked hard.

      And I loved doing it.

      But I wasn't sure that I was going to enjoy this part in particular.

      The axe was propped against my shoulder, the blade sharpened and ready in case my plan didn't work. I tapped the handle against myself as I locked my eyes on the dead trees at the far end of the lawn.

      I'd marked the worst ones with red spray paint a while ago, thinking that I'd have to chop them down.

      Now that I had a touch of Wisty's powers, I wasn't sure I needed to.

      I approached the first tree and dropped the axe at its base, letting it rest there while I pressed my palm against the dead trunk. The bark was coarse beneath my fingertips, and though I no longer needed to make contact with my target to use magic, I kept my hand there.

      Closing my eyes, I took in a deep breath and pictured the tree in my mind. The scarred trunk and gnarled roots, and the scraggly branches—leafless appendages that looked skeletal against the blue sky.

      More than that, I sensed a spark of life with my magic. It was tiny, on the verge of death, but I cradled it, nurtured it, fed it magic to make it whole again.

      I felt the roughness against my palm and transformed the image in my mind. The branches quaked as they thickened, sprouting healthy green leaves, and the gnarled roots dug deeper into the ground, reaching for nutrients.

      A warmth radiated from my palm, and I felt the tree change beneath it, from rough and cracked old bark to smooth and fresh. A fruity scent filled my nostrils, so strong that for a second I thought Wisty was nearby—but it didn't have her familiar hint of citrus.

      When I was satisfied that my magic had done something, I took a step back and opened my eyes to admire my work.

      The tree looked exactly as I pictured it, with one key difference.

      "Apples." I grinned, looking at the deep red fruit sitting just out of reach. Their skin was so pristine that they almost seemed to shine. "Awesome."

      My bountiful magic garden was already providing more food than I knew what to do with myself, but I'd taken to giving away what I couldn't eat, which pleased the neighbors almost as much as it did me.

      "Wonder if I can get one of the neighbors to turn these into an apple pie," I mused, so eager for a slice that I swore I smelled cinnamon on the wind.

      Further across the garden, near the flourishing hedge that acted as a line of defense, were about a dozen more trees that appeared to be dead. I wondered if they were also apple trees—but I didn't have to wonder for long.

      Ever since I pleased the hearth goddess by fixing up parts of the house, and pleased Wisty in an entirely different manner, I'd inherited the garden nymph's power to make things grow.

      Sucking in a breath to concentrate, I imagined what the trees would look like in full bloom. It took more magic this time, and I felt the drain on my system, but I once again grasped at the core of life in each tree simultaneously and nurtured it until it thrived. The dead trees transformed before my eyes, until they looked nearly identical to the first tree I'd healed. These were also apple trees, and I could no longer resist the urge to snatch one of the lower hanging fruit and give it a bite.

      It was crisp, fresh, and sweet, better than any apple I'd ever eaten before, and I could already imagine making a pan of my mom's famous apple cobbler to share with the hearth goddess. Mom would always make some when we were showing a house, because she believed there was something about the smell of spiced apples and crispy, buttery crust that just told you that you were home.

      I heard someone's feet shifting through the grass over the crunching on my apple, and I caught a glimpse of green hair with a red rose tucked into it.

      "Wow, even I couldn't heal those," Wisty said from behind me as she slipped her arms around my midsection and hugged me. She had to stand on the tips of her toes to rest her chin on my shoulder, but she snuggled into me with a happy little sigh.

      "Really?" I relaxed into her, bending my knees some so she didn't have to stretch as much.

      "Mhm."

      I finished off my apple and chucked the core on the ground, knowing that one of the many birds who frequented the feeder would carry it off. From the corner of my eye, I saw a pitch black raven with shiny feathers perch in a tree and clack its beak. It cocked its head to one side, then the other.

      I twisted in Wisty's arms and wrapped my own around her, drawing her in for a kiss as I basked in her lovely citrus scent.

      "You taste sweet," she giggled against my lips.

      For a moment, we stood with our foreheads resting together, but I eventually leaned back to drink in the sight of her.

      Bright pink eyes stared up at me, blinking slowly. Her pointed ears stuck out slightly from her hair, and I smiled before teasing one with my fingers. She shivered and curled toward my hand, and I smirked as my eyes continued to roam over her.

      Though she'd taken to wearing my shirts since we got together, today she donned a dress made of leafy vines and blossoming pink flowers. It barely reached her thighs, her sleek, pale skin seeming to glimmer with a thin layer of sweat in the sunlight, and I couldn't resist the urge to reach down and grab a handful of that supple flesh as I dove in for another kiss.

      "Mark," Wisty's muffled voice said against my lips, filled with laughter.

      "What?" I innocently asked.

      "You know what."

      "Afraid I don't."

      Wisty playfully rolled her eyes at me, and we parted with one last kiss, allowing me a glimpse down the deep V of her chest. I knew she was trying to tempt me, because her dress struggled to contain the creamy mounds, and her pink areola peeked at me, but I didn't take the bait.

      Not yet, anyway.

      The smirk I flashed only grew as she playfully pouted.

      "Come on, let's head back to the house," I said, offering her my arm.

      Wisty was happy enough with that, and I left the axe leaning against the mended tree as I guided the garden nymph across the lawn and toward the house.

      The kitchen, which had a fresh ceiling, looked much better than when I'd bought it, and I absently thought that I needed to paint the cupboards and replace the floor with something more modern than the faded tiles it currently had.

      Those were pretty low on my list of things to do, but they were on it, nonetheless.

      An unsteady thumping sound told me Aisling was bounding over to us before I saw her, and the next thing I knew, I had a woman hanging off of my other arm as well.

      "Hi guys," the dullahan said, a too-wide grin over her face. "What're you up to?"

      "Oh, not much," I replied.

      "Mark just healed the trees out back," Wisty said excitedly.

      "Ooh, neat! Imogen loves apples," Aisling said.

      I hadn't considered that the demon horse would like apples, but I looked forward to feeding her some. Imogen liked me almost as much as she liked Aisling, and I often fed her homegrown carrots.

      Aisling flicked her wine red hair over her shoulder with her free hand, and my eyes followed a lock to the leather collar she wore around her neck to keep her head in place.

      Inevitably, I looked lower, because one of the favorite parts of my mornings had become reading her shirts.

      "Let the beet drop," I read, looking at the little cartoon beet that held a microphone. I shook my head and chuckled.

      "Come on, you love them," Aisling said.

      "I just wonder where the hell you got so many of them."

      "Thrift store and the internet."

      "I like them, they're cute," Wisty said.

      The two girls got along like peanut butter and jam despite their differences, and I was happy about that, given I found myself in the middle of them.

      And I didn't just mean at that moment.

      No, I was their man, and they were my girlfriends.

      Sometimes I still had a hard time believing that I was a clan leader—and that it meant that I could take multiple lovers.

      Most surprising of all? The girls weren't jealous of one another. They were happy to share me, and we found ways to make sure that I spent equal time with each of them.

      "Hey, we should watch a movie later," Aisling said, looking between Wisty and I. "What was the name of that anime you wanted to watch?"

      "My Dress Up Darling," Wisty answered.

      A rumble rolled through the house and a wave of pure malice and power hit me. It was so strong that it nearly brought the three of us to our knees. I locked mine to keep from hitting the floor, and wrapped my arms tighter around the girls to help keep them up.

      "What fool has denied me access to the dark web!" Belphie bellowed from the third floor.

      I craned my neck to look at Aisling, who was grinning.

      "Come on, it's funny," she said.

      "I will use your entrails to hang you!" Belphie continued. Her door slammed, and she thundered down the steps and into the room.

      She cut an intimidating form at the best of times, with her rattlesnake tail and those horns and leathery wings, but wearing heels that made her taller than me? Belphie looked like a demon dominatrix.

      Her violet eyes fixed knowingly on Aisling.

      "What have you done?" she demanded.

      "Moi?" Aisling rested her free hand against her chest, feigning offense. "Nothing."

      "Do not play with me, dullahan, or you will have to use a pumpkin as your head for the rest of your life." Her eyes narrowed in warning, daring Aisling to try her.

      "I just unplugged the router," Aisling wisely answered.

      "Fix it," Belphie demanded.

      "You really need to learn to—" Aisling began, but seeing the sharp look from Belphie, she wilted. "Yes, ma'am." She slipped away from me, skirted around Belphie to get out of the kitchen like the demon would lunge at her, and ran off down the hall.

      "I grow weary of her pranks," Belphie said, scowling. "She did not bother me before you came here, Mark. Why does she insist on doing so now?"

      "Because she cares about you," I said.

      Belphie snorted a laugh, brushing a lock of her chin-length black hair from her face. "Then I wish she would care less."

      "Aw, you don't mean that," Wisty said, frowning.

      Belphie stared impassively at her.

      "Okay, maybe you do…"

      I chuckled, looking between the two women. They couldn't have looked more different—Wisty draped in flowers and leaves and Belphie wearing a black and violet corset dress. They looked like the goddesses of life and death, respectively.

      Which makes Aisling the goddess of chaos.

      Belphie let out a sigh and her shoulders sagged slightly as she turned to me. "Have you made a decision yet?" she asked.

      I knew what she meant.

      Nicollette.

      The woman, a rare subspecies of vampire who fed on fear instead of blood, had caused quite a bit of trouble for us just two weeks ago.

      And by quite a bit, I meant that she ended up accidentally weaponizing the entire gated community of Sunnyside against us. She hadn't meant to, and I understood that it must have been hard starving all the time, so I didn't exactly want to punish her…

      No, I wanted to help her.

      "She has not used a fear spell since," Belphie said.

      "She must be getting hungry…" Wisty frowned. "I bet she feels as bad as I did when the garden was dead."

      They were both right. The neighbors no longer feared and hated us, I'd even gone golfing with a few of the guys, so I knew that Nicollette wasn't using any more of those shady spells.

      I also knew that she must be starving, despite the horror movie marathons we were doing to help stir up a little fear for her.

      "I'll go talk to her later," I decided.

      "To make her a member of the clan?" Wisty asked.

      I paused, then shook my head. It wasn't that I didn't want Nicollete to be a part of my clan, I just didn't feel like I shared a special bond with her the way that I did Wisty, Aisling, and Belphie.

      The four of us had a bond literally forged through fire, and hellfire, and I didn't feel anything toward Nicollette, besides pity for her situation.

      And some primal attraction, but that didn't mean much.

      "Not yet," I said.

      "I am not sure how you would provide for her," Belphie said. I knew it wasn't that she doubted me so much as she had no idea how to provide enough fear for Nicollette to feed on, but still, it made me want to do it all the more.

      "I already have a few ideas," I said.

      "Of course you do." Wisty beamed a smile, her undying belief in me radiating through her.

      Aisling bounded back into the room and to my side. "Done!"

      "Excellent." Belphie turned to leave, then paused, shooting Aisling a hard look. "But it best not happen again."

      "It won't," she said.

      Nodding her approval, Belphie left, her tail rattling slightly as she went.

      Aisling whipped her hand out from behind her back and showed off her crossed fingers while snickering under her breath.

      I rolled my eyes and gave her a playful nudge. "Don't be so mean to her, she might turn you into a bloody smear on the floor."

      "It's my version of Russian roulette," she said. "It's more fun when there's a little danger, you know?"

      "No," Wisty and I replied as one.

      Aisling cackled a laugh.

      "What's next?" Wisty asked.

      "Hmm." I hummed. Looking between the two gorgeous women hanging off my arms, I could think of a few things that I wanted to do, but if I always indulged in that sensation when I felt it, then I'd never get anything done.

      "I think it's about time I rig up my new propane barbeque."

      "Ooh I love the smell of meat grilling!" Aisling said, swinging herself off of my arm and toward the front door, where the huge box that contained my barbeque waited in the hall.

      "It does make a nice smell when the neighbors do it," Wisty agreed.

      "It's too bad you guys don't eat, I'm getting pretty good at cooking," I said as I sized up the large box, which I was sure was as heavy as it looked.

      "The hearth goddess will appreciate it, I'm sure," Wisty said.

      "And hey, I can still eat, I just don't need to," Aisling added.

      Remembering the time she'd gotten drunk off of spiked punch at our costume party, I supposed that made sense.

      I took in a breath, like that would somehow make me stronger, then tried to lift the box enough to get it on its side so I could slide it through the house more easily.

      I swept it up with such ease that I almost threw it at the ceiling.

      "Oops, guess I don't know my own strength," I said, fumbling the box.

      Aisling whistled and gave me an appreciative slap on the ass. "I know it and love it."

      "Me too," Wisty agreed, tucking a strand of green hair behind her pointed ear. Her cheeks flushed a pink that matched her eyes, and she smiled shyly despite her bold words.

      Grinning, I lugged the box easily through the kitchen and out the back door, which Wisty opened for me.

      As I set to work putting it together, Wisty read the instructions and Aisling handed me parts. It made things a little confusing at times, but I was grateful to have them there with me, happy to help me.

      It was a far cry from where I'd come from. I still remembered my old job at a realtor's office. I still remembered Jill hitting on me because she was after my money and Marvin claiming that he was responsible for my success. Hell, I still found pieces of the glitter they drowned me in inside my car sometimes, but it all felt like a lifetime ago.

      Realistically, it hadn't even been two whole months, but I wasn't the same guy I'd been back then.

      No, I was a better man, because I had the girls in my life, sure, but also because I felt like I'd found inner peace. I was satisfied with my life, happy with it, because it was perfect.

      Things were going so well that it almost made me nervous, because when things were too perfect, there was usually some spanner ready to be thrown in the works, some shit waiting to hit the fan.

      No, you're being paranoid. I shook the thoughts from my head and, from where I was kneeling in the grass and trying to assemble the barbeque, I looked up at Wisty, who smiled at me, and then at Aisling with her signature grin.

      There was something comforting about seeing both, but…

      Still, there was a scratching at the back of my mind, telling me that things could be better.

      "We should go to the theater sometime, on a date, maybe," Aisling said, wiggling her eyebrows. "Nothing says romance like stale popcorn and half-rancid butter sauce."

      I chuckled.

      "You two can go," Wisty said, a somewhat sad smile on her face, "and tell me all about it."

      Aisling paused, a frown gracing her features as she realized she'd put her foot in her mouth—which was easy for her figuratively and literally—and she looked at me.

      I gave her a sympathetic smile because I knew that she didn't mean to hurt Wisty.

      "I can find something else to do on a date night with you, Wisty," I promised.

      Her face brightened, and I knew she was happy enough with that.

      But I wasn't.

      If only I could find a way for Wisty to be free of the garden core…I raised my eyes to the house, toward Belphie's room, where I was sure that she was watching some murder show or another.

      If anyone knew, it was Belphie, who was not only a demon, but had read all of the books in the house a dozen times over. That might not have meant much in an ordinary house, but mine had once belonged to a retired mercenary sorceress, so there was no telling what sort of books were hidden among all the romance novels that Belphie detested.

      Chuckling at how such absurdity had become normal for me, I shook my head.

      "What is it?" Wisty asked, cocking her head to one side like an inquisitive puppy.

      "It's nothing." I smiled, and she returned it.

      "He's thinking about sex, I'm sure of it," Aisling said.

      "That's just you."

      "Now you are."

      "Now I am," Wisty said.

      We laughed.

      "Honestly, you girls are insatiable," I said as I picked up another piece of the barbeque.

      I wouldn't have had it any other way.
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      Starting down the driveway, I gave my car a pat on the hood as if to apologize for hardly using it anymore, before continuing down the paved path and toward the entrance to the estate.

      A large black iron gate loomed over anyone who wanted to enter like something out of The Addams Family, and when I turned to look back at our mansion, which still had some broken windows, crumbling gargoyles, and was in dire need of a paint job, I knew that the vibe extended to every part of the property besides the garden.

      I spied the camera I'd rigged up facing the driveway and waved, basically at myself. I'd installed a security system after the trouble with the neighbors, but I'd since turned most of it off, besides the one that focused on the mailbox since it was a handy notification that we had mail. It also sometimes warned me that the neighbors were on their way to see me, but I didn't mind that. Not anymore.

      Finally tearing my eyes away from my property, I took in the rest of Sunnyside—where many of the houses were the same color palette of beige and white. In the distance, I saw the pink house that I knew to be Mary Ellen's. It looked no less terrible now that I was on good terms with the woman.

      I spied one of the guys I'd gone golfing with walking his dog, and I raised my hand in greeting.

      "Hey Tim," I said.

      "Mark! Good to see you." He gave the leash less slack, so that the dog, a golden retriever who was sniffing curiously in my direction, couldn't reach me. The dog didn't pull the lead, just looked up at Tim expectantly. "How're you?"

      "Oh, I'm good, yourself?"

      "Good, good. Just out walking Lady." Tim gave the leash a little shake.

      "She's beautiful. Well behaved, too," I said.

      "Until she sees a squirrel." He chuckled.

      "Well, we all have our squirrels."

      "Sure do!"

      Lady started pulling slightly at the leash, obviously eager to get walking again, and Tim patted her head.

      "Well, it was nice seeing you, bud. I'll catch up with you later," he said as he started to walk away. "Maybe drop by for a beer sometime? I just had a bar installed and I'm dying for as many excuses to use it as possible." He laughed.

      "Catch ya later." I smiled after him, and then looked around once more, my gaze eventually settling on Nicollette's house. Like the other homes in the area, she had a sprawling lawn that was well-maintained and a paint job that didn't make it stand out in any way. There weren't any decorations on the lawn or any real sign that anyone lived there besides the mowed grass, and the windows were all covered with heavy curtains from inside, making the place look boarded up.

      Probably on purpose, I mused. Then again, Nicollette stands out wherever she goes. If she's trying to go incognito, she's doing a poor job of it.

      I let myself into her gated yard and walked past the rows of neatly planted red tulips. A couple of months ago I would have just called them a flower, but thanks to Wisty and her interest in plants, I now had a decent repertoire of plant and flower knowledge.

      Makes it hard to gift your girl flowers when she can grow them instantly herself…and she doesn't even eat chocolate. Good thing Valentine's Day is still a few months off.

      I chuckled at the thought. It would be the first 'holiday' in a long time that I actually had a girlfriend, and I was almost looking forward to it in a sappy way that I'd never admit to.

      Finally making it to Nicollette's front door, I balled my fist and knocked—and then realized that she might be asleep because the sun was still hours away from setting.

      "Ah, shit," I grumbled, and I was about to turn and leave when I heard some movement inside. The lock clicked, but the door didn't open, and I heard her walk away from it—her heels audibly tapping against the hardwood floor.

      "Come in," her sultry voice called.

      I let myself in quickly, squeezing through the door so that as little light as possible filtered inside, then pulling it closed quickly behind me. I didn't know if light burned her to a crisp in seconds like it did to vampires in the movies, but I wasn't eager to find out the hard way.

      In true Nicollette fashion, she wasn't waiting for me in the hallway. Maybe it was a self-preservation thing, a fear that I might drag her out into the sun, but I figured it was more a 'dramatic vampire' thing.

      "Nicollette?" I called out.

      "This way."

      I sighed and headed down the hall, peeking into the rooms I passed as I went, though I expected that she was sitting in the dark in her sitting room and probably looking all mysterious.

      I was right.

      Wearing a tight, sparkling red dress that seemed more befitting of a night on the town than chilling at home, Nicollette sat in her white, plushy chair with one leg crossed over the other. Her skin was almost as pale as the fabric, contrasted by the deep red of her dress, which matched her lipstick.

      Her brown hair trailed down her chest, and her dark eyes regarded me with barely concealed curiosity. As usual, she was trying to act like nothing phased her, hiding behind a cool, calm mask.

      But I saw the cracks in it, just as I'd done before. They were bigger now, deeper, and I knew that her hunger was making it difficult for her to keep up appearances.

      It was a sad sight, and I could hardly stomach it from such a proud woman. I glanced away.

      There wasn't much in the room besides the matching white chairs and a couple of end tables with lamps. Heavy black curtains blocked out all of the light trying to stream into the room, but cast a line of sunlight across the ceiling that allowed me to see.

      Despite inheriting some monster powers, it seemed that night vision wasn't amongst them. I could make things grow, hell, I could even turn into a reaper of souls thanks to my bond with Aisling, but I couldn't do something as comparatively 'mundane' as see after nightfall.

      "What can I do for you?" Nicollette asked, drawing my attention back to her. Her fingernails, sharp and painted red, trailed over the fabric of her chair. "Come to finally add me to your collection?" She smirked, showing off her too-sharp teeth that reminded me of a shark's.

      Ignoring her teasing, which I knew was more truth about her desires than anything else, I stepped further into the room and sat down on a white couch. I was almost afraid that I would get it dirty by just sitting there, but I shrugged that off.

      "I came to see how you were doing," I said. I propped my elbows on my knees and leaned forward, studying her expression. The corners of her lips twitched downward, but she steadied herself in the blink of an eye.

      "Oh, I'm fine, darling." Her smile didn't reach her eyes.

      "You're really going to tell me that you're not hungry at all?" I pressed.

      "Well." She faltered. "I'm a lot of things, but I don't fancy myself a liar."

      I stared at her, and when she didn't give me a straight answer, I knew what it was anyway.

      "Do you feel anything from my place on Saturday nights?" I asked.

      "I do, yes. And I'm grateful for that, but I'd really be able to drink in the fear if I was closer." She winked, but I could tell that she wasn't just being playful.

      It made sense, in a weird way, that she could absorb more of our fear if she was closer to us, and I wasn't opposed to closing the gap between us and inviting her into my clan when the time was right.

      Though Nicollette was obvious about her desire to bed me, I was happy with my two girlfriends, and I didn't feel the need to add her to my clan just because I wanted to have sex with her.

      Sure, Belphie was in my clan and we hadn't done the deed, but we had our own special bond.

      There was nothing between Nicollette and I besides animal attraction. She might have been eager to act on that, but I preferred to take things slow. If it happened, it happened. If it didn't, it didn't. I wasn't about to lose sleep over it.

      "Well," I began, mulling the situation over. "How about you join us next time we have a horror movie night, then?"

      Nicollette pressed a finger to her perfectly painted, plump lips like she couldn't decide if she wanted to accept my invitation, and I didn't hesitate to roll my eyes at her.

      "I believe I'm free this Saturday," she said after a moment.

      "Great."

      "It's a date then." She grinned wickedly.

      I didn't bother to correct her, because I had a pretty damn good feeling that she would just talk in circles, so instead I planted my hands on my knees and pushed myself to my feet.

      "I'll see you Saturday, then," I said as I started to head to the doorway of the living room.

      "It's not easy, you know," she said, her voice barely a whisper. It sounded choked, like the words had slipped free despite her best efforts, and my chest clenched. "Being a monster, I mean."

      "You're no monster, Nicollette, you're just a woman with a peculiar appetite." I turned to face her, to reassure her that I meant what I said, but that cool mask had returned, and she nodded at me.

      I could tell that she didn't believe me—not yet.

      "You might not be a part of the clan, but you can drop by whenever you like, you know that, right?" I said, staring into those milk chocolate eyes and hoping that my words reached her. "We love company."

      "Even the demon?" Nicollette arched a brow.

      "Well, Belphie is…something else. But she'll get used to having you around. She adjusted to Aisling, after all." I paused. "Mostly."

      She chuckled, a deep sultry sound that made the hairs on my arms stand on their ends.

      "I'll be seeing you," she said, blowing me a kiss and winking.

      "Stay out of trouble," I called as I started toward the doorway once more.

      "Where's the fun in that?"

      I shot a look at her over my shoulder, and she grinned mischievously at me. Shaking my head, I left the room and didn't look back.

      Nicollette was trouble. Not in the way that Aisling was, but I knew it would be no easy task to keep her satisfied. Her hunger was a long-term problem, and a weekly horror marathon likely wasn't enough to sate her.

      I had some ideas, sure, but they weren't a permanent solution. If I really wanted to allow Nicollette in my clan, I needed to guarantee that I could keep her happy and healthy, just like I did for Wisty, Aisling, and Belphie.

      But I couldn't do that.

      Yet.
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      Humming along to a song playing on a radio app on my phone, I put on my oven mitts and smacked my knuckles together like I was about to enter a boxing ring.

      I wasn't used to having an audience when I cooked, but all three of the girls hovered around the kitchen, drawn by the smell of my mom's famous apple crumble.

      I'd found the recipe tucked in an old photo album that I owned, and I couldn't have been happier when I found it, but now?

      The familiar smell was almost bringing a tear to my eye.

      I could just imagine my mother churning up a batch of vanilla ice cream while my father and I sat at the table, eagerly waiting for the crumble to finish baking.

      Hints of cinnamon, apples, and buttery brown sugar filled the air, making my mouth water, so I knew why the girls were there.

      They might not have needed to eat, but that didn't stop them from wanting to when they smelled something delicious.

      "The hearth goddess will love this offering, I'm sure," Wisty said, standing just a little too close to me given I was getting ready to take something piping hot out of the oven. She patted at her flowing dress, which was made of flowers, and smoothed it over her flat belly.

      "So am I." Aisling wiped at her mouth like she was drooling—and knowing her, she probably was.

      "It smells intriguing," Belphie said.

      I just assumed that meant she liked it, and I ushered Wisty back before opening the oven door and leaning back to keep steam from billowing in my face.

      "Wow," Aising said. "That looks so fucking good." She audibly swallowed, then clutched her hand over her tight 'Don't be so mallow-dramatic' shirt with a frowny cartoon marshmallow. "And you made it? For reals?"

      "For reals." I bent down, took the square glass dish from the oven, and set it gently on a cooling rack on the counter. The top of the crumble had a golden crust of brown sugar and oats and butter, while the apple filling bubbled at the edges like lava.

      Aising whistled.

      "We're lucky to have a clan leader like Mark," Wisty said.

      "So lucky," Aisling agreed.

      "I shall craft you an apron," Belphie decided. "I have never made one before." She raised a finger to her chin, her purple fingernails, which looked more like claws, tapping her pale flesh. "Yes. You would look majestic in one," she decided.

      I didn't agree, but I was always happy to wear whatever Belphie made for me, because I knew it was just a way that she showed she cared. An odd way, perhaps, but the effort she put into making outfits made it undeniable.

      "Can I have some?" Aisling asked, hovering over the dish like it was a pile of souls that she was about to devour.

      Thinking that brought a question to mind.

      "No," I began, "but don't you eat souls or something?"

      "I can reap them, but I basically just absorb them to get stronger." She shrugged, some of her wine red hair falling down her shoulders and cascading along her chest. "It's probably what kept you going for so long during that fight a couple weeks ago, come to think of it."

      "Huh," I murmured. I hadn't even been given a crash course on using Aisling's powers, but I'd more or less gotten a grip of them.

      I knew that some people would be intoxicated by such powers, and that some would even absorb more souls in order to get stronger, but…I was happy just as I was. I didn't need more power. I had everything I needed under this roof.

      I almost rolled my eyes at my cheesy thoughts, but it was the truth.

      "How about now?" Aisling asked.

      "Soon," I replied, heading to the fridge and taking out a tub of vanilla ice cream that I'd bought because I wanted it to soften. I knew it wouldn't be as good as what my mother made, but it was better than nothing.

      "Ooh, a la mode!" Aisling rubbed her hands together.

      "What does that mean?" Wisty asked.

      "With ice cream."

      "Iced cream." Belphie paused, seeming thoughtful. She played with a string hanging from her purple and black corset dress, which seemed to be her favorite outfit. "In all the hells I never heard of such a thing. Why would one put ice into cream?"

      "It's pretty good," Aisling said.

      "Are you suggesting there's something that can be milked in the hells?" I asked as I went to a drawer to fetch some spoons.

      "Of course, but I do not need to eat. I am not a demon of gluttony."

      "What kind of demon are you?" I dared ask.

      "Sloth."

      In a way, it made sense, given how much time she spent curled up in bed listening to podcasts, but she spent so much effort laboring over her outfits that it was surprising all the same.

      "Huh," I said, as I scooped up ice cream onto three spoons—because I knew I couldn't just give one to Belphie and not Aisling, and then I didn't want Wisty to feel left out.

      I handed a spoon to Wisty, who stared at the contents and gave it a sniff. The second I popped straight into Aisling's mouth, which was wide open in anticipation.

      "Mm," she said, taking the spoon from her mouth and rolling the ice cream around on her tongue. It dripped down her bottom lip like condensation on a glass, and she eagerly lapped it up with her tongue. She made eye contact with me and smirked, knowing that I was imagining her hot tongue on my shaft.

      This encouraged Wisty to try her own ice cream, and she pressed the spoon against her lips and tipped some of the contents into her mouth like she was eating hot soup.

      "Oh," she said, "this is nice."

      Smiling, I handed off the final spoon to Belphie.

      "Interesting. The cream itself appears to be frozen," she mused. "Which I suppose makes sense, since it came from the ice box." She tilted her spoon, watching the melting ice cream slide around on it, before raising it tentatively to her lips.

      The moment she got her first taste of the stuff, I swore I saw stars in her eyes.

      "This is…" She was breathless, her violet eyes wide with wonder. "Swell."

      "Yeah, you like it?" I asked, but I knew it was an understatement because it broke through her usually stoic demeanor.

      "May I have some more?" she asked, looking for all the world like a black kitten who couldn't get enough cream—she even had a dab of melted ice cream on her bottom lip, though her tongue quickly licked it up with a slight groan of delight that sent a jolt of arousal right to my groin.

      "How about you wait and have some with the apple crumble? I promise it's worth it," I said.

      Belphie exhaled like I was asking some great favor of her, but she nodded and took a seat at the small table that I'd bought so we didn't have to sit in the massive dining hall.

      Wisty and Aisling joined her, and I scooped up four helpings of apple crumble so that it would cool faster. The crust was crisp, while the inside was gooey with sugar and apples, just as I remembered. I found myself drooling, and I swallowed hard to keep it from spilling out of my mouth like a fountain.

      "So, what are you working on next, Mark?" Wisty asked.

      "Well," I began, grabbing two bowls, which were somewhat warm to the touch, "the windows, I think. Need to get those done before the cold weather comes." I set one in front of Aisling and the other next to Wisty before grabbing the final two.

      "I think I'll be spending most of the winter in our secret bunker," Aisling said.

      "Me too," Wisty agreed. "It's nice and toasty, like a greenhouse."

      "Which raises my other question," I said. "What happens to you during the winter?" I slid a bowl to Belphie and placed mine at my spot on our little table.

      Wisty frowned, twirling a strand of her green hair around her finger. "It's not a good time of year for me. I spend most of the time weak and sick because I'm vulnerable to the cold."

      I nodded grimly. "I figured as much. So, we're going to take some preventative action."

      "A wise decision," Belphie said as she picked up her spoon.

      "That's hot," I warned.

      "I am from the hells," she reminded me.

      "Well, at least let me put some ice cream on top of it before you start."

      "Yes, the iced cream." She set her spoon down and locked eyes on me like she was trying to spur me to move faster.

      I chuckled, I'd never seen her so excited over anything besides clothes and murder shows, so I was happy to indulge her.

      Bringing the tub of ice cream to the table, I scooped some out and into each of our bowls—starting with Belphie, who held hers out like she was starving.

      Her painted purple lips wrapped around the head of the spoon, and her face lit up. Her pale cheeks warmed with a blush, and her violet eyes were wide with awe as she went for another bite.

      "I had no idea food could taste this good," she said, shoveling another spoonful into her mouth without worrying about how hot it was.

      "I think Belphie has a taste for sweets," Wisty giggled as she carefully blew on her own spoonful. After steam had stopped billowing from it, she carefully pushed it between her soft, full lips. "Mm!" she exclaimed.

      "Ahhh, damn that's hot!" Aisling fanned her mouth, blowing out steam like a dragon before shoveling some ice cream in to cool her tongue. "Tasty, though."

      Satisfied that the girls were enjoying themselves, I set about taking the first bite of my own apple cobbler and ice cream—the latter of which was already melting.

      It was sweet on my tongue, with a hint of citrus and spicy cinnamon. The vanilla ice cream complemented it nicely, cooling it, adding a creamy element to the dish.

      Most importantly, it tasted just like my mom used to make it, and I was struck with a wave of nostalgia. I remembered heating up a bowl of apple cobbler and ice cream Saturday mornings before my parents got up, because I knew they'd scold me for eating dessert for breakfast. I got up early just so I could eat that while I watched cartoons.

      "What's on your mind?" Wisty gently asked.

      "Just thinking about the past," I said. I smiled, but I knew it was a little sad. "About my parents."

      "Do you miss them?"

      "Of course."

      "It's been so long that I don't remember mine," Aisling said thoughtfully. "I forget a lot of my old life, before I was a dullahan."

      "I do not care to think of mine," Belphie said.

      "What were they like?" Wisty asked, propping her elbows on the table and plopping her chin in her palms. Her dessert lay forgotten, and I assumed because she didn't need to eat, she was satisfied with only a taste.

      "Well, they were both super hard working," I began.

      "A trait you inherited," Belphie noted as she stole Wisty's bowl.

      "My dad could be a little strict at times, but he was always fair, and my mom, she was the nicest lady you could ever hope to meet." I thought it would be sad talking about them, but I smiled because I remembered all the good times we had.

      "They sound lovely," Wisty said.

      "I wonder what they'd think of us." Aisling grinned.

      I chuckled—that was one thing I didn't know and didn't want to know. I finished the last bites of my cobbler and stood.

      "Well, I should be getting some of this to the hearth goddess before it gets too cool," I said as I went to grab another bowl from the cupboard. I scooped a healthy portion of both cobbler and ice cream into it before grabbing my phone, which had stopped playing music at some point, and heading out of the room.

      I passed through the dining hall, and by the standing suits of armor. The table there was so large that one couldn't really sit close to anyone else or hear them speak from so far away. We scarcely used it, and I was thinking of sticking it in storage somewhere, perhaps turning the dining hall into a game room or something.

      Shrugging the thought off as I entered the hall and walked around the stairs, I slid my hand expertly over the hidden switch and let myself into the secret room.

      The blue light from the candle was bright enough that it guided me down the stairs and to the light switch without issue, and I wasn't even sure I needed to, but I flicked the light on nonetheless.

      "Good evening, hearth goddess," I greeted as I made my way over to the old fireplace—which was polished and dusted regularly. A single candle, taller and thicker than I ever remembered it being, sat atop it and burned with a blue flame.

      I set the bowl in the empty fireplace, and then headed for one of the couches.

      "Ah, that's where I left this," I said as I spied my notebook. In it was a to-do list a mile long, as well as sketches of things I wanted to build, like the stable for Imogen. It was full of ideas, but I scarcely had the space or time to do them all.

      That didn't stop me from coming up with more, though.

      I flopped down on the couch and glanced at the fireplace. The bowl was already empty.

      "Did you enjoy that?" I asked.

      The light of the candle bobbed up and down.

      "Say, hearth goddess, do you have a name?"

      The flame nodded again.

      The goddess had never said a word, not that I knew of, so I didn't know if she could speak, and I didn't want to touch a potentially sore spot and bring that up, so I dropped it there.

      The hearth goddess did not.

      As she'd done once before, to help me when I was trying to free Belphie from her summoning circle, the form of a tiny woman emerged from the light of the candle and landed on the coffee table in front of me.

      She was about as tall as a pen—which I knew because she tried to pick mine up but struggled with the weight or how cumbersome it was for her size.

      I tried to take it from her, but she shook her head to stop me.

      She dragged the pen toward my notebook, and I finally understood what she was doing, so I flipped it to a blank page and watched as she put the tip of the pen to paper. The hearth goddess worked in a fervor, like she was eager to tell me her name, but her penmanship left much to be desired.

      She went back and forth over the paper, fixing her lettering, until finally, I saw what she wrote.

      "Martha!" I yelled in excitement, much louder than I'd meant to, but the hearth goddess didn't mind—she just dropped the pen and hopped up and down, clapping her hands together.

      I grinned down at her, then held my hand out, palm up.

      To my delight, she crawled onto my fingers and stood there as I drew her closer to me.

      "A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Martha," I said, grinning from ear to ear.

      She bowed and did a curtsy even though she didn't appear to be wearing clothes.

      Martha wasn't exactly naked, either. She was like a glowing body of blue light in the shape of a person. I could just make out her eyes and full lips through the light, but the other details were hazy. She had long hair that reached her ass, of that I was certain, but everything else was a mystery.

      Which seemed fitting, given I'd only just learned her name after months of living here.

      I set her carefully down on the coffee table, and Martha did a happy little spin in place before leaping off of the table and turning into an orb of light that floated toward the candle.

      I swore that it glowed even brighter now, like she was happy I'd asked for her name, happy that I knew it.

      I smiled and looked at her scrawled letters in my notebook.

      Maybe she couldn't talk, but we might just be able to communicate after all.
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      With my notebook in hand, I set about investigating each of the unoccupied rooms in the mansion. I was trying to decide how many windows needed to be replaced before winter and how many could be salvaged.

      So far, it wasn't looking good. I wasn't afraid of the careful and hard work that came with replacing a window, I just wished I could use that time elsewhere.

      Like making an indoor greenhouse for Wisty. It would take a lot of work—and that work would be ruined by a drafty home.

      Not to mention, she was already bound to the garden, I didn't want her to be confined to a single room for the entire winter.

      My plate was full of problems that needed solutions, and though they threatened to overwhelm me, I kept my head high. I wasn't one to let the weight of my worries keep me down for long.

      If anything, they motivated me to work harder, to think harder and outside of the box.

      I entered the room next to Belphie's, then crossed the floor to the window, which had a spiderweb crack pattern in it. I didn't have much hope for the thing, and it didn't take me long to notice the draft coming from tiny gaps in the glass.

      "This one will have to be replaced too," I noted aloud before scribbling in my notebook.

      I'd divided tasks by priority levels, and my high priority jobs were almost a page long. It came as no surprise to me that this old place needed a ton of fixes, I just sometimes wished that the house could magic itself better.

      "Then again, maybe it could, if Martha was stronger," I mused. I couldn't help turning to the page in my notebook where she'd written her name.

      "Who is Martha?" Belphie asked.

      I hadn't heard her approach. There were times I swore that she glided across the floor rather than walked. In that flowing, dark purple dress that almost looked black, I couldn't see her feet, so it seemed entirely possible.

      "The hearth goddess," I said.

      She arched a brow. "The goddess gave you her true name?"

      "Yeah? I mean, I guess so?"

      Belphie nodded, and I dared think that she looked impressed because of the way her eyebrows raised and the corners of her lips turned up.

      "Well, well. You never cease to surprise me, Mark," she said as she flattened her hands over her dress. It had a sash around the waist, which tied together in a big bow at her back, just below and between her wings. I had no idea how she managed to do that on her own, but I was impressed.

      "Is that not common?" I asked.

      "It is a great honor, in fact," she replied.

      I considered this for a moment, while wondering why the hearth goddess felt compelled to give me her name simply because I asked. It didn't seem so strange, given everything I'd done for her and the house.

      Plus, she'd given me powers and supernatural strength. Surely something as simple as a name didn't mean much compared to that.

      A pinprick of cold started at the top of my spine and ran along it so suddenly that I almost shuddered. My body felt heavy, as if some oppressive force was weighing me down.

      The feeling was all too familiar.

      Belphie's wings flung open, and her jaw set firm.

      "What the hell was that?" I asked. "It felt like…like the ominous presence in the attic when the summoning circle was still there."

      "Astute of you." Belphie turned on her heels, folded her wings, and stormed out of the room like a woman in a ball gown who was on a mission.

      "Belphie?" I called after her, but she didn't stop.

      She charged through the house, literally gliding down the stairs, and I struggled to keep up with her. She made it to the front door before me, and threw it open, rushing outside without closing it behind her—perhaps because she knew I was running after her.

      A bead of sweat trickled down my brow as I made it outside, but it had less to do with physical exertion and more because seeing Belphie so determined scared the shit out of me.

      "Belphie?" I asked again as we made it outside.

      "Belphie?" a masculine voice repeated, full of laughter.

      "Do not call me that," Belphie warned, her eyes narrowing at a man who stood in the center of our driveway, whom I somehow hadn't spotted until then, as if he appeared from nowhere.

      For all I knew, he might have.

      He looked to be about my age, perhaps a little younger, but the horns on his head, the thin tail with a spade at the end, and the leathery wings on his back told me that he was a demon.

      His violet eyes and black hair were eerily familiar.

      "Really? You let a human call you that, but not your beloved little brother?" He clicked his tongue and tutted at her. "For shame, Belphie." His eyes drifted to me, his tail swishing around behind him as he sized me up. "Though he doesn't seem entirely human. How novel." He smirked, showing off fangs.

      I got the sense that he was strong—not as strong as Belphie, but nothing to turn your nose up at, all the same.

      "I'm Mark," I said, feeling like I should properly introduce myself to Belphie's family. "And you are?"

      "My, how rude of me! I'm Leviathan." He bowed and made a sweeping gesture with his hand. At first I thought he was mocking me, but he seemed entirely genuine when he straightened and smiled.

      Leviathan's tail curled behind him. All of a sudden, he sprung into motion, and I braced to defend myself, but he threw himself at Belphie, hugging her.

      "I've missed you, big sis."

      Belphie made a sound of disgust and pried him off her. When she was free of him, she patted him on the head, which I took as a show of affection.

      I didn't want to interrupt their little family moment, so I stayed quiet and watched them—curious to see this new side of Belphie.

      "Belphegor, I'm not just here because I missed you," Leviathan said. He glanced at me, then back at Belphie. "Perhaps we should find somewhere private to talk?"

      "Whatever you wish to say to me, you can say in front of my clan leader," she said.

      He blinked, looked at her, then at me, then back at her. His smile turned devilish. "Well, you've piqued my interest. And I can't say I'm not envious that you found a proper clan."

      "Why are you here, Leviathan?" Belphie asked with a sigh.

      "Right, right." He nodded, then raked his fingers through his dark hair. He hesitated before continuing, and I couldn't help thinking that, like Belphie, he had an interest in fashion—at least judging by the pinstripe suit he wore.

      "Well, no use beating around the bush." Leviathan glanced at me, then back at Belphie. "We were unable to sense you for years, they thought you had perished, though I knew better." He smiled, obviously proud to be her little brother. "You're the strongest of us. I always wished for a fraction of your strength."

      "They?" I asked.

      "Our other siblings. Mostly Asmodeus."

      "Of course." Belphie rolled her eyes. "I know where this is going, but continue, for Mark's sake."

      Leviathan and I looked at one another, and he nodded, resolute.

      "Belphie is the oldest and strongest daughter of the king of our particular slice of the hells," he said.

      "She's a princess, I knew as much," I said.

      "Right, but father died while she was missing, and Asmodeus took Belphegor's rightful place as queen."

      I gawked at him, trying to take in that bombshell of a revelation, but Belphie didn't seem shocked at all. In fact, she almost looked pleased.

      "Good, let her have it. I have no interest in ruling," Belphie said, waving her hand dismissively.

      "Do you really think Asmodeus will believe that?" Leviathan arched his brow. "She's always been jealous of you, more jealous than me even, which is saying something." He looked at me, then continued, "I'm the demon of envy."

      "Makes sense, I guess." I shrugged. It made as much sense as anything else I'd heard since buying the mansion.

      "I've been…shall we say, sucking up to her a bit, to learn what she has in mind," Leviathan declared, his chest puffed up slightly, as if he was proud of himself. "And I bear a warning of things to come."

      "Let me guess." Belphie sighed. "She wishes to challenge me to a duel to the death?"

      "Hell no," I said.

      Both demons looked at me. Belphie frowned, but Leviathan seemed intrigued.

      "He is right. As clan leader, it's his job to duel her," he said.

      "I will not stand for such a thing," Belphie said.

      "It's the rules, Belphegor. You know this." He tutted playfully.

      "Hold up, is this…Asmo actually challenging us to a duel?" I asked.

      Leviathan chuckled. "Asmo. I like that." He stroked his hair back, touching a horn that was so much like Belphie's. "Well, she's the cautious sort, so Asmodeus is sending three of her personal guards this way before she comes herself."

      "True, she would never put herself in danger. She is much too vain for that," Belphie mused.

      "Wait, so I'm gonna be visited by three demons?"

      "At different times, yes." Leviathan nodded

      "Who am I, Scrooge?"

      My reference was lost on them.

      "Which demons?" Belphie demanded.

      "That much, I'm unsure of," Leviathan replied.

      "You realize you played right into her hand, yes?"

      "What do you mean?" He cocked his head to one side.

      "It is not Asmodeus's style to attack without warning. She would rather make you fret, make you eat yourself up from the inside. Have you defeat yourself before she has even laid a finger on you."

      "Oh…" Leviathan's face fell. "She knew I would come to you." The poor kid looked like the wind had been taken from his sails, so I patted him on the shoulder.

      "I appreciate the warning," I said.

      Belphie made a small noise of what I assumed was agreement.

      "Asmo may want us to destroy ourselves with worry, but I'm more the prepping type."

      "How do you plan to beat a demon as strong as Asmodeus?" Leviathan asked with a tilt of his head. "You are strong for a human, yes, but you're nothing compared to us."

      His words cut, but I knew they weren't meant to—he was just speaking matter of factly, the same way that Belphie did.

      "I'll figure something out, Levi" I said after a moment.

      "Levi!" he exclaimed in delight. "I like it."

      Belphie rolled her eyes in much the same way that any older sister would when annoyed by her younger brother.

      "What will you do now?" Levi asked.

      "I guess I have no choice but to prepare for whatever is headed my way." I shrugged. Truthfully, I hadn't fully absorbed his warning yet. I knew that three demons were headed my way—four if you counted Asmo herself, but I didn't know what that meant for me, aside from one thing.

      "We will begin training immediately," Belphie said.

      "Yeah, that."

      "Well, try not to kill him before Asmo gets the chance," Leviathan said with a wicked grin. "He's delightfully interesting. It would be a shame to turn him into a puddle of meat."

      Belphie made a soft sound of annoyance that I almost thought meant 'I will try not to, but I make no promises.'

      "Come along, Mark. We have no time to waste," Belphie said as she shifted her feet apart and took on a fighting stance.

      "Ooh, can I watch?" Levi asked.

      Belphie shot him a look.

      "Aw, come on, just a little."

      "You must return to Asmodeus and tell her your part is done."

      Levi pouted, sliding his hands into the pockets of his suit jacket and looking for all the world like a scolded kid. Then he suddenly brightened.

      "I'd rather hang around and tell Mark all about your 'awkward teenage' phase," he said, grinning.

      Belphie turned sharply, leering at him. "I am not above turning you into a fine paste," she growled.

      From the blush on her cheeks, I knew that there was something she didn't want me to know, and that made me want to know it all the more.

      Levi flashed me a wink. "Another time then," he said.

      Belphie faked a lurch at him, and he took off sprinting down the lawn before springing over the hedge and disappearing.

      "It is good that he remembers to fear me," she grumbled. I could tell she was in a sour mood. "Now, let us begin training."

      A black blur rushed at me, and the world seemed to move in slow motion. Something impacted against me, knocking the air from my lungs. Shooting pains ran along the length of my body, and the world sped up again.

      The next thing I knew, I was sailing through the air. I skimmed along the grass before impacting hard against the ground—so hard that I had to cling to consciousness.

      "Oh…Oops." Belphie appeared over me, her violet eyes wide with concern. "I thought you were ready."

      I groaned. It was all I could do with the air knocked out of me.

      "Then let this be your first lesson," Belphie said, "a demon will not go easy on you."

      I wheezed out a reply.

      Belphie picked me up carefully, cradling me in her arms. I felt the warmth of her bosom against me, and I sighed as she squished me against her chest and carried me toward the house princess style.

      It was an odd reversal of roles, but I happily nestled myself into her ample breasts, which threatened to suffocate me.

      "What's going on?" Wisty asked, though I hadn't heard her approach. I thought for a moment that I'd perhaps passed out.

      "It is a long story. One for another time," Belphie said. "Leave us be for now."

      I expected her to carry me to my room, but instead, she put me in her bed. It was comfortable, and it smelled like her—slightly spicy, like cinnamon.

      "I apologize, I needed to test your limits," Belphie said as she brushed some hair from my face. "You have a long way to go before you are ready to face Asmodeus."

      "And I have a lot to fix," I mumbled.

      "Those worries seem small now." She looked away, and for a moment, I thought her profile looked sad, but she straightened her shoulders and pinned me with her stare. "I will train you. It will be fine."

      As I started to drift off, I had a feeling she was trying to convince herself as much as she was me.
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      I wasn't in so much as an ounce of pain when I woke, despite being hit with all the force of a speeding bus.

      I lay in bed for a few long moments, wondering why it was so dark, and why I didn't have at least one warm body curled up against me.

      As my other senses slowly awakened, I realized I heard a soft voice droning on about something in the background. Lifting my head, which spun just a little, I spied Belphie curled up on the foot of the bed, her body practically wrapped around my old laptop as she listened to what I could only assume was a murder podcast. I couldn't hear the words, but I knew Belphie enough to know she loved two things.

      Fashion and murder.

      And apparently sweets.

      I smiled. She hadn't noticed me yet, but there was a twinkle in her eyes as she listened to the podcast. I could have spent all day watching her; the way her full lips, painted purple, parted and closed in silent wonder.

      Then reality came crashing down on me again.

      "Where are Wisty and Aisling?" I asked as I sat up in bed.

      "They were fussing, so I had them wait outside."

      "Can we come in now that he's awake?" Wisty's muffled voice asked from the other side of the closed door. She sounded hopeful—and worried.

      Belphie looked at me, studying me as if trying to determine if I were fit to see visitors.

      "You may enter," she said.

      The words had hardly left her lips before the door swung open and a red streak came at me, followed by a slower but no less worried green one. All at once I smelled a familiar floral, citrusy scent.

      "Mark, we were so worried!" Wisty said as she launched onto the bed and wrapped her arms around me. I didn't know how she made it to me before Aisling did, since the redhead had entered first, but Aisling wasn't far behind her.

      "Oomph," I grunted as they impacted against me.

      "I lost my head," Aisling cried. "Figuratively and literally!"

      "I'm alright, I'm alright." I wrapped them up in my arms, rocking slightly back and forth to help soothe them.

      "I still can't believe you hit him so hard." Wisty craned her neck to look over her shoulder and shot Belphie an uncharacteristically hard stare.

      "I did not mean to," she said earnestly, "but he must prepare for worse than that if he wishes to face my sister."

      "If he wishes to what now?" Aisling asked. Her green eyes were wide as saucers as she looked between us.

      "You didn't tell them?" I asked Belphie with a frown.

      "I was unsure if you wished to worry them," she replied.

      Any annoyance I'd felt at them having been left in the dark vanished the moment I heard her reasoning. She was just trying to look out for them, which I appreciated.

      "And I thought they may respond better if you were awake when they learned," she added.

      "Makes sense." I sighed and flopped back on Belphie's bed, dragging Aisling and Wisty with me. They curled up against my sides, cuddling into me.

      "At least nothing is broken," Wisty said as she stroked my hair.

      "Besides my pride." I chuckled.

      "Want me to kiss it and make it better?" Aisling wiggled her fiery eyebrows at me.

      I knew she was trying to get me to laugh, but it worked anyway.

      "So, what happened? Besides Belphie running you down."

      "Well…" I trailed off, debating how to tell them, then decided to rip the bandaid off. "Belphie's brother showed up to tell us that their sister wants to challenge me to a duel, or something."

      "She desires to challenge me," Belphie said.

      "But Mark is clan leader," Wisty realized with a gasp. Her wide pink eyes looked at me, and she sat up slowly, leaving my grasp. "This is my fault."

      "That's a bit of a leap," Aisling said.

      "More than a bit," I agreed as I sat back up. I put my arm around Wisty, dragging her against my side. "You had no way of knowing this would happen."

      "But…" She pouted, staring at the wall with a frown deeper than I'd ever seen on her features.

      "Was your bed always this comfy?" Aisling asked as she rolled around slightly beside me. "I feel like it's better than ours."

      "It is," Belphie deadpanned.

      I glanced at the oblivious duo, then back at Wisty, whose eyes were watering at the corners and whose bottom lip was trembling. It was as adorable as it was heart wrenching, and I couldn't resist the urge to lean in and press my lips to hers. They were soft and supple, with a faint taste of flowers and greenery that tantalized my senses.

      "Wait, so Mark has to fight a whole ass demon?" Aisling bolted to sit upright beside us. "Not a demon blooded or a half demon but a whole ass demon? That's so cool, but like…can you just not?" She fixed me with a stare.

      "I don't think I have a choice," I said.

      "Indeed," Belphie agreed.

      "Why is she challenging us?" Wisty asked, her voice hitching in her throat. "What did we do to her?"

      "I was simply born first," she replied.

      "So what?" Aisling asked.

      "She's the rightful heir to the throne, as it were," I said.

      Aisling looked between us, then leaped out of bed and did a little curtsy with the hem of her black tank top. "My lady," she said, giving a deep bow and lowering her head until it fell off. "We're not worthy!"

      I snorted a laugh.

      "Charming." Belphie stared at her impassively.

      "Okay, but seriously, you're a demon queen, Belphie, what're you doing here?" Aisling asked as she gathered up her head and then propped it under her arm.

      "I have no desire to rule," she said.

      Aisling stared at her, obviously expecting more, but Belphie offered nothing.

      Aisling might have thought there was more to it, but I didn't.

      "Sloth, huh," I murmured.

      "Indeed. I do not wish to be bothered with the trivialities of rulership."

      "Do you think your sister is a worthy ruler?"

      Belphie snorted. It took me a moment to realize that the sound was a laugh.

      "Hells no," she said, "but that is nothing new. My father was unfit to rule, and so was his."

      "How so?" I asked.

      "He is…was cruel and uncaring. He did not provide for his people, he simply hoarded wealth for himself." She paused, and I thought that she was perhaps finished, but then she sighed. "He gave us every trinket he came across, but he did not love us. He did not love anyone but himself."

      The atmosphere of the room grew heavy, and I looked at Aisling and Wisty before shifting across the bed and sitting next to Belphie. I put my arm around her shoulders, being mindful of her wings, and dragged her against my side.

      "We care about you, Belphie," I said, smiling broadly at her.

      "I know," she said. I swore I saw a ghost of a smile on her lips, but it vanished as quickly as it appeared. "It is…strange." She stared across the room as if mulling things over, then finally turned her violet gaze upon me. "But I do not dislike it."

      My grin grew wider, and I squeezed her a little more before letting her go.

      Wisty smiled at me, the corners of her eyes crinkling with mirth. She looked between Belphie and myself, then toward Aisling—who grinned and nudged her with an elbow.

      "What?" I asked.

      "Nothing," Aisling replied innocently.

      "We're just happy," Wisty added.

      In all the chaos, I'd almost forgotten about the dark cloud hanging over us. Almost.

      "I need to start training," I said as I stood from the bed. Belphie followed. "We have no idea when the knights are going to show up. I can't risk being unprepared."

      "What about the house?" Wisty asked.

      "I can't train all the time. I'll just have to work on the house when I'm not."

      Aisling and Wisty exchanged worried glances.

      "We'll help however we can," Aisling said.

      "I will train him," Belphie said.

      I thought for a moment. "The two of you can tend to the house and garden," I said, looking between Aisling and Wisty. "The house will need sweeping and dusting and such, and, well, I don't need to tell you what maintenance the garden needs, Wisty."

      "I can do that," the garden nymph assured.

      "Roger that, boss." Aisling saluted me.

      "Then we should begin training," Belphie said.

      I braced myself, but she didn't hit me this time. She headed for her door, and I followed her, trying not to stare at the full, round globes of her ass as they bounced with each step. The fabric of her corset dress barely seemed to contain her. It was pulled so tight that I expected it to tear at any moment and reveal to me her glorious pale ass.

      It held.

      I could only hope I had such strength when I had to face my first demon knight.

      Belphie led me out of the house and down the front steps. It was dark now, and lights were on in all the homes peppered along the street—all but Nicollette's. I found myself watching her house as we walked, and just like the fear vampire, it was unnaturally still.

      We crossed the driveway and headed to a corner of the front yard that I'd scarcely ever visited. There was nothing there, besides the hedge wall, which kept prying eyes from seeing into our property.

      Belphie came to a stop and turned to face me, her violet eyes seeming a shade darker than normal—I dared to think that she looked worried.

      That gutted me, but I was determined not to show it, and not to defeat myself before I even faced my first enemy.

      "How should we do this?" I asked.

      "I have been considering this while you rested," Belphie said. "Your body cannot stand the force of a demon's strike, so you must refrain from being struck."

      "Helpful." I folded my arms over my chest. It was broader and thicker than I remembered.

      "What I mean to say, Mark, is that you should practice dodging my attacks. Only a fool stands his ground against an attack that would dismember him."

      "Right, I see," I mused.

      "Learning to wield a sword is important, but you must also become familiar with the shield."

      I nodded. It made sense to not stand there and let a demon beat on me. I didn't have to prove anything to our enemies, I just needed to protect myself and the girls.

      I didn't care how I looked tucking and rolling or ducking and dodging.

      "I believe it is best that you refrain from showing as much of your true powers to the knights as possible," Belphie said. "It is important that you master them, should you need them, but if you could stick to using either Wisteria's or Aisling's powers during those fights, it would be a boon."

      I nodded. "I've been using my nature powers, but I haven't really messed with the dullahan powers." I paused. "Do demons have souls? Can I just steal their souls and call it a day?"

      "You can, yes." Belphie smiled and her whole face lit up. "Very good, Mark." I saw the pride in her gaze, and my chest swelled slightly with delight. "But a demon will not come blindly at you the way that those humans did. They may even sense what you can do."

      I nodded. "Right, so I have to be smart, I have to perfect my dodge, and I have to develop my dullahan powers."

      "Correct." Belphie nodded, and her eyes turned up and to the side.

      I felt a chill down my spine, and looked in the same direction to see Nicollette sitting on the hedge with one leg crossed over the other and looking down at us.

      "That is quite a serious talk," the brunette said, cocking her head slightly to one side. Somehow the gesture looked unnatural, almost robotic. "Whatever is the matter?"

      I exchanged glances with Belphie. After a moment, I decided that Nicollette would probably know that something was up when more demons started knocking on the door, so I explained our situation to her.

      She slipped off of the hedge wall with all the grace of a cat, somehow not so much as forming a wrinkle in her dress as she fell to the ground—and landed on her high heels without breaking them, which was pretty damn impressive.

      "Mind if I watch?" she asked.

      "If you want to." I shrugged.

      "No more distractions, we are wasting precious time," Belphie said.

      I nodded. She was right. I took a fighting stance, spreading my feet apart and raising my fist, then I focused, reaching inside myself to the darkness that I knew awaited me.

      I found it easily, disturbingly so, and I summoned it forth. A sickle attached to a chain materialized in one hand, and a black lantern in the other. They both felt like an extension of myself.

      "You could 'borrow' some souls and use that to overpower the demons," Nicollette suggested.

      "I'd rather not involve the neighborhood if I can help it," I replied. "They deserve to live normal lives. I think they had enough supernatural interference." I gave her a pointed stare.

      "Fair enough." She brought her hands behind her back and held them there, making her petite breasts, held back by crimson fabric, appear tantalizingly larger.

      I knew it was on purpose, so I turned my attention to Belphie, who inclined her head in a slight bow.

      Then she came at me.

      I caught the glint of her horns in the moonlight. She moved slower than when she'd hit me earlier, slow enough for my eyes to track, but not slow enough for me to dodge completely. I ducked away from her fist, but it grazed my cheek, making it throb in pain.

      "Good," she said, "it seems your senses are keener in this form."

      She swung at me again, and I sidestepped. She came at me so fast and hard that I didn't even have a chance to think about a counter attack. The more she came at me, the more my eyes seemed to adjust to her speed, and the more my body took over—naturally pulling itself out of the way of her fists.

      Time passed, seconds, minutes, and I kept up with her. I didn't know how, but I did.

      Then she swept her leg and knocked me flat on my back.

      I gasped for air, not because it was knocked from me, but because I was exhausted. I had never felt this tired, not since I bonded with the house and benefited from its magical enhancements.

      Sweat beaded on my skin, running down my body and soaking my clothes. I hadn't noticed it until I was at rest—hell, maybe it only then had time to catch up with me.

      "We will need to do better," Belphie said.

      "I think he did pretty good." Nicollette came to stand over me. For a moment, I saw up her dress, which reached to about her thick thighs. She was wearing lacy pink panties that barely covered her full ass cheeks. She crouched down beside me, tracing a painted red nail over the wound on my cheek.

      "He did, but…" Belphie trailed off, darting her eyes off to the side.

      "I need to do better," I wheezed. "It's fine to say that. This is just my first day!" I chuckled. "I'm amazed I lasted that long."

      "Speaks wonders for your endurance." Nicollette winked.

      "Is that all you think about?"

      "And fear."

      I rolled my eyes slightly.

      Belphie came to me and bent down like she was about to pick me up again, but I shook my head.

      "I'd like to stay here a moment," I said. "The grass feels nice and cool, and the stars are brighter than ever."

      "Hopefully that's not your brain firing off because she hit you so hard," Nicollette said.

      I snorted a laugh and settled back in the grass.

      To my surprise, Belphie smoothed down her dress and lay beside me.

      "They do look particularly bright tonight," she agreed.

      Nicollette tilted her head back. "I'm just used to them, I suppose. I'd much rather see the sun." She shrugged.

      I glanced at her and saw a crack in her usual mask when she frowned, but she corrected herself when she saw me. She grinned, flipping her silky hair over her shoulder. "Well, I should be off, then. It's horror movie night at the cinema in the city."

      "Ah, good, you're taking my suggestion," I said.

      "I am." She nodded and winked like we were sharing a great secret before straightening to her full height and walking off. Somehow, even as her shapely hips swung, there was an unnatural stillness about her.

      Not about her bouncing ass, but the rest of her.

      I felt Belphie shift beside me, and saw her wing as it relaxed against the ground so much that it pressed into my side.

      "I have never just laid back and star gazed," she said. "It is interesting to think that everyone can see these same stars, if only they stop to look up. It makes you feel…small. Insignificant."

      "You're not insignificant," I said.

      "In the grand scheme of things, we all are."

      "No." My voice was firmer than I meant it to be, but I continued, "In the grand scheme, we all matter in our own ways. Everyone. We never realize just how much impact we have, and hell, sometimes others don't notice it until we're gone, either."

      Belphie craned her neck to look at me, her violet eyes somewhat wide as she searched my face. Then, she lay back, staring into the sky with the slightest smile playing on her lips.

      "You know, Mark. I prefer that theory to my own. I will adopt it."
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      Every part of my body ached as I dragged myself toward the secret room beneath the stairs.

      Working on the house during the day and training under the cover of night had quickly taken its toll on me. I was used to being tired, laboring in the garden and on the house wasn't exactly easy, but this was something else.

      An exhaustion that seeped into my bones, my very being. One that threatened to consume me, if only I closed my eyes for a moment.

      It didn’t help that Belphie insisted on training me even in my dreams, so I got less than stellar rest.

      It was for that reason that I sought the warm comfort of the hearth goddess. I didn't know if it was her or the hearth or the room itself, but something about being in the hidden room made me feel like I was wrapped in a cocoon of warmth and love.

      Sure, I had no shortage of either, thanks to Wisty and Aisling, but this feeling was different.

      Supernatural.

      The moment I entered the hidden room, I felt the warmth envelope me, flowing into my body to soothe all my aches and pains. It didn't remove them, not completely, but I was still grateful for the relief it, or she, offered.

      "Thank you, Martha," I said as I dragged myself down the stairs and toward one of the couches, where I flopped down.

      She appeared to me then, a ghost of an image, and wrapped her arms around me.

      I sagged into the couch, enjoying the warmth of her spectral embrace so much that I closed my eyes and drifted off.

      I was disoriented when I woke, partly because my body still hurt and also in part because I woke up on the couch and had no memory of how I got there.

      It came back to me slowly, and I didn't budge from my spot, instead deciding to enjoy the warmth of the room for a little longer.

      The stairs creaked, and I lifted my head to peer over the arm of the couch.

      "There you are," Aisling exclaimed before turning toward the door. "He's down here!" she bellowed up the stairs.

      I heard fast footsteps on the floorboards overhead, and a second later, Wisty joined Aisling on the stairs.

      "We were worried when you didn't make it to bed," Wisty said as she hurried down the stairs and to my side.

      "We thought Belphie accidentally murdered you," Aisling said, following Wisty across the room.

      "I did not !" Wisty argued.

      "Okay, just me then."

      I chuckled and sat, wiping the sleep from my eyes as I threw my feet over the side of the couch. I felt better than I had earlier, but I was still tired, still wound up tighter than a ball of rubber bands.

      "Are you okay?" Wisty asked, her bright pink eyes full of concern.

      "Fine," I said. "Just a little tired."

      "No wonder, you've barely had a break since we learned about Belphie's sister," Wisty said. She sat beside me, resting a hand on my knee and looking at me earnestly. "I wish there was something we could do."

      "It's fine," I said, smiling at her and pressing a soft kiss to her temple. "I can handle it." My voice croaked with exhaustion, but I meant what I said.

      "I can think of something that we can do," Aisling said, tapping her bottom lip thoughtfully.

      "What's that?" Wisty asked.

      A wicked grin broke over her features, and she moved to stand in front of me—so close that she nudged my knees apart with her legs.

      Then she sank to kneel before me, and my brain short-circuited.

      "Will that help?" Wisty asked, tracing a hand along the inside of my thigh and drawing little hearts with the tips of her pointer finger.

      "It could help remove some tension," Aisling said.

      "It sure as hells could," I agreed.

      They chuckled, and I watched with bated breath as Aisling deftly popped open the button of my jeans. She slid my zipper down tantalizingly slowly, and I took that moment to drink in the sight of her.

      Rather than wearing one of her food pun shirts, she donned a white tube top that left little of her full breasts to my imagination. They were larger than Wisty's, who was more on the petite side, but nowhere near as large as Belphie's generous melons.

      And yet, all three were perfect.

      I swallowed hard, focusing on the woman before me, opening my pants. Her red hair spilled down her shoulders, some of it being pinched between her breasts as she used her upper arms to push them together and give herself more prominent cleavage—a deep valley that sucked me in until I dragged my gaze down the rest of her body.

      Her booty pajama bottoms were so tight and low that they left as little to the imagination as her top did. I knew if she was facing away from me that I'd have a full view of her pert ass, and that, coupled with grazes from Aisling's fingers and the promise of sex, had me hardening.

      "Aisling is more submissive than I ever imagined," Wisty's musical voice said, and I turned my gaze to her.

      She trailed her fingers down the front of her nightie, which was a cream color and had pictures of flowers on it. It was a custom piece made by Belphie, designed to make Wisty's perky but petite breasts look larger. It dipped low on the chest, and I saw the beginning of her pink areolas through the lace sewn along the chest.

      The garment clung so tightly to her body that her hardening nipples were on full display. I couldn't resist the urge to lean down and nip the nearest between my lips.

      "Mm!" she whimpered, arching to press her breast harder to me.

      With a smirk, I leaned back.

      I could have sucked her perfect tits all day, but Aisling had finally worked my cock from my boxers, and I was eager to watch her go down on me.

      Her bright green eyes stared up at me all while she parted her lips and leaned in. They stayed locked with mine as she slid me over her warm, wet tongue, lavishing the sensitive head with attention.

      Her tongue circled the tip, dipping against the small slit on the head before taking me properly into her mouth.

      I leaned back, relaxing, settling in to enjoy the hot confines of her tight little mouth. I sat up only to peel my shirt off, at Wisty's urging, before reclining again.

      Aisling bobbed her head gently, working her lips over the first half of my cock, getting it nice and lubed with her spit before she inevitably deep-throated me.

      My cock twitched at the thought, and I saw her smirk as our eyes met again. She knew what I was thinking. She knew what I wanted.

      She took me deeper, agonizingly slowly. Inch by inch, she fed me into her mouth, toward her throat, but before long, I felt the familiar tickle of her magic against the head.

      "You're such a good girl, Aisling," Wisty said as she gathered Aisling's hair into a ponytail and held it out of the way.

      It shocked me as much as it turned me on—but I guessed she'd picked up a trick or two from me.

      Wisty gently urged Aisling to take more of me, pushing her face closer to my hips, and I groaned as I watched her take the lead for a change.

      I had never imagined she had it in her, but when it came to pleasing me, it seemed like she was willing to try anything.

      Aisling took a deep inhale through her nose, then pushed her head forward, sinking my cock to the hilt in her throat.

      I groaned, and my body quivered against the duality of Aisling's blowjob. The length in her mouth was warm, while that in her throat was cool.

      It felt good, but the cool almost numbed my cock at times, making it impossible to blow my load.

      But fuck, did it feel amazing.

      "That's it, take all of his cock," Wisty purred.

      Through half-lidded eyes, I watched Aisling go down on me with Wisty's encouragement, a sight I never thought I'd see in a thousand years, but I felt so fucking lucky to be witnessing.

      When I couldn't take just watching anymore, I groaned and lifted my hips off of the couch, fucking her tight throat.

      "Mm!" Aisling moaned. She enjoyed it when I was rough with her.

      "That's it, slut, take his cock," Wisty gripped Aisling's hair tighter, urging her head back and forth, faster and harder. So hard that Aisling gagged on my length, but that didn't slow either of them down.

      "Earn your fucking," Wisty said, pushing Aisling's head forward so that her lips kissed my hips.

      I groaned out a string of curse words and shivered harder. The pleasure curled my toes and made my back arch, but I couldn't finish.

      It was frustrating, I needed to finish so badly that it almost hurt, but the edging always made our sex better, more rewarding.

      Growling my frustration, I shoved Wisty's thighs apart and dove my fingers beneath her nightie. I groaned when my fingers found her silky smooth pussy was soaking wet for me.

      She wasn't wearing any panties, and I wondered if the duo had planned this before they found me.

      "You naughty girl, do you like watching Aisling suck my cock?" I whispered against her ear before giving it a nibble.

      "Yes," she whimpered, curling toward me.

      While Aisling sucked me off, I slipped a finger into Wisty's soaked pussy. It was hard to angle it properly because of how we were both sitting, and she was particularly tight, but I buried my middle finger deep inside her.

      "Oh, yes!" she moaned, bouncing slightly against my hand, her insides clenching around me.

      I yanked the front of her nightie down with my free hand, revealing her jiggling breasts, then withdrew from her as inspiration struck.

      "Hey," she pouted, her hands grabbing at me, trying to bring my hand back to her pussy.

      She happily gave up as I slid my hand under her ass and pushed two fingers into her pussy from behind.

      "Oh, goddess yes!" she cried, arching and pushing back on my hand, riding my fingers like a woman possessed.

      It was hard to focus on fingering Wisty while Aisling went down on me, the suction of her mouth around the base of my cock and the cool of her magic around the head. Somehow, I found enough presence of mind to grab Aisling's hair with my free hand and thrust up to meet her face.

      My cock throbbed and swelled like it was ready to blow, but I couldn't because of that familiar cooling sensation of Aisling's magic. I needed it so bad that I fucked her face harder to try to reach orgasmic bliss, but it was always just out of reach.

      "Your fingers feel good," Wisty said, still bouncing against my hand. "But I want your cock."

      I was tempted to give it to her.

      But it was my turn to take the lead.

      "Aisling," I hoarsely said, dragging her eager mouth off of my cock. "Ride me."

      "Yes, Master!" She threw her tube top across the room, where it landed on the hearth, and for a moment, I thought I saw mini-Martha sitting there, watching, but she was gone as soon as I blinked.

      Aisling dropped her booty shorts, and I had only a moment to admire her glistening pussy and the little tuft of red hair at the top of the hood. She was on me in an instant, straddling my thighs and positioning herself over my cock.

      "I wanted to be first," Wisty pouted, her fingers toying with her swollen nipples.

      "Be a good girl and wait your turn," I said, curling my fingers inside her.

      "Y-yes!"

      Aisling gripped my cock with one hand, and I leaned back into the couch as far as I could, watching as she lowered herself over me. I sucked in a breath as her pussy lips parted to take me, her tight opening stretching around my girth.

      I was so swollen and had spent so long on the edge that I thought I might lose myself before she was even fully on me, but I gritted my teeth and held back.

      "Ooh, you feel even bigger than usual, Master!" Aisling whimpered as she sank down on me—all velvety warmth and wetness.

      "You're just so fucking tight," I ground out, clinging to the last strings of my sanity as her clenching pussy threatened to push me over the edge.

      Wisty leaned in, planting a wet, desperate kiss on my mouth, and I shoved my tongue into hers. We fought for dominance, and she was quick to submit to me, moaning into my mouth all the while.

      My eyes nearly crossed when Aisling leaned back, put her hands on my knees, and lifted off of me slightly.

      I couldn't focus on kissing with so much pleasure flooding through me. It was all I could do to keep thrusting my fingers into Wisty and my hips into Aisling.

      "Oh, yes!" Wisty whined.

      "Rub your sweet little pussy for me," I commanded.

      "Yes!" she replied, her voice thick with lust.

      With the hand that wasn't fingering Wisty, I grabbed Aisling by the hip and used my thumb to flick her swollen clit.

      "Ahhhn! Yes!" she cried, arching harder, riding me faster. Her fingernails sank into my knees so much that it almost hurt, and I was sure that it would later, but I was too lost in the moment to give a fuck.

      With all the strength I had, I fucked her from below, pounding her pussy with the violent roughness that I knew got her off. Her breasts bounced in my face, and I leaned in, taking a nipple between my lips and sucking hard.

      "Oh, yes! Yes, yes, yes," she whimpered. Her body quivered against mine, and I knew she was close—even as she used her wonderful control over her inner muscles to milk me harder.

      "Mmm," Wisty moaned beside me, bouncing on my hand. I heard rather than felt her fingers abusing her wet clit.

      I lost myself in the lewd sounds of our sex, one hand going numb from Wisty using it to pleasure herself, the other straining to keep moving against Aisling's clit.

      "I'm so close." Aisling panted, her green eyes dazed as she stared at me, waiting for permission.

      I nodded. It was all I could do.

      "Fuck yes," she cried, slamming her hips down on mine and seizing up, her body twitching and insides milking my cock with the full force of her intense climax.

      Wisty whimpered out her own orgasmic cries beside me, but they sounded far off as I gripped Aisling's hip, pinning our bodies together as my cock spurted hot seed into her. Lights sparked behind my eyelids, a private firework display that seemed brighter than any I'd seen before. Bliss poured through every ounce of me, on the verge of being too much, but I held on.

      Aisling slumped forward, curling into my chest, and I slowly slipped my fingers out of Wisty, offering them to Aisling. She blushed, seeming oddly shy for a moment, then parted her lips for me.

      "Good girl," I said as she sucked them clean.

      "Do you like how I taste?" Wisty asked. She was blushing as well, but the little nibble she gave to her bottom lip told me she was into it.

      "Mhm," Aisling bashfully replied. "You taste…fresh. Floral. Even…Citrusy?"

      "Her lips taste similar," I helpfully informed her.

      "I probably have a pun shirt for that," Aisling said as she crawled off of me and flopped beside me on the couch.

      I put my arm around her, dragging her against my side and pressing a soft kiss to her forehead.

      "You did great," I said, stroking her hair from her face.

      Her eyes crinkled at the corners, filled with mirth, and I smiled at her before turning my head to look at Wisty.

      She was similarly coiled up against my side, but from the way she was running her fingers up and down my chest, I knew that she wanted more.

      It was hard to believe that this sexy minx was the innocent little garden nymph that I'd deflowered, but it seemed like I'd opened Pandora's box. Sexually awakened Wisty was a beast of my own making, and I was happy to tame her.

      "Are we done?" she asked, her fingers running down my chest and circling my wet cock. It was at half mast, but twitched as she stroked her fingers over it.

      I knew I wouldn't last as long a second time, but that didn't slow me down.

      This was the first time I found myself needing to balance Aisling's aftercare with Wisty's pleasure, but I rose to the challenge, eager to give both of my women what they needed.

      That would have been much easier in a bed, but I wasn't about to uproot us, so I decided to make things work where we were.

      I maneuvered myself so that one knee was on the couch and the opposite foot was on the floor, then I grabbed Wisty, laying her on her back on the cushion. I positioned myself between her legs, as close as I'd need to be to fuck her, then grabbed Aisling and had her nuzzle into my back.

      "Ooh, I get to be the big spoon," she said. She curled against my back, burying her face in the toned flesh and inhaling deeply. "I'll just wait here for my cuddles."

      "That's a good girl." I craned my neck to kiss her over my shoulder, then turned to Wisty.

      She lay there in all her pale glory, her pink nipples hardened little pebbles that were slightly swollen from her playing with them, and her nightie bunched up around her waist. Her soft folds were bare, and she slid her hand down her flat belly to spread the lips like a blossoming flower—one that glistened and demanded I stick my dick in it.

      I lined myself up against her opening, pushing in slowly, watching the pink flesh spread to accommodate me.

      "Ooh, yes," Wisty sighed like a weight had been lifted from her. She stretched her arms out, wrapping them around my shoulders and dragging me down on top of her.

      Aisling's weight was on my back, moving with me, but it didn't slow me down any.

      I thrusted forward, filling Wisty in one hard push that made us both gasp in delight, though hers was much louder and of a higher pitch. I gave a few testing strokes to see that we were all perfectly balanced, and then I fucked her.

      "Ah, just like that!" she cried, sinking her fingernails slightly into my shoulders. "Right there, that's the spot!"

      I buried my face in her breasts, running my tongue over them before closing my mouth over a nipple. I pinched it between my teeth, rolling it around carefully.

      Her mewl of a cry made my cock throb so hard that I saw black for a moment. I sucked in a breath through my nose, then braced myself over Wisty with one hand, and slipped the other between us.

      "Ooh, it feels so much better when you rub my clit," she whimpered. "It's not the same when I do it. You know exactly how to make me feel good."

      I growled deep in my throat, my thumb deftly circling her swollen clit. I knew it must have ached because of how red it was, and I could tell she'd already abused the little nub.

      So, naturally, I flicked it as fast as I could.

      Her cry of delight seemed to echo around us, and her hips bucked so hard that her ass lifted off of the couch.

      "She really likes that," Aisling whispered in my ear. "How does her pussy feel?"

      "So fucking tight and wet."

      "And how does this feel?"

      My body seized up as so much pleasure assaulted my senses that I struggled to understand what was happening. It was only when Aisling lightly squeezed my sack again that I understood where it was coming from.

      "Don't stop," I commanded.

      "Yes, Master."

      I felt her weight leave my back and her hand leave me, but a moment later, something wet and warm caressed my balls.

      I groaned, pinning Wisty's knees to her chest and angling us to give Aisling better access to me.

      While I fucked Wisty and mauled her clit, Aisling licked and suckled my sack, taking as much of me as she could even though I was moving so fast that I felt her sometimes miss, and my balls slapped against her chin.

      "Give it to me," Wisty whimpered as I hooked her knees over my shoulders. "Don't hold back."

      I didn't. I wasn't. I pounded her tight, wet pussy with all of my might, all while Aisling fondled me, and it didn't take long for a pressure to start in my groin, warning me that I was close.

      "I…I," Wisty gasped out, but couldn't finish whatever she was trying to say. Instead, she arched and bucked beneath me, her insides milking my cock like they were trying to suck my soul out through my dick.

      That was the final straw. I bottomed out inside her and blew gush after gush of hot seed into her hungry pussy.

      This time there were no lights behind my eyelids—only a never-ending darkness that seemed to make time slow. It tingled through every inch of me, tightening my gut and arching my back. My body shuddered and heaved against Wisty's, pinning her hips to the couch. The pleasure hit me so hard that I caught myself not breathing, and I inhaled greedily to fill my lungs.

      Aisling's warmth moved away from me to flop behind us on the couch, and she let out a satisfied sigh before propping a foot on the coffee table.

      "Wow," I muttered. It was all I could get out.

      "Mmm." Wisty nodded. I suspected her brain was similarly addled.

      Crawling off of, and pulling out of, her, I flopped to sit back on the couch.

      I didn't know a word for how exhausted I was, but the pain, aches, and tension that I didn't even know I had melted away all at once.

      Raising my trembling arms, I summoned what strength I had left to wrap one around Wisty and the other around Aisling, and I pulled them tight against my sides.

      "I needed that," I said, my voice sounding hoarse to my own ears. "Thank you."

      "We're here for you," Wisty said, beaming up at me with those large pink eyes of hers.

      "Whatever you need, especially if it's a prank." Aisling grinned.

      I chuckled and hugged them close.

      I was lucky to have my girls—all of them.

      And I'd do anything to protect them.

      Even fight a demon queen.
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      Weeks had passed since Leviathan's warning, and I spent a solid amount of that time training with Belphie, but it almost felt like a dream. The tension I'd first felt had all faded away, and at times I found myself letting my guard down.

      I wondered if that was Asmodeus's plan—to lull us all into a sense of security and then rip the rug out from under us. If she was as conniving as Belphie seemed to think that she was, then I had a funny feeling it was intentional.

      Belphie had taken to teaching me even in my dreams, but there was only so much waking time that I could spend training, because my body could only take so much abuse, and I spent the rest improving the house.

      I'd replaced all of the windows throughout the house, and I even managed to wrangle Aisling long enough to help me clean up the mess I made each time. She was surprisingly helpful, handing me tools, holding flashlights, and helping me secure the windows in place.

      I ended up having to replace an entire inner wall due to mold, but given how old the house was and how long it had probably lacked a window, I wasn't exactly surprised.

      With the house more or less free of drafts, I turned to dealing with other areas of the property.

      One particular eyesore was the black wrought iron gate that led to the property. I was sure that it was majestic back in its prime, and even though I'd fixed the hinge that had been broken, so it functioned, it was covered in rust.

      It was for that reason that I found myself standing at the front of the estate with a piece of sandpaper in my hand and some spare bits in my back pocket. I rubbed it over the rust to remove the flakes, and scrubbed deeper where the rust seemed more prominent.

      It was hard work, the kind that people would have said required elbow grease, but I didn't mind. It was a different way of training my body, but it was also a means of distracting myself from my problems. Scrubbing like my life depended on it didn't require any thought, but it was easy to put all of my focus into it.

      "Well, good day, Mark."

      I jumped slightly, craning my neck to look over my shoulder and see whoever had snuck up on me.

      "Oh! I'm sorry, dear," Mary Ellen said, "I didn't mean to startle you."

      "It's fine," I assured, wiping the back of my hand across my brow and swiping away the bead of sweat that threatened to roll down my face. "How are you?"

      "I'm doing fine, thank you." The middle-aged woman smiled. She looked for all the world like a soccer mom about to pick up her kids, but from the way she hopped from foot to foot, I knew she was jogging. "How about yourself?"

      "I'm doing fine, just restoring this old thing." I slapped a palm against the gate, which rattled slightly because I put a little too much force into it.

      "It's looking better already," she said, beaming at me.

      It was funny to think that this woman used to be my worst enemy, but here we were, having a casual conversation.

      "My husband is very impressed with all the work you've done—and I see you've fixed the windows!" She nodded her approval. I faintly heard the music that played from the earbud that she'd apparently removed before approaching me, though I couldn't make out what it was. "I'm impressed too, but he's a contractor, so he has more of an eye for these things."

      "Maybe I could get a few tips from him sometime," I politely offered, even though there was a wealth of knowledge on the internet that had served me well so far.

      "He would love that. He loves talking shop." Her smile broadened. "Well, I better get back to my run so that I'll be home in time to make him something for supper. I'll see you later, Mark! Oh, and do drop by when you get a chance. I made some lovely chutney from the apples you gave me. I saved a couple of jars for you!"

      "Awesome, I can't wait to try it," I said. I meant it. "See you around."

      She nodded, popped her earbud in, and jogged off.

      I turned back to my work sanding down the rusty spots on the iron gates. It took longer than I expected, and I had a couple more surprise visits from the neighbors, but eventually, I found myself finishing up the scrubbing.

      Then it was a matter of applying the rust-removing cleaner, which had a strong, industrial smell to it that made the hairs in my nose feel like they were burning. I tried not to breathe in too much of the stuff as I sprayed down the gates, and eventually put the neckline of my shirt over my nose to help.

      The spray started bubbling the moment it hit the rusty gate, and if I wasn't so used to magic, I would have been surprised by how the rust melted off in front of my eyes.

      When it was finished working, it was just a matter of spraying the gates down and being careful that the water went to a nearby drain rather than on the green grass of my front lawn.

      "Well, looks good as new," I said once I stood back and got a good look at the gate. "Could maybe use a coat of fresh paint, but it's better than it was."

      Satisfied, I picked up the used pieces of sandpaper I'd earlier discarded, along with the bottle of rust remover, and headed for the house.

      I glanced across the yard as I went and spied a raven sitting atop the bird feeder, watching me with a cocked head. It clacked its beak before flying off.

      I was relieved to find that the house was clean, just as Aisling promised. It wasn't spotless, or even as clean as I would have done things, but I could tell that she'd done her best. I was pleased enough with that.

      After discarding the used sandpaper, I set the bottle of rust remover in a cupboard under the sink and headed to the back door. I didn't go outside, I just looked out at the garden, which Wisty meticulously maintained.

      I caught some movement from the corner of my eye. Wisty was frolicking amongst the sunflowers that she had planted, wearing a smile that was almost as vibrant as her dress and the flowers that surrounded her.

      This one wasn't made of flowers or vines, rather, it was a literal sundress with slightly puffy sleeves and a dipping neckline that showed off the top curve of her breasts. The dress reached to her knees, showing off her pale, slender legs and her bare feet.

      I was tempted to go to her, but then I looked down at myself—covered in rust and dust and dirt. Wisty wouldn't mind, of that I was certain, but I didn't want to mess up her nice dress when she inevitably threw herself at me.

      Humming, I made my way through the house and toward the second-floor bathroom. I tossed all of my clothes into the hamper and hopped into the bathtub for a quick shower.

      After I was done and dressed in some fresh clothes, I headed back downstairs in search of the girls.

      I barely made it off of the first step when a chill spread down my spine, one that I knew wasn't natural.

      It was similar to what I felt when Leviathan first appeared, only there was something dark to it. Sinister. Malicious, even.

      And it was coming from the garden—where Wisty was.

      My feet carried me toward the back door even as I heard two doors slamming above, which told me Belphie and Aisling felt what I did too. Their footsteps thundered on the floor above and down the stairs, but I was already out the back door by the time they reached the first floor.

      "W-who are you?" Wisty stammered, clutching her hands against her chest and backing away from the demon that I could only assume had just appeared out of nowhere in front of her.

      "Beelzebub," he replied.

      "You get away from her!" I shouted, running out of the house in my socks. The grass was cool and a little moist against my feet, but I ignored that as I charged across the lawn.

      The demon turned slowly, regarding me with an almost bored expression.

      Wisty ran toward me, giving the demon a wide berth. The moment that she was at arm's length, I immediately grabbed her and put her behind me. I moved her rougher than I would have liked, but I needed to get myself between her and our enemy.

      "Beelzebub," Belphie said from behind me. I had no idea how long she was there, but given how fast she could move, I was surprised that she hadn't beaten me out the door. "The demon of gluttony."

      "Don't tell me this guy is the first knight that your deranged sister sent our way?" Aisling asked as she skidded to a halt beside me. "Should I get Imogen? She could use some exercise."

      I put my arm out to herd her back as well.

      With the girls safely behind me, I took a moment to get a good look at our enemy—who hadn't moved a muscle since he'd turned toward me.

      He was a tall man, unnaturally thin, and certainly not what one expected from a demon of gluttony. Fiery orange hair capped his head, untidy and looking like he just rolled out of bed, and his cheeks were almost hollow. Like all the demons I'd met, he was overdressed for the occasion, wearing a purple suit with green polka dots that was perhaps the ugliest thing I'd ever seen.

      He might have looked like a starving human, if not for the leathery wings on his back and the curved horns protruding from his head.

      All while I watched him, he stared at us, but occasionally his eyes flicked off to the side, like there was something there that interested him more. Once while he did this, I quickly followed his gaze, but there was nothing there besides the vegetable garden.

      "We don't want any trouble, Beel," I called.

      "Hm? Oh, yeah. Trouble." He raked his fingers through his wild hair and scratched at a horn, but he didn't budge.

      I narrowed my eyes.

      "How strong is this guy, Belphie?" I whispered over my shoulder.

      "As far as demons go, he is relatively weak. I suspect my sister is testing you," she replied.

      "Okay, but that doesn't mean much, given how strong you are."

      "Indeed."

      I craned my neck to look over my shoulder at each of the girls, and it cracked from the tension that I hadn't even realized I was feeling. I caught Wisty's gaze first, full of hope and belief in me. Aisling grinned, but I saw a flicker of worry in her eyes. Belphie nodded, jutting her chin out toward Beel as if telling me I could take him.

      I turned back to face him and started walking toward him—more importantly, putting some distance between myself and the girls so I didn't have to worry about accidentally hurting them.

      I took a fighting stance when I was a comfortable distance away from them, and Beel did the same, meeting my gaze for only a moment before his eyes darted off to the side again. A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead, and his tongue darted out to taste it.

      When I glanced at the garden again, a lightbulb went off in my head.

      This guy is a demon of gluttony, I thought. Maybe I can do something with that? If he's full, he'll move slower…I hope.

      "Say, Beel," I began. He looked at me, but his eyes were glassy, his mind clearly elsewhere. "How much do you like vegetables?"

      "I love all food equally," he replied, his gruff voice sounding hoarse. I swore I saw him swallow as he wiped at his mouth with the back of his hand.

      "Well, see, I have this magical garden here that grows more food than I can eat," I said, the words spilling out of me faster than I could think. "I was wondering if you were interested in giving me a hand with them?"

      "Magical garden." Beel wiped a little drool from the corner of his mouth. "You'd share with me, really?"

      "Of course. When you have an abundance of something, why wouldn't you share it?" I asked.

      Beel looked at me like I was insane, but it only lasted a moment before he glanced at the garden again. "I…I'm so hungry."

      "Why don't you help yourself?"

      "Mark, what are you doing?" Aisling called. "Beat his ass!"

      "Aisling!" Wisty put a hand over Aisling's mouth.

      "Right, I came here to…" Beel trailed off, then took a deep breath. His nose twitched, like he smelled something, and he finally started to move.

      I braced myself, but he was heading for the garden, not us.

      "I can have these, for real?" he asked, licking his lips and sharpened canines.

      "These and more. I can grow them back as many times as you want," I said.

      It was like someone rang the starting bell of a fight. Beel waded into the garden, surprisingly mindful of the plants, and began grabbing any vegetable he could get his hands on and shoving them into his mouth. Tomatoes, cucumbers, carrots, it didn't matter, if it was edible raw, then he ate it with large bites, like he hadn't eaten in years.

      He ate and ate and ate. I regrew the vegetables that he devoured, and he ate some more. As he stuffed his face, he didn't even look at us, he just munched his way through the garden, row by row.

      "Strawberries!" he said excitedly, sounding like a child that found the cookie jar.

      "Yeah, those are a recent addition," I said, "usually, takes a couple years to get fruit, but with my powers…" I snapped my fingers, and more fruit appeared on the plant.

      "What a wonderful gift!" Beel exclaimed, grabbing strawberries daintily between his long, pointed fingernails and popping them into his mouth two at a time. "If only I had this power."

      I glanced over my shoulder at the girls. Aisling looked bewildered, and Wisty smiled at me, giving a wink as if to say she knew she was right to put her faith in me. Belphie actually let out a little chuckle.

      "Interesting," she said. "I never thought to use a demon's nature to defeat them. You are a frightening man, Mark."

      I grinned, then turned back to Beel.

      "There are some apples on the trees over there, as well," I said.

      "Apples!"

      I might as well have told the guy that the tree grew pizzas, because he took off toward the far side of the lawn. I watched with amusement as he shook each tree and ran around, scooping up the apples that had fallen on the ground. He ate them cores and all, his eyes wide with wonder, like a kid in a candy store.

      Darkness fell, and Beel was still stuffing his face.

      I wasn't at all surprised to see Nicollette coming across the lawn, though her look of concern was another matter.

      "I knew I felt something amiss," she said, "I was dying to investigate."

      She stopped beside me, looking toward Beel, who returned to the garden with an armful of apples, and ate them between crunching on vegetables.

      "I really need to get your phone number," she said without looking at me.

      I nodded. I, too, was transfixed on the demon with a bottomless pit for a stomach.

      I was beginning to think that I'd gotten in over my head when I heard him groan and saw him pull up his suit and undershirt and slap his belly. It was still flat as could be, despite eating enough to sate an elephant or three.

      "Finally! I'm full!" he crooned, then flopped down on his back in the grass. "I've not felt this full since…since…well, ever?"

      "They don't let you eat as much as you want in the hells?" I asked.

      He sat and shook his head. "Asmodeus is far too greedy for that—worse than her father. She gives us the bare minimum of what we need to survive."

      "I thought demons didn't need to eat?" I asked.

      "Well, many don't need to eat food," he said. "Some eat dreams, or nightmares or whatever. Greed demons need to hoard gold, pride demons need to show off, lust demons need to fuck, you feel me?"

      "Right, that makes sense."

      "Asmodeus is gonna be pissed if I don't fight you," Beel then said, and he shoved himself to his feet, staggering a step.

      I braced for him to come at me, but he didn't budge from his spot.

      "But my first loyalty is to my gut, so she can beat me all she likes, I won't regret it." He cackled, seeming almost drunk.

      "Well," I said, feeling a little bad for the guy. "You can drop by for a meal sometime, if you like."

      "Could I?" A flash of purple came at me, making me flinch away, but Beel took my hand from where he knelt on one knee in front of me, looking like he was asking me to marry him. "Really? Truly?"

      "Yeah," I dumbly replied.

      "I owe you a great debt, Mark of Sunnyside." He pushed himself to his feet, then bowed deeply to me, so deep that his head was level to his waist. "My loyalties are first to my stomach, second to you."

      "Well, you don't need to go that far—" I began.

      "I must! My honor, and more importantly, my stomach, are at stake!" He bolted upright, then grinned at me, showing off sharp, pearly white fangs. "Leviathan said you were an interesting human. He was right."

      "Well, thanks, I guess." I shrugged, unsure what to say to that.

      "Mark is one of a kind," Belphie agreed as she came to stand next to me. "Asmodeus will not defeat him."

      "I hope not. And I'll tell her as much." He laughed. "She's gonna beat the hells out of me, but I don't care, I'll be full for days!" Cackling like a hyena, he rubbed a tear from the corner of his eye. "I'll be back, but not for war!"

      "Bring your appetite," I joked.

      Beel doubled over. "Me? Bring my appetite?" His laughter seemed to echo across the lawn, and all at once a cloud of black smoke swallowed him. A soft pop filled the air, along with a feeling of static electricity, and the smoke faded

      He was gone.

      "Mark!" Wisty threw her arms around my waist from behind. "You defeated the first demon knight."

      "Did I? I think I just invited him to dinner?" I chuckled, scratching my head. "I thought the food would slow him down, not make him give up without a fight. I'm not complaining though."

      "That was kinda cool, but I wanted to see you kick ass," Aisling said as she took my arm and swung off it. "I want to know how strong you are."

      "This is much more impressive," Belphie said. "Any fool can draw a sword, but only a mastermind can defeat their enemy without ever raising one."

      I flushed so hard that I was sure my ears turned red too, but Belphie praise was rare, and I let myself enjoy it.

      "Your fear was delicious, by the way, sparse as it was," Nicollette said as she licked her lips.

      "I wasn't really scared, not for me, anyway. I was worried about the girls," I said.

      "How sweet of you." She fluttered her lashes at me.

      I rolled my eyes slightly, then turned around in Wisty's arms so that I could give her a proper hug. I grabbed Aisling and dragged her into it, and offered for Belphie to join, but she declined with a slight shake of her head.

      "I'll do anything to protect you all," I said, smiling as I looked between their beautiful faces. I even allowed my gaze to meet Nicollette's, so that she would know I included her in that. She abruptly looked away, biting her bottom lip.

      "We cannot let our guard down just because Beelzebub put his stomach before my sister," Belphie said.

      I nodded my agreement, but it was hard not to feel relieved, knowing that I passed the first trial with flying colors—and without raising a fist.

      "What should we do now?" Wisty asked, still hugging me.

      I thought of Beel, and how relieved he was to be full, and I looked at Nicollette.

      "How about the five of us have an impromptu horror movie marathon?" I asked.

      "Five?" Nicollette asked.

      "Five."

      She blinked at me like she still hadn't heard me right. I swore a hint of pink colored her cheeks, but it disappeared as quickly as it appeared, and she wore her mask once more.

      Wisty smiled up at me, and Aisling gave me a slight nudge in the side. Belphie seemed indifferent, but she nodded her approval so I knew she was on board.

      Putting an arm around Wisty and one around Aisling, I headed toward the house for some hard-earned relaxation.
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      The next day, I felt lighter than I had in weeks. We'd taken a break from training the night before, and my body felt renewed, reinvigorated, but it was more than that.

      I'd defeated my first demon, and there was nothing that could have brought my mood down, not even the pelting rain that meant I couldn't go outside, or the claps of thunder and flashes of lightning that made the power come and go.

      No, I was on top of the world.

      I cooked myself a breakfast fit for a king between the power outages. I loaded up two plates of sausages, ham, bacon, eggs, golden homemade hashbrowns, toast, and a side of baked beans, before heading to my favorite eating spot.

      The room beneath the stairs.

      "Good day, Martha!" I greeted as I carefully set a plate in the hearth before taking a seat on the couch and setting my own plate on the coffee table. "How're you today?"

      There wasn't an immediate answer, which was fine with me, I didn't really expect one, but after a few moments, the tiny figure of the hearth goddess appeared on the coffee table. She headed to the notebook I'd bought just for us to talk in, and picked up the pen.

      Great, she wrote. You?

      "I'm pretty good myself," I assured, "I didn't realize how much those demons were weighing on my shoulders until I finally defeated one."

      She nodded, shifting the weight of the pen against her side. I'd picked out the smallest and lightest one I could find, but it was still cumbersome for her.

      My mind flashed back to a couple of days ago, when I'd fucked Wisty and Aisling on this very couch, and to the moment when I swore I caught her watching us.

      It seemed rude to ask about that, especially when we had encroached on her space, what I guessed was essentially her room, but…it was also rude of her to just watch without an invitation, wasn't it?

      "Did you enjoy the show?" I asked as I picked at my food.

      She nodded and looked toward the TV.

      I left it at that, but she started to move around with the pen again. I was eager to see what she wrote, but I took a couple bites of food while I waited for her to finish writing.

      I knew she was done when she stepped aside, and I leaned over to read the page.

      You didn't mean that show, did you?

      I arched a brow, and looked at Martha, who smiled slightly, but offered nothing else.

      "You saucy minx, you were watching us, just like I thought!"

      Hard not to.

      "Well…that's a good point. I shouldn't have done it here…again…"

      I don't mind.

      I raised an eyebrow at the words on the page, looking between them and Martha.

      She played with her ethereal blue hair, doing a little twirl where she stood. I could tell that she wanted to say more, but she set the pen down and rolled her shoulders like the weight had become too much for her.

      Martha did some stretches, and I found myself staring at the fullest, yet tiniest ass I'd ever seen. As usual, I couldn't make out any clothes on her, and though I could clearly see her curves and ass cheeks, everything else was obscured by the glow of her body.

      I cleared my throat as she grabbed the pen again and started to write once more. She hesitated several times, scratching the word out, then writing it again, until finally, she revealed it with flushed cheeks.

      Lonely.

      "Ah," I said, frowning. "I can see how you'd feel that way, being trapped here and all. Can you leave the room?" She shook her head. I paused, and realized that she wasn't the only one facing this dilemma. "Wisty is stuck too, unable to venture far from the garden."

      Martha nodded.

      "Is there a way that I can free you both?" I asked.

      She considered this a moment, a pensive expression on her pretty little face. Struggling with the pen once more, she wrote a single word on the paper.

      Maybe?

      "Well, that's better than a flat no," I said, smiling down at her.

      She returned the smile, then carefully laid the pen down again. It was clear that the thing was too cumbersome for her and that I wouldn't get much out of her on the matter. Though she seemed to want to give me the answers, trying to write more than a few words in her tiny form was clearly too much for her.

      "I'll just have to keep making you stronger, so you can pick that pen up properly," I said.

      She gestured to her throat, then slipped her fingers up the underside of her chin and to her mouth. There, she pinched her fingers together before flipping her hand around and spreading them out.

      It took me altogether too long to realize what she was trying to say.

      "And you'll get your voice back too?" I asked.

      She nodded vehemently.

      "That will definitely make things easier. So, all I have to do is keep repairing the house and keep making offerings to you?"

      Martha nodded again.

      "Alright, sounds like a plan," I said, clapping my hands together.

      She smiled and sat down on the edge of the coffee table.

      I lingered in the secret room even after I'd finished my breakfast, in order to keep Martha company for a bit, but eventually I headed back upstairs with our plates. I washed them and left them to air dry before grabbing my to do list and looking for something inside that I could fix.

      There was plenty to do, but I opted to pick a bunch of small tasks and finish those, just to chop down the size of the list a little and make it seem more manageable.

      Grabbing my toolkit on my way up the stairs, I headed to the third floor, where I stopped outside of Belphie's door and knocked.

      "Yes?" she asked. I could faintly hear the sound of her favorite murder podcast playing in the background.

      "I was going to fix that drawer in your desk," I said.

      "Ah, wonderful." The bed creaked, and the floorboards whined as she made her way across the room. A moment later, the door opened for me, and she ushered me inside before shutting the door behind me. "I wished to speak with you."

      "Oh? What about?" I asked as I headed over to her desk and placed my toolkit on the chair.

      "About having coitus with you."

      I knocked my toolkit over, but luckily the thing was locked up tight so tools didn't spill everywhere—though it did make a hell of a racket as it clattered to the floor.

      "What?" I asked, whirling to face her.

      Belphie lifted the skirt of her dress to keep it from drawing tight as she sat. Her violet eyes locked on me, looking me up and down before giving a satisfied nod. She played a little with the strings of her corset, which pulled her already massive cleavage tighter together, creating a crevice that I would have been happy to suffocate in.

      "Consider this," she said, running her fingers through her chin length black hair. "When you lay with a supernatural woman, you inherit some of her powers."

      "Right…and you think we should have sex so I get some of your powers."

      She nodded once.

      The proposition was…very Belphie.

      There was no apparent emotion behind it, just practicality.

      She watched me intently, and I took her in just the same. Those full breasts practically called for me to motorboat them, and despite the skirt of her dress, I could make out how thick her thighs were—glorious, overflowing handfuls.

      My gaze rose from Belphie's hourglass body to her gorgeous face. Those plump lips, painted a shade of purple that matched her eyes, were pursued, awaiting my answer.

      Her tail swayed slightly behind her, like a pendulum timing how long it took for me to answer. It rattled quietly, but it wasn't threatening.

      "I'm not going to sleep with you just to get stronger," I finally said as I dragged my eyes away from her. I picked up my toolkit and placed it back on the chair that I'd knocked it down from.

      "That is illogical," she said.

      "Okay, Spock."

      "What?"

      "Nothing."

      "Do you not wish to lay with me?" Belphie asked.

      "Belphie, there's not a straight man alive who wouldn't want to have sex with you," I assured as I opened the toolbox, then set about fiddling with her drawers to see which one was jammed.

      "Then what is the issue?"

      I turned to her, my brows furrowed, but my expression softened when I saw her face. Her question wasn't mocking me, she was asking it earnestly. To Belphie, it made sense to have sex, if it meant I would get stronger.

      "Look, I have two girlfriends who are over the moon for me, and I'm over the moon for them. And you know what? The sex is amazing, better than any I've ever known, because we care about each other." I shrugged.

      The words sounded kinda cheesy, hells, part of me even thought I'd maybe gone insane for turning her down, but I did it anyway. "I'm not going to add anyone else to my bed just because I can. I need to have a connection to them."

      "And you do not have one with me?" Belphie asked.

      "Well…" Normally, I was sure this would be a question where I was walking on thin ice, but this was Belphie, so I figured it wasn't a trap. She just wanted to understand. "We've been through a lot together. I trust you, and I care about you. But I'm still not gonna have sex with you just to make myself stronger."

      "I see. Interesting." Belphie cocked her head slightly to one side. "I never imagined a scenario in which you turned me down. You continue to amaze me, Mark."

      "Uh, thanks?" I shook my head slightly at her, then went about trying to free the stuck drawer. I managed to unjam it with brute force, and it turned out the thing was just poked so full of stuff that it was a wonder it had closed at all.

      "There's way too much in this drawer, Belphie. That's the problem," I said.

      "Mm, interesting," she replied absently.

      "What's the matter?" I asked, turning to her once again.

      Her brow was creased, her eyebrows pinched as she stared off to the side with a slight frown on her voluptuous lips.

      "Belphie?" I asked.

      "If I wanted it…" she trailed off.

      "Wanted it?"

      "Wanted…you."

      "If you wanted me?" My mind scrambled to put together what she meant, but just as I was fitting the pieces together, she shook her head.

      "It is nothing. Just a passing fancy, I am sure." She shrugged, then stood from her bed. "Thank you for checking my drawer. I will put less things in it from now on," she said dutifully.

      I would have hung around and tried to talk to her, but Belphie opened the door and gestured for me to leave.

      I packed up my things and did as she asked.

      I thought I knew what she was trying to get at, but she shut the door, figuratively and literally, and I knew she wasn't ready.

      I wasn't even sure that I was ready to juggle a third partner. I knew that Aisling and Wisty wouldn't mind, but could I give them all equal attention? Equal affection?

      What would a woman like Belphie even need from me?

      I didn't know for sure, but something told me that when the time was right, I'd manage.

      "If you want it, if you have feelings, then it's different," I said to the door.

      I didn't wait around to see if it answered.
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      That night, after throwing on a clean hoodie and a pair of jeans that didn't have any stains on them, I headed downstairs in search of the girls.

      I found Aisling first, rollerblading through the living room like a madwoman. She was hunched down, her shoulders squared like she was in a roller derby, her red hair flying wildly behind her as she zoomed around the couch, rolled over the coffee table, then jumped over the back of the loveseat.

      Her eyes widened when she saw me, and she skidded to a halt.

      "Oh, I, uh, thought you were already gone," she cheekily admitted. Her wide grin didn't falter, and she let out a cackling laugh. "I tripped and fell into them, I swear."

      "No rollerblading in the house," I said with a sigh that threatened to deflate me. "I'll make Belphie babysit you if you don't behave while I'm gone."

      "Aw, Mark. Come on," she whined. "I was just having a bit of fun."

      "Outside." I crossed my arms over my chest.

      Aisling had come a long way in not pranking people at inappropriate times, but I doubted that I'd ever tame her completely.

      Which was fine, because she kept me on my toes.

      Rollerblading until she was directly in front of me, Aisling put her hands behind her back and acted like a scolded little girl. She pouted her lips at me and looked down at the floor.

      It didn't last. A moment later, she slipped her arms around my waist and kissed me—the rollerblades putting her about level with me so that she didn't have to lean up.

      It was a short kiss, one that barely let me taste her supple lips.

      "Okay, I'll go outside," she said, and she moved to rollerblade around me, but I grabbed her, pulling her into a deeper kiss.

      "Mm!" she exhaled in delight as I shoved my tongue into her mouth. Hers didn't put up a fight, just let me dominate her, and I grinned against her lips.

      When I finally broke away, we were both breathless, but I leaned in toward her ear, blowing some hot air on it.

      "I…I'll go outside to cool off," Aisling said. She gave me one last longing look, then slowly rolled her way toward the front door.

      Satisfied that she wouldn't rollerblade in the house again, I continued through the house until I found Wisty.

      To my surprise, she was hanging out with Belphie in the kitchen. There was a small tub of ice cream between them, but only one spoon, which was in Belphie's hand.

      "Organic clothes, what an interesting idea," she mused. "I have seen you wear them countless times, but I never thought to employ that tactic myself."

      "Well, it wouldn't be quite the same," Wisty replied, "but—"

      The floor creaked under me, and she turned her head.

      "Oh, hi Mark!" She beamed at me, and rose from the table to give me a hug. It was tight and loving, and I could have lost myself in those slender arms forever, but we eventually parted. "Cute shirt." She poked the picture of Yoshi's face on my hoodie.

      "Thanks," I said.

      Belphie's spoon scraped against the bottom of the container, and I looked at her in time to see her frown like a kid who dropped their ice cream.

      "I'll try to remember to get some more on my way home," I said. "Do you prefer any flavors?"

      "I wish to try different ones, so that I may find a favorite," she said, bowing her head slightly to me. "But I do rather enjoy strawberry."

      "Gotcha." I nodded, then turned to Wisty, who had returned to her chair. She dipped a finger into the ice cream container, brought it to her lips, then dabbed the tip against her tongue.

      "Mm, it does have a nice taste to it," she said, licking the tip of her finger clean.

      I tried not to imagine her cleaning my cock with the same enthusiasm, and instead cleared my throat.

      "Are you sure you're fine with me going out with Nicollette?" I asked. It wasn't the first time, but when I'd first met Wisty she was notorious for not admitting what she really thought.

      Maybe I didn't need to get her assurance, but I wanted it. I didn't care to upset her over something like taking another girl out, especially when I couldn't do the same for Wisty.

      Not yet, anyway.

      "Mark, I'm fine," she assured with a smile. "Nicollette puts on a strong face, but I can tell that she needs someone to be there for her." She reached out, taking my hand and giving it a squeeze. "Being hungry all the time seems like an awful thing. That demon was so happy to finally be full…I can only imagine how much Nicollette has suffered over the years. I don't wish for her to suffer any longer."

      "Alright," I said, giving her hand a squeeze back. "I'll make sure to take care of her."

      "That's my man." She dropped my hand and playfully swatted me on the ass.

      I caught her by the arm and pulled her to me, dragging her into a possessive kiss.

      It wasn't as rough as the one I'd shared with Aisling, but it was a firm reminder of how much I cared about her.

      "I love you," Wisty said when we'd parted.

      "I love you too," I promised, brushing some of her green hair behind her pointed ear.

      Belphie's spoon scraped against the ice cream container again, and I laughed at how it threatened to ruin the moment, but didn't, because nothing could.

      "I'll make you some ice cream from scratch someday," I said.

      Belphie's face lit up. "You can do that?"

      "Sure, I watched my mom do it a million times."

      "Swell," she said, which was the Belphie equivalent of 'hell fucking yes, please make me some.'

      "Have a good time, Mark," Wisty said.

      I nodded.

      Now that all the girls were settled, I was ready to go.

      "I'll see you when I get home," I said.

      "I'll be waiting," Wisty promised. She placed a kiss on my cheek. "And I'll be naked," she whispered against my ear.

      I swallowed hard, willing all of my blood not to rush to my dick.

      "I'll see you then," I said, trying to play it cool, but my voice cracked slightly.

      Wisty smiled, grinned almost, and it was clear that she knew what effect her words had on me.

      "You're more mischievous than I first gave you credit for," I said.

      "Perhaps Aisling is rubbing off on me," she replied.

      I chuckled at the thought. "I hope not. I doubt I could handle two of her…and I like you just the way you are."

      Her cheeks turned red as a tomato in an instant, proving that the old Wisty was still alive and well.

      "I'll see you both later," I said, unable to hide the laughter from my voice. I turned away from them and headed for the front door. I stopped only to put on my sneakers before exiting the house.

      Aisling was rollerblading on the pavement of the driveway, and she waved to me each time she passed.

      "If I could bottle your energy, we'd be rich," I said.

      "There's not a bottle big enough to hold it all!" she replied, skirting on up the driveway.

      I didn't doubt that.

      Exiting the property through the front gates, which were looking much better now that I'd cleaned the rust from them, I crossed the street and let myself into Nicollette's yard.

      I glanced at the neat rows of flowers and wondered who cared for them, since I highly doubted a woman like Nicollette would get down and dirty like that.

      It was a fleeting thought, one that flew out of my mind when I reached her front door and it swung open with a dramatic creak.

      Nicollette stepped out into the moonlight wearing a dress so tight that I didn't know how she moved in it. The red material showed off every curve, even that of her slender legs, which seemed bound so tightly together that they were sealed shut.

      The fabric pulled tight around her knees, where it ended with a little ruffle. Her heels, which had to be at least four inches high and made her just as tall as I was, were a glittering crimson.

      As if the dress didn't draw enough attention to her, she wore a white feather boa and long, red gloves that reached her elbows.

      I tried not to stare at her barely contained and tightly bound breasts, which were average in size but no less glorious, especially with the way the full flesh threatened to spill out of the front of her dress.

      As she brought her hand to her chest, I noticed that the nails were painted the same shade of red.

      When my brain came back to me, I ripped my eyes away from her tempting form in time to catch her grin.

      "It appears I'm overdressed," she said, playing with the end of the feather boa.

      "Just a tad," I replied, then cleared my throat as it was gruffer than usual.

      Seeming satisfied with herself, Nicollette offered me her arm. "Shall we?"

      "We shall." I accepted it. "So, where is this haunted house, exactly?"

      "It's just a short drive."

      "I can go get my car?"

      "No need."

      From somewhere—I wasn't sure where given how tight the dress was and its obvious lack of pockets—Nicollette pulled out a keychain and clicked a button on it.

      Her garage door opened slowly, revealing a shiny red convertible that already had the top down.

      I whistled.

      "That's my baby," she said.

      "Like cars?"

      "Love this one, so do try not to track any dirt inside."

      We headed for her car, and I felt her hips swinging as she walked beside me because they brushed against me every couple of seconds.

      "Want me to drive?" I offered.

      Nicollete looked at me like I'd just keyed her car.

      "Heavens, no." She hopped over the closed door and into the driver's seat, which was impressive, considering her dress didn't burst to pieces like it seemed it should.

      I carefully got in on the passenger side like a normal human, and made sure to tap my boots off before bringing my feet in.

      "Thank you," Nicolette said as she switched on the car.

      It purred like a kitten, and though I wasn't a gearhead, I could appreciate the sound.

      She pulled out of the driveway and sped down the road, the wind blowing her brown hair around behind her. It ruffled through my own, and I enjoyed the sense of freedom that came with an open top.

      We exited Sunnyside and drove through the city, until I smelled the distinct scent of the harbor. We sped through the streets, weaving in and out of traffic, and my heart raced in my chest as I glanced at Nicollette.

      "I have enhanced reaction time, you don't need to worry," she explained.

      Besides that, we barely spoke on the way.

      It wasn't that we were too awkward to, but it looked more like Nicollette was in her element, and I didn't want to interrupt that. I enjoyed the sight too much; the grin on her face that showed off a fang, the wildness of her hair, the gleam in her eyes.

      She was alive.

      The drive ended altogether too quickly when we pulled around a corner—near the dock, if I had to guess based on the smell. We arrived at a warehouse that I would have guessed was abandoned, if the parking lot wasn't absolutely flooded with cars and people.

      "Wow," I said as I climbed out of the car. "Looks great from the outside, almost reminds me of home—before I fixed the windows."

      Nicolette chuckled. "I've heard good things about this place, it's supposed to be very scary and…" She sucked in a deep breath, and her shoulders sagged. "I can taste the fear from here."

      "Then imagine how strong it'll be once we head inside," I said, offering my arm.

      She wrapped both of her own around it, and we made our way to the front entrance, where a guy dressed in a reaper costume manned the door.

      I paid for both of us, and he stamped our hands with a pumpkin-shaped stamp.

      "I do so love this time of year. There's something in the air." Nicollette inhaled once again and nearly melted against me. "It's so much easier to sustain myself."

      "I bet," I said as the reaper ushered us inside, "I'm still thinking of ways to feed you once spooky season is over."

      "You're a darling."

      The lights overhead dimmer the further that we walked into the warehouse, and in the background, I heard a cacophony of sounds—chainsaws revving, screams, spooky laughter. Some seemed just around the corner, and I looked at Nicollette to see how she was handling it all.

      The woman looked on the brink of bliss, her eyes half-lidded and fluttering. A sedated smile spread across her lips, and she nestled herself closer to me, like she needed support but not the kind most would in a haunted house.

      As we followed the maze of walls and black sheets, we came across a room with a pile of skeletons. Smoke poured from the heap of bones, and two eyes seemed to glow from within.

      All at once, the pile rattled, and someone rose from it, lurching at us.

      "Delightful!" Nicollette said.

      I laughed as the costumed person cocked their head, wiggling their skeletal-painted fingers at us. They never touched us, and when they failed to scare us, they shrugged and crawled into place for their next scare.

      When we rounded the next corner, a guy with a chainsaw jumped out at us, and Nicollette giggled again. This time, she played along. Still holding my arm, she started to run—as well as anyone could in heels—and we ran circles around a table holding fake dismembered parts before skittering into the next area.

      "Humans know how to have fun," she said, giggling all the while.

      We went through the next few rooms, one full of mirrors, another with a scary clown, and a third that was so quiet that even I was somewhat unnerved, before there was a hitch in our evening.

      A soft sniffling caught my attention, and at first, I thought it was part of the attraction, until I spied a little girl crouched behind a curtain and peeking at me.

      "Is it…is it safe to come out?" she weakly asked.

      "It is," I said, "there's nothing scary here. Where's your mom and dad?"

      "Mommy said not to talk to strangers." She looked us up and down, then stepped out from behind the curtain to take Nicollette's hand. "Are you a stranger?"

      "I am more frightening than anything in this haunted house," Nicollette replied, but faltered when big blue watery eyes stared up at her. "I will help you find your mother," she decided. "And scold her for leaving you behind."

      With the girl holding one of her hands and my arm latched to the other, Nicollette moved through the rest of the haunted house like a woman on a mission.

      "What's your name?" I asked the little girl to distract her. "I'm Mark, and this is Nicollette."

      "Lacy," she replied with a sniffle. "Nicorette is a pretty name."

      "Not as pretty as yours," Nicollette replied, ignoring the mispronunciation

      Whenever someone tried to scare the girl, Nicollette flashed her fangs. No one believed that they were real, even though they very much were, but they took the hint.

      Before long, we heard the cries of a young woman.

      "My sister? Has anyone seen my sister?" she begged. "She's blonde and wearing a cheerleader outfit? Please, we got separated when she got scared!"

      Nicollette and I exchanged glances before hurrying toward the sound of the voice.

      When we rounded a corner, Lacy let out a yelp.

      "Paisley!" she cried as she dropped Nicollette's hand and ran toward what appeared to be a teenager.

      "I'm so sorry we got separated. Please don't tell mom when we get home! She'll kill me." The girl hugged her little sister tight, rocking her back and forth.

      While I was content to leave the duo to their tearful reunion—since the girl seemed genuinely upset to have lost her sister—Nicollette wasn't satisfied.

      "You should be more careful next time," she warned, "you never know who, or what, might stumble on a lone little girl." She wagged her well-manicured finger.

      "I'm sorry," Paisley said. "I won't let it happen again, I promise." She looked down at her little sister. "Thank you for bringing her back. I won't be coming back here anytime soon."

      "Thank you, kind lady," Lacy said, running over to Nicollette and hugging her around the knees. She then quickly returned to her sister, and the duo, still tearful, bid us goodbye.

      We headed back to the car, and I opened the driver's door for Nicollette, who slid inside.

      "That was a nice evening, for the most part," I said. "Did you get enough to eat?"

      "I am absolutely stuffed." She smiled, breathing out an intoxicated sigh.

      "Can you drive?"

      "Can you drive after you eat like a pig?"

      "Okay, okay." I chucked as I walked around the convertible and to the passenger side door, where I let myself in. "You're surprisingly good with kids."

      "Not really." She shrugged.

      "I think you are."

      "Then I'll take it as a compliment," she said, beaming a smile at me.

      There was a certain warmth to her cheeks, like devouring the fear had breathed new life into her, and I finally saw her in her prime.

      If I'd thought she was gorgeous before, she was absolutely stunning with a slight pink coloring to her cheeks.

      "Shall we head home?" I asked.

      "Already? But the night is still young. There's lots we could do." She looked me up and down pointedly. I knew what she was getting at, and part of me was eager to give into it, but it didn't feel like the right time.

      "I think it's good for a first date, don't you?" I asked, testing the waters.

      "Oh, as do I." She grinned, showing off a hint of her fangs, then turned the key, and the engine of her car roared to life.

      Her laughter was almost lost in the wind as she drove me home, but I enjoyed every moment of her delight.

      If being full made her this happy, then I needed to get my ass in gear and find a permanent solution.
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      Waking with a careful stretch, I pried myself from between my two girlfriends and crawled out of bed to head to the bathroom to take care of some business.

      The floor was cold beneath my bare feet, and I shivered a little as I made my way back to my bedroom.

      Tempted as I was to head back to bed, I went to the window instead.

      Though it was just early fall, there was already a nip of cold coming off of the glass. I had expected the warm weather to last longer, so I hadn't done much prepping to protect the garden from chilly nights, besides buying the supplies I'd need to make canopies and covered beds.

      A bit of frost on the window told me that it was colder than I had anticipated, and my heart sank to the pit of my stomach as I looked toward the bed, where Wisty and Aisling were still curled up.

      The garden nymph stretched and yawned, signaling that she was waking, and I headed over to her, taking a seat beside her on the bed.

      "Are you okay, babe?" I asked, brushing her hair from her face.

      She seemed a little warm to the touch, but I dismissed it, since she was still under several layers of blankets.

      Her pink eyes opened slowly, blinking up at me. "I'm fine," she assured. When I stared at her, imploring her to tell me the truth, she took my hand. "Really. What's the matter?"

      "It's getting colder out," I said.

      Wisty nodded her understanding. "Winters have been rough for me, but the magical garden should stay productive longer than most, given its nature." She smiled reassuringly.

      "Come back to bed, it's too early to be up," Aisling groaned from beside her.

      "Well, tempting as that is, I have work to do." I kissed both on the forehead, hauled on some clothes, and left my bedroom despite the urge to crawl back between Wisty and Aisling.

      Wearing a hooded jacket to help stave off the cold, I headed out the back door, first to the shed, where I gathered together the materials I thought I'd need, including planks of wood, sheets of plastic, and curved pieces of bamboo sticks.

      With the sun rising in the background, I set to work rigging the U-shaped bamboo over the garden beds that were in the ground, then attaching a sheet of plastic to cover them and help them retain heat.

      It was tedious work, especially considering that we had such a large garden, but I knew it would be worth it, if it helped keep Wisty happy and healthy through the winter.

      "If only we had a garden inside somewhere," I murmured, looking toward the greenhouse.  There was no way that old thing would keep plants safe and warm during the winter months. I thought about knocking the thing down and rebuilding it from scratch, but I wasn't sure how long that would take.

      A raven sat atop it, watching me, and I observed it as I mused.

      "Maybe I could put a skylight in one of the rooms on the top floor? Or in the attic?" I looked toward the house. The windows were repaired, sure, which went a long way in making the place look less like a haunted house, but the broken stone gargoyles, chipped black siding, and it looked like a few shingles were missing from the room—the latter of which I'd definitely need to fix before winter hit.

      "Another thing for the list." I turned back to the work I was doing, and I dedicated myself to it until the hunger pangs in my gut became too much to bear.

      I made breakfast for myself and Martha, then headed to the store to pick up some essentials that I couldn't make myself.

      Namely the ice cream that I forgot to get for Belphie, who'd been less than pleased that I hadn't brought her any the night before.

      It was a typical busy day for me, but I didn't mind, even when it started to get dark and Belphie summoned me to a corner of the yard for a training session.

      "Your mastery over the sickle and chain are impressive," she said, pacing around me so close that her wings and tail brushed against me.

      Her tail rattled slightly, and I wondered if she was still angry at me for forgetting the ice cream the night before—though she had seemed placated when I handed off the bag containing three separate flavors of ice cream.

      I caught a flicker in her violet eyes and dodged a surprise kick that she sent my way.

      In my reaper form, it was easier to follow her movements with my eyes, and I was getting used to dodging them, but I'd never once so much as managed to scratch her cheek.

      Still, she nodded her satisfaction that I managed to avoid her attack.

      "Tonight we will practice hand-to-hand combat," she announced. "Do not throw the sickle or lantern. Use them to defend and attack in melee range."

      "Alright," I said, wary of what was to come because it sounded a lot like I was about to get my ass handed to me.

      Belphie came at me like a speeding train, launching her fists at me with such speed and ferocity that they were, at times, nothing but a blur.

      I didn't know how she managed to keep her dress on considering it was strapless and her tits bounced like weapons themselves, but I rolled with the punches, literally, avoiding blow after blow.

      Unbelievably, she sped up, to the point that I couldn't even see her fists any longer, and she landed a glancing blow to my side.

      It hurt like a bitch, but I clamped my arm down on her hand before she could pull it back, then struck out with my sickle.

      Belphie dodged, then froze, her violet eyes fixed on something floating in the air.

      A single piece of black hair fluttered toward the ground. One that I'd manage to sever with my weapon.

      "Almost," she said. "Perhaps I should stop going easy on you."

      "You're still holding back?" I groaned.

      She flashed a wicked smile, and for a moment I felt something—something deep and dark, something threatening and more powerful than my brain could even fathom.

      Then it faded.

      I was still stunned when Belphie struck again, knocking my sickle and lantern from my hands, but it drew me back to the present.

      There was one thing I'd figured out about the demon princess.

      She was so powerful that she didn't have to fight smart, she just dominated her enemies with brute strength. She didn't need to think about the repercussions of her moves, like her broad swings or the energy she wasted with each miss.

      Sidestepping a wide swing, I threw myself forward, tackling Belphie around the torso and knocking her flat on her back.

      The move must have caught her off guard, because she froze for a moment, allowing me to get on top of her and put her hands above her head. I used my weight to pin her, my hips on top of hers so that I was sitting on her, and I grinned down at her.

      "Pinned ya," I said.

      Belphie blinked quickly, frowned, and then I felt the world turn upside down.

      The next thing I knew, I was on my back with Belphie straddling my hips. She pinned my hands over my head, and leaned so far over me that her heavy breasts rested on my chest. I stared at the ample cleavage, my fingers twitching, itching to touch them.

      "Pinned you," Belphie retorted, smiling down at me.

      It wasn't a triumphant grin, rather, there was something else in there.

      Something heated.

      Her wings flared out behind her back, and they seemed bigger than ever as they enveloped us, shielding our upper bodies from the outside world.

      Her violet eyes seemed to shine as they watched me through the darkness, reminding me of the first times I 'met' her, when she came to me in dreams.

      Inevitably, I reflected on the time we spent together, how I'd taught her to use the computer, how I'd watched her work on her latest outfit, how I'd introduced her to her favorite food.

      They were all treasured moments, and the woman before me was equally cherished by me.

      I shook free of her grasp, stretching out my hand to caress the side of her face. Belphie leaned into my palm like she was starved for attention, nuzzling it, then giving a soft nip with her teeth, as if to remind me how dangerous she was.

      Her wings cocooned tighter around us, closing the distance between us, and I rose on one elbow until our lips were nearly touching. I felt her breath mingle with mine, inhaled her spicy, cinnamony scent, and lost myself.

      I kissed her. It was soft at first, careful, but her hunger threatened to overwhelm me as she wrestled her tongue against mine. I realized then how much she wanted me, how much she'd been needing me, though I'd never noticed.

      And I was eager to make up for it.

      I lay back in the grass, pulling her down with me by putting a hand on the back of her neck, and tasted her as deeply as I could. Our tongues were shoved so far into each other's mouths that we gasped for breath every few seconds, but even that didn't break us apart.

      My free hand traveled to her breast, which was squished against my chest, and I growled my approval at the way it overflowed in my palm. Through the silky fabric of her chest, I felt her nipple hardening against my touch.

      Immediately, I noticed something unusual.

      "You have a pierced nipple?" I asked.

      "Two, in fact," she replied.

      My eyebrows shot up in surprise, but I soon lost myself in the overflowing mound of her massive tit. I felt her nipple again, this time giving it a testing pinch.

      Belphie purred, pressing so hard against me that she threatened to make a Mark-shaped crater in the dirt, but I didn't care if she crushed me to dust.

      I was in fucking bliss.

      All at once, Belphie pulled away from me, wiping the back of her hand across her lips and taking in a breath of fresh air. Her wings parted, then curled on her back, and her tail coiled against her thigh.

      "Perhaps I should not have done that," she said, tenderly touching her lips. "But I could not resist."

      "I didn't mind," I assured, gripping her by the hips because I wasn't ready to lose her warmth.

      Her dress covered my chest and legs like a blanket, and she pushed down at the fabric, smoothing it out as she looked down at me.

      "I quite like this position," she decided, running her palms up my chest. "This is how I would like to take you."

      "How I'd like to take you, more like," I challenged, sinking my fingertips into her hips.

      "Yes? I imagine the view is exceptional." She raised her hips, then lowered them again, basically dry humping me.

      Naturally, I was hard.

      "A respectable cock," she said, her tongue dabbing at her lips. "I should love to taste it."

      "What's stopping you?" I asked.

      She glanced up across the lawn, and I tipped my head back until I spied the stable in the distance. Aisling was milling around outside it, playing with Imogen.

      "You see, my body is a temple." She drew a finger down my chest, stopping just above my bulge. "One that I wish for you to defile."

      "Happily," I croaked.

      "But one that I do not wish anyone else to see."

      "Oh, you're shy?" I arched my brow.

      "Not at all." She shook her head. "I am fine with sharing you, but I do not wish to share our time together. When we are together, I wish to have you all to myself—I wish to be greedy."

      "So, no foursomes then?" I teased.

      "Nor threesomes. Just you and I." She rubbed her hands over my chest, feeling the muscles. "I do not want anyone but you to know the secrets to my pleasure."

      I sucked in a breath.

      Sure, the thought of having a foursome was hot as hells, what guy wouldn't want Wisty, Aisling, and Belphie at once?

      But knowing that Belphie wanted me to have her all to myself, to be the only one in the entire world who held the secrets to her pleasure, turned me on in a way that I'd never felt before.

      "Shall we head inside?" I asked, running my hands up and down her sides, following the curve of her wide hips and heavy breasts.

      "I am rather comfortable out here," Belphie said. She moved off of me, rolling onto her side into the grass. "I think I should like to taste you more…And then ravish you when the time is right." She tapped my bottom lip before grabbing me by the back of the neck and pulling me into another kiss.

      I groaned into her mouth, enjoying the way that she tried to dominate me.

      I was so used to being dominant with Aisling and Wisty that I couldn't remember the last time someone threw me down and fucked my brains out—but I had a funny feeling it'd be happening again soon.

      "Coitus with a demon is a matter of balancing pleasure and pain," Belphie whispered against my lips. "Do you think you are up to the challenge?"

      "I think you'll find I rise to the occasion," I said with a grin.

      "I believe you already have." She smiled, showing off a hint of a fang.

      "Oh crap," I heard Aisling yell from across the yard. "Is Mark okay?" Her footsteps came at us quickly across the pavement and through the grass.

      "Guess our moment is over," I said.

      "A pity," Belphie replied.

      "I'm fine," I called as I sat up in the grass.

      "Oh." Aisling slowed to a stop, then looked between us. I could basically see the gears in her head turning. "Oh, shit. Were you two about to get it on?!" Her jaw dropped open.

      "No," I said as I got to my feet and offered a hand to Belphie, who got daintily up with my help.

      "Well, don't let me stop you," Aisling said, wiggling her eyebrows at us.

      "You just did," Belphie said.

      "Aw…"

      "Come on, it's getting chilly, let's head inside," I said, putting an arm around each of them and walking, as best as I could with a half-raging boner, toward the house. "But I hope you know I'm not letting you off easy tonight."

      Aisling squeaked and skittered off toward the house—likely to our bed.

      I chuckled and, with my arm still around Belphie, headed inside.
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      In the following days, I continued to juggle my time between repairing the house, training, and hanging with the girls. It was as rewarding as it was tiring, and though I felt the magic of the house making me stronger, replenishing my drained stamina, I was quickly running out of fuel.

      What little free time I had, I spent lounging in the warm embrace of the hidden room. I always enjoyed it there, and Martha's hugs were unlike any other, soothing me in ways that could only be described as magical.

      It made sense when I thought about it, and when I focused, I could feel the magic in the air. It was unlike the magic I used. It was warm, like a mother's embrace.

      So, it wasn't surprising that I often found myself thinking about the past when I settled down there for too long. I thought of all the happy memories I had with my parents and how lucky I was that they taught me the tools of the trade.

      I might not have liked my old job at a realtor's office, but it had led me here; so I couldn't hate it, not when I thought of it as a necessary stepping stone.

      I needed it to find the house and to fund our lives.

      "Speaking of funds, I should find a way to make money before my bank account gets too low," I mused aloud. It wasn't yet a pressing issue, but I didn't like putting things off too much.

      I looked toward the coffee table, where Martha sat. She was still small, perhaps the size of a Barbie doll—though I hadn't seen one since grade school—but she seemed bigger today, her glow more vibrant.

      I still couldn't make out much of her features besides her face, because her body glowed blue and white, but the bigger she became, the more defined her features grew—I could now tell that she had a cute button nose and round cheeks.

      "We could always make some money at a farmer's market," I said, "though it kinda feels like cheating…"

      Martha picked up the pen, which was now slightly shorter than her, and stepped onto the notebook.

      Not cheating, she wrote, you worked hard too.

      "Can't really argue with that."

      She nodded.

      "I could go back to being a realtor, but if I did, I think I'd rather sell families their dream homes than focus on high-profile houses," I said, crossing my arms over my chest where I lay on the couch. "That sounds kinda nice. Not ideal, but it's an option."

      Martha listened intently to me, nodding along with my words.

      "Hell, I could work as a handyman." I chuckled. "People are always after one of those..." I trailed off, staring at the ceiling. I was just playing with my options, but in the end, I had a single vision in mind.

      Myself and the girls, gathering at the farmer's market, selling our produce, chatting with people, and giving them a quality bang for their buck.

      I imagined Wisty wearing a white summer hat to cover her ears, and a cute dress with puffy sleeves. She would love to talk to people about plants—hell, we could even sell them alongside veggies—and I could just see her laughing and beaming.

      Aisling would be hard to wrangle, but once she settled down, I imagined that she'd make a great salesperson. She was charming, in her own way, certainly charismatic. I could see her juggling fruit to amuse children and draw people to us.

      Belphie probably wouldn't be interested in selling plants and vegetables, but with her love for fashion, I could see her bringing along a project to work on. Maybe she'd even sell some scarves or accessories. I didn't know, I just imagined her standing alongside us, sticking out like a sore thumb, and giving the worst customer service imaginable.

      I chuckled, shaking my head, but it faded when I remembered that I still hadn't found a way to free Wisty. My dream would always be a dream until I got that sorted.

      I sat, throwing my feet over the side of the couch and resting them on the floor.

      "So, about Wisty," I began, "have you thought any more about how to free her?"

      Martha nodded, then started to write.

      I do not know if I can, but I am the key.

      "Did Wisty's mother, well, the woman who treated her like a daughter, never ask you to free her?" I frowned.

      Elenor thought she was safer here.

      "So, she hid her away from the world."

      Martha nodded again.

      That didn't really sit well with me. Of course, I wanted to protect Wisty, but I didn't want her to be bound to this old house for her entire life. She deserved to see the world, as much of it as she wanted to see, and I'd be damned if I didn't figure out a way to make that happen.

      "Well, the house is coming along nicely. Hopefully, it won't be too long before you're strong enough to speak, at least," I said.

      I hope so, she wrote. I wish to have a more permanent body.

      "Wait, so you'll get a real, solid body, if I make you strong enough? You won't just be some kind of ghost?"

      I will be as flesh and blood as you are. I will be able to leave this room…but not the property.

      "Holy crap," I whispered, gawking at her. "Did you have a form when Elenor lived here?"

      She shook her head.

      "Why not?"

      She wasn't strong enough.

      "What do you mean?"

      Martha took a deep breath, and then put the pen to paper. It took her so long to finish writing that I almost felt bad for asking.

      Eleanor was old and weak. You are young and strong. The house is magic, but it also absorbs magic. I, as the core of the house, absorb magic.

      "You're absorbing my magic?"

      Your residual magic.

      She paused.

      You and I are bound. You rekindled my flame. I do not take what you need, only what you leak. I am sorry I never mentioned this before.

      "Well, it's not like you could," I said, despite being somewhat taken aback by the news. "Thank you for telling me, but…does that mean I can make you stronger by feeding magic into you, the way I did with the hedge wall?"

      Martha nodded.

      "Then let's—"

      She shook her head.

      Demons, she wrote.

      I frowned. She was right, I couldn't afford to give her all of my magic and pass out, like I did when I empowered the hedge. For all I knew, the next demon knight was waiting for me to show a moment of weakness.

      "How about a little, then?" I suggested.

      She frowned.

      "Consider it training, a form of…practicing channeling my magic?"

      Martha brought a hand to her face, one finger tapping thoughtfully at her lips.

      She nodded, and I grinned.

      I held my hand out to her, but rather than stepping into it, she wrapped a tiny hand around the tip of a finger before looking expectantly at me.

      I closed my eyes and sucked in a breath. Just like when empowering the hedge or reviving the trees, I reached out with my magic, feeling the world around me. When I focused, I sensed Martha and her faint traces of magic—then I felt it all around me. I realized what she meant when she said that she was the 'core.'

      Magic was all around us, tiny threads like spider's silk, and they all led to Martha. Each thread glowed, and I felt the tingle of magic flow through them. At first, I thought they were feeding magic into her, but I quickly realized I was wrong.

      These threads sapped her strength.

      "You're powering the magic of the garden," I said, my voice sounding distant, like I was hearing it from underwater.

      I didn't know if she nodded, but I didn't need to, because I was so sure of what I sensed.

      "The house, everything magical here, is because of you."

      Yes, I swore I heard a voice whisper.

      Her hand was warm against the tip of my finger, and I drew in a breath, focusing my energy into that tiny palm of hers and carefully feeding in the first ounce of magic.

      Her hand gripped me tighter, though it still felt like the brush of a warm feather, and I focused on her form in my mind's eye. I didn't want to imagine her growing the same way I did plants because I had no idea the ramifications of that, so instead, I slowly and carefully fed magic into her until I felt her pull away.

      I frowned and reopened my eyes.

      Martha still sat on the edge of the coffee table, but she looked at least two inches taller, and her features were slightly more defined, though still colored white and blue. Her cute button nose and round cheeks were fuller, and her eyes were distinctly blue. She had a slender frame with a pinched waist that spread to full hips.

      "I can give more," I insisted.

      She bit her bottom lip, then reached out her hand to take mine again.

      That was when a chill ran down my spine.

      "Demon," I said, and I saw her mouth the word.

      I hopped up from the couch and ran out of the secret room in such a hurry that I didn't even bother to close the door behind me.

      Aisling and Wisty came running down the stairs and into the house, respectively, and I pointed at the open door to the hidden room.

      "Get in there until I see what's going on," I demanded.

      "No need," Belphie's voice called from the top of the stairs.

      "What do you mean? The next demon knight is here."

      "It is good that you sense when someone approaches, but your skills could use some refining," she said.

      "So, are we not under attack?" Aisling asked.

      "We are not. Return to whatever you were doing," Belphie said as she started down the stairs. "Mark, I would like you to focus on that energy you feel. Close your eyes if you must."

      Aisling and Wisty looked to me for answers, and I nodded, despite having no idea what was going on.

      Belphie's nonchalance put me somewhat at ease, and I trusted her, so I listened and closed my eyes.

      "Breath in, slowly. Exhale. Relax," her somewhat naturally haughty voice said. "Now, focus on the energy. Can you feel it?"

      "Yes," I said.

      "Good. Now, hone in on it. Feel it out."

      I frowned. I had no idea how to do that, but I just forced myself to concentrate harder.

      When I did, I was surprised at how clear the energy became to me—I could almost see it in the air, even with my eyelids closed.

      "It's purple," I murmured. "It reminds me of you."

      "Yes, that is good," she said. I heard the smile in her voice.

      I tried not to let my head get too big, but I quickly put the pieces together.

      "It's Levi."

      "Indeed." She clapped, then placed a hand on my shoulder. "Excellent work. I have never seen anyone grasp that technique with such speed."

      "Thanks," I said, opening my eyes and grinning at her. "Shall we see what your brother wants?"

      "To annoy me, I am sure," she said with a soft sigh.

      I chuckled and the tension in my shoulders faded away. I offered her my arm, and she hesitated a moment before taking it. Then, after I'd slipped into my sneakers, we headed out the front door together.

      Sure enough, the moment we were outside, I spotted Leviathan standing next to my car. He raked his fingers through his black hair, his purple eyes gleaming gleefully as we approached.

      "Well, well, if it isn't the man who fought with a demon and lived to tell the tale," he said, a mischievous smirk on his face. "The infamous man who slayed the glutton's hunger." He cocked his head to one side. "More impressive than beating him in a fight, honestly."

      "What do you want?" Belphie deadpanned.

      "Sister, you wound me." Levi pressed a hand over his heart. "Is that how you greet your beloved little brother?"

      "Yes."

      I snorted a laugh.

      "She never changes." He sighed.

      "I like her as she is," I said.

      He cocked a brow, then looked between us.

      "Seems Beelzebub isn't the only demon you've tamed," he said with a wide grin that practically split his face in two. "Shall I call you brother? That would be novel. I always wanted a sensible older brother."

      "Still your tongue, or I shall feed it to you," Belphie said, her words sharper than usual.

      Levi chuckled, his tail flicking around behind him. Unlike Belphie's, his didn't seem to rattle.

      "What brings you here, Levi?" I asked, genuinely curious. "I can't imagine it's easy to get from the hells to earth."

      "For demons like us, it is." He gestured between himself and Belphie. "Belphegor is strong enough to pass into this world on her own, but I must hitchhike on a dream. Your neighbor in the pink house is dreaming of you, by the way."

      "Mary Ellen?" I asked.

      "I've no idea what her name is, but she's apparently a kinky little thing. In her dream, you have her all tied up and—"

      "That is quite enough," Belphie cut him off, a sour expression on her face.

      "Ah, yes, wouldn't want you to get jealous now, would we? Can't have you offing the neighbors." Levi spent a moment examining his nails, which were painted purple and black.

      Belphie rolled her eyes.

      He grinned, then waved a hand slightly. "Anyway, I just came to visit. Beelzebub said that you invited him back for a meal, and honestly, I was envious."

      "When are you not?" Belphie asked.

      "True." He shrugged.

      "Well, you can come visit whenever you like. You're Belphie's family, after all, and she's become a part of mine." I cast her a sidelong glance and smiled at her. She returned it, albeit much more lightly.

      "Doki doki," Leviathan said, patting his heart.

      "What?" Belphie asked.

      "It's the sound of a heart beating in Japanese," I said, then looked at Levi. "Interested in anime, are you?"

      "I love many human things. There's so much more here than in the hells. So much to see, to taste, to experience." He sighed wistfully. "I take it in when I can."

      More and more, I saw Levi for what he was—a lonely kid just looking for a place to belong. Belphie might have found him annoying, but he wasn't so bad to be around.

      And if I was honest, I wouldn't mind a close male friend who I could talk to, hells, a drinking buddy would have been awesome.

      "You can stop by whenever you like," I said, walking to the stairs of the porch and sitting at the top. "Just don't get on Belphie's nerves too much, okay?"

      "I can do that," he said, "or, erm. Not do that, I mean." He cast a nervous glance at Belphie before taking a step or two closer to us.

      Belphie stood behind me, so that I was practically sitting between her legs and the skirt of her corset dress rested against my back. Her scent, spicy and sweet like cinnamon, washed over me. It almost felt like she was protective of me, but I didn't know why.

      "Seems she wants to keep you all to herself," Levi teased, his tail whipping around behind him. "I've never seen her so imposing."

      "You are imagining it," Belphie said.

      I listened to the siblings bicker back and forth and chuckled. I could tell that they cared for one another, in their own strange, demon ways. Part of me was envious of them.

      "She was the cutest little demon, you know. Took forever to get her growth spurt," Levi said eventually.

      "Leviathan," Belphie warned, her voice deeper than usual, like she spoke from the depths of the hells themselves.

      He swallowed, but couldn't seem to resist the urge to torment her. "Her wings were so tiny that she couldn't even fly until she was the equivalent of a human adolescent."

      Belphie growled from deep in her chest, her tail sounding like someone was strangling the ass end of a rattlesnake.

      "That sounds cute," I said, tipping my head back to look up at her. The material of her dress compressed beneath the back of my head, but she had to crane her neck to see me over her massive breasts.

      I wished she would rest them on my head, but she did not. She did calm down a bit, though, her tail rattling slowly now, a warning that he'd better keep his mouth shut.

      Levi cleared his throat, perhaps sensing his imminent death if he bothered Belphie anymore, and looked at me. "I meant what I said about defeating Beelzebub. That was an amazing feat."

      "I'm surprised you heard about it," I said.

      "Oh, I'm sure Asmodeus wanted to keep it a secret, but Beelzebub swore his allegiance to you—after his stomach, of course," Levi said.

      "Yeah, he did say something like that…"

      "You sound so casual. I don't think you realize how amazing that is."

      I shrugged. I didn't know what to say to that, so I looked up at Belphie, who was apparently staring down at me. "Something on your mind?" I asked.

      "He is right about this," she said, "you are extraordinary. You made a friend of Beelzebub and Leviathan, and you freed me…"

      "Wait, hold up." Levi arched an eyebrow. "Mark freed you? Just like that?"

      "I was bound to the house for years, that was why you could not find me." Belphie moved from behind me, smoothed her dress across her ass, and carefully sat at my side. "One day, Mark bound me to him, and he immediately released me."

      "Woah." Levi's violet eyes bulged slightly. "Really? How could you resist such power?"

      "Easily, I guess. Belphie means a lot to me, but I didn't want to keep her here if she didn't want to stay." I shrugged.

      "You did run after me, in the end," she said.

      "I did. I couldn't let you go."

      "I was only going for a walk around the block."

      Levi looked between us, a thoughtful expression on his face. "You've found something worth cherishing, Belphie, I hope you realize that, and don't let yourself get in the way of it."

      "I will not," she assured.

      They nodded to one another, and I wasn't sure what exactly had passed between them, but they were getting along, so I didn't care much that I wasn't a part of it.

      Levi walked slowly up the steps and sat on my other side.

      "This is an unusual clan you've built for yourself," Levi said, then chuckled. "I would never have imagined that a human could even run a clan, but here you are, and I've never seen my sister happier."

      "Leviathan." Belphie's voice was low with warning.

      "We have not long met, but I have come to consider you a friend," he said, looking at me earnestly, his eyes full of hope.

      "Sure, we're friends," I said.

      "Excellent!" Levi clapped his hands together.

      We fell into a serene silence while my mind wandered—to the garden, to winter, to Nicollette, until eventually I imagined having a full house.

      A big family, with noisy holiday meals and big gatherings where we played games and had a blast. With more members than I could count on my hands, but who all mattered to me, and me to them. For a moment, I even imagined the pitter-patter of little feet.

      I never realized how much I wanted all of that.

      Maybe I'm a demon of greed, I thought, because I want it all.
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      With my notebook in hand, I stood in the grass next to a pile of lumber and other supplies that I had delivered to the house. We were near enough to Imogen's makeshift stable that I didn't have to worry about dragging any of it far, but I did wonder how I was going to manage this on my own.

      Tearing down the shoddy construct that Aisling had made would be easy.

      Raising a miniature barn on my own? Not so much. Even with the required permits to build a new 'shed' on my property, this was looking to be a giant pain in my ass.

      Imogen was worth it, though, and so was Aisling.

      "Well, I guess I should take Imogen around back, at least." I tossed the notebook down onto a piece of lumber and headed into the stable.

      I easily found the demonic horse that was blacker than black. She trotted up to me, snorting in joy and nuzzling her snout against the side of my face.

      "Sorry that I haven't had much time to visit you," I quietly said as I stroked her muzzle. "There's been a lot going on."

      I swore she nodded—which wasn't surprising since she was a supernatural equine that belonged to a dullahan.

      "Well, to make up for that, I've grown a huge patch of carrots for you, and I'm gonna tear this old thing down and make you something more suitable. How does that sound?"

      She snorted again, rearing her head back in an eager nod.

      "To the garden!" I headed out the door first, but Imogen was so eager that she bumped me with her head to get me to move faster. "Okay, okay, I'm going."

      We practically ran around to the back of the house, and I showed Imogen to the fresh patch of carrots that I'd grown with my magic earlier that morning.

      "Can you pick them yourself?" I asked.

      She leaned down, pulled her lips back slightly, and closed her teeth around the base of a carrot's greens. With one pull, which was probably easy for a horse, she popped the carrot free.

      Throwing her head back, she flipped the carrot into the air and tossed it into her mouth, crunching down on it with a pleased flick of her tail.

      "We're all good, then?" I asked.

      She nodded vigorously.

      I patted her side, smiling at her, and a small flash of black caught my attention from the corner of my eye. I turned my head and spotted a raven in the distance, but that wasn't all too surprising, considering the bird feeder was in that direction.

      "Alright, I hope you don't mind chilling back here until I get the stable done. It might be a few days," I said to Imogen.

      She huffed. I took that as meaning that, as long as I kept growing carrots, she didn't care how long it took.

      "There are some apples in those trees over there too. Looks like a few have fallen to the ground again," I said, pointing toward the far side of the lawn.

      Imogen lifted her head and twisted her ears, but instead of looking at the apple tree, she looked toward the raven in the distance.

      It sat deathly still on its branch. There was something…off about it. I couldn't quite place what it was. Its feathers were too shiny, its claws too sharp, its eyes too intelligent.

      I stared at the bird for a long time, and it stared back at me.

      Eventually, Imogen lost interest in it, and the raven didn't seem like it was about to peck my eyes out or anything, so I shrugged it off and headed back to the side of the house.

      The raven followed. It perched on the roof and looked down at me.

      I knew that they were intelligent birds, so I thought it was perhaps just curious about me, that maybe it sensed the magic in the air on a level that people couldn't feel. I had heard that animals were more intune to those things.

      Either way, I shrugged it off, grabbed my sledgehammer, and set to work knocking down Imogen's old home. It was hard work, and I did it under the watchful eye of the raven.

      I worked carefully, because I didn't want the stable to fall into the house or on top of me, and I had a fairly easy time knocking out the shoddy supports so that it crumbled to the ground.

      I had a wheelbarrow ready to haul away the debris, but with my increased strength, it was easier to just lift pieces of the walls and roof and carry them across the lawn.

      Besides, the raven had perched on the handles of the wheelbarrow. It watched my every move, which was slightly unnerving, but I let it go.

      When I had the debris cleared, I started hauling the lumber into place. I grabbed my hammer, and when I went to take a nail from the bag, I saw the raven had one in its beak. It offered it to me.

      "Thank you…" I slowly said as I carefully accepted the nail.

      The raven nodded before dipping its head in the bag to grab another.

      We worked like this for a while until I was tired and needed a water break, and I poured some into the cap of my water bottle to offer to the raven.

      It cocked its head to one side, then dipped its beak into the water and drank.

      "You're not just a raven, are you?" I asked as we sat together in the grass.

      "He is not."

      I craned my neck to look over my shoulder, toward the house. Belphie was standing in a window, watching us intently. I had no idea how long she was there, but it didn't really matter to me.

      Turning back to the raven, I arched my brow. "Who are you?" I asked.

      The bird straightened up, and its form began to change to something else, something bigger, something humanoid. Before my eyes, the bird turned into a demon wearing a black suit. His ebony hair was fluffy, and it almost looked like the raven's feathers. A surprisingly serene look graced his features, and he turned his head to me, his eyes, entirely black, seeming to stare into my soul.

      Unlike the other demons I'd seen, this guy had feathery black wings instead of leathery ones.

      "I am Raum," he said simply.

      "The stealer of treasures and destroyer of dignities," Belphie said from where she was leaning out the window.

      "Well, we don't have any treasure, as far as I know," I said.

      "I do like shinies," Raum said.

      "And my dignity feels intact."

      "It's more accurate to say that I destroy the prideful. And take their shinies." He tipped his head back to stare into the sky and narrowed his eyes against the beating sun. "I tested you. You're not too prideful. You accepted my offerings and gave me water in return. You can tell a lot about a man by the way he treats his lessers."

      "My dad always used to say that," I said.

      "Wise man," Raum said.

      "He was."

      I heard some rustling from above, and looked up to see a cloud of fabric ascending toward us. The next thing I knew, Belphie was standing next to me.

      "I assume my sister sent you?" she asked, smoothing out the wrinkles in her dress.

      "She did." Raum nodded. "She told me that this place had many shinies belonging to a prideful man, but…" He gestured around. "I do not see either."

      "So, you're the second demon knight?" I asked.

      "I loathe to be called that. I do not serve Asmodeus, I do jobs for her in exchange for pieces for my treasure hoard," he calmly explained.

      "Pieces for your treasure hoard, huh," I mused.

      He nodded. "Asmodeus lied, it seems. She did promise me a reward for beating you, but I am not foolish. Someone who lies to you once will do it again, if you are fool enough to listen."

      "What happened to Beel?"

      "She beat him, severely. He laughed the whole time. Made her quite angry."

      "Will she do the same to you?"

      "Yes." He shrugged. "But she has no idea where my hoard is, so she cannot truly punish me."

      "You demons are hardcore," I said.

      "You have no idea," Belphie said.

      "Say, Raum, do you know much about video games?" I asked.

      "Only that Leviathan loves them." He shrugged.

      If I was being honest, the dude gave off the vibe of a tired office worker more than he did a demon.

      I felt bad for him, especially since he would also face Asmodeus's wrath, and I thought to maybe introduce him to something he might like.

      "Do you know that, in video games, treasure hunting is a pretty common theme?" I asked.

      "Finding shinies?" Raum asked.

      "Finding shinies."

      "But they're not real?"

      "No, but it still feels good to find something cool, you know?"

      Raum nodded sternly.

      I pushed myself to my feet, and Raum followed, flexing his wings. His eyes were a little unnerving, but he definitely wasn't a bad guy—he just got tangled up with the wrong crowd.

      Who tried to bribe him with things that he couldn't resist.

      It was very…human.

      "So, I have this game called Terraria," I said as I started to lead the way inside, "you collect lots of shinies. Ore to make armor, gems to craft items, relics to make you more powerful, those sorts of things."

      "My sorts of things," Raum said. "And they're all within these…video games?"

      "How about you come inside, and I show you how to play?"

      "I have nothing to lose," Raum said with a shrug. "I am in no hurry to get back to Asmodeus."

      "There he goes, befriending more demons," Belphie uttered under her breath, an amused lilt to her voice.

      I didn't invite Raum into my main gaming area, which was in the hidden room, but we went to the living room, and I brought out my Switch.

      "These controls, as you call them, are strange," he said. "I do not quite know how to hold them."

      "Yeah, I felt the same way at first," I agreed, "but look, you've made your character and spawned in the world, and that right there is some copper."

      "It sparkles," he whispered breathlessly.

      "It does."

      Raum lost himself in the game, only stopping when the battery inevitably wore out. He was a bit disappointed, but the dude seemed more upbeat than when I'd first met him.

      "I shall have Leviathan obtain one of these for me, even if I must part with some of my hoard," Raum decided as I showed him to the door. "I wish to see what other treasures there are to find in this…terrarium."

      "Terraria," I said, "but I'm glad you enjoyed it. Hell, you and Levi bring your consoles next time and we can play together."

      "More people means I will have to share shinies." Raum frowned.

      "It also means they'll share what they find."

      He seemed placated by that comment, and nodded.

      "I shall see you again, Mark." He bowed his head to me, then looked at Belphie, who had hovered over us the entire time. "Belphegor." He bowed more deeply to her. "I do wish you would come home and rule over your slice of the hells, but I now understand why you do not. The human world is fascinating, and it hides treasures in the strangest places."

      "Goodbye, Raum," Belphie said.

      He bowed to both of us once more, then walked out the front door. Midstep, he turned into a raven and flew off, disappearing on the horizon over Nicollette's house.
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      With my second demon knight dealt with, a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. I tried not to let my guard down, but I had a pretty good idea of how to defeat the final demon. All I had to do was turn their own nature against them.

      It would require some creative thinking, sure, but I was pretty damn good at that. I'd already pacified two demons on the fly, and I was convinced that I could do it again.

      That didn't stop Belphie from dragging me out after dark for another training session. I was immediately reminded of our last one, and how hot and heavy it became.

      I'd hoped for a repeat.

      Instead, I got the tar beaten out of me.

      Groaning where I lay on the ground, I stared up at the sky and wondered if all the stars I saw were real or if some were just in my head. My body ached all over, like someone had put me through a meat tenderizer, and sweat coated my skin, dripping down into my eyes and obscuring my vision.

      I found the strength to swipe the back of my palm across my brow so that I could see again, then went back to staring at the moon, which was almost full.

      Belphie lay next to me in the grass. Unlike me, she wasn't a sweaty mess. There didn't even seem to be so much as a hair out of place on her head, besides those splayed out around her in a dark halo.

      Her pale skin seemed to reflect the moonlight, and I couldn't help staring at her, drinking in the sight of her.

      Her violet eyes were fixed on the sky, dancing as if she was in thought, and her lips, painted to match them, moved slightly, like she was mouthing words. Her leathery wings were spread where she lay, and her tail flicked idly where it was coiled at her side.

      As usual, her clothes absolutely did not match what we were doing. The corset top of her dress pushed her already ample breasts together, the generous melons barely contained by the fabric. The milky flesh gave slightly because she was lying down, and I swore I saw the hint of an areola peeking over the fabric.

      My mouth went dry, and I dragged my eyes away from her breasts long enough to note the puffy ruffle bottom of her dress, which stopped about halfway down her thick thighs.

      Belphie's pink tongue lightly wet her lips, and I was drawn once again to how full and plump they were. I still remembered how they tasted against my own, and I summoned what strength I had to raise to my elbows.

      Belphie gracefully rose to her feet before I could make my move, and I fell back into the grass with a grown.

      "Let us head inside," she said, and she leaned down.

      I knew she was about to scoop me up and carry me inside, as she had done once before, but I held up a hand to stop her.

      "I can manage," I said, rolling onto my stomach and then pushing myself up and to my feet. My body ached the entire way, and I let out a little groan, but I managed.

      Belphie watched me intently the entire time, her half-lidded eyes surveying me like they saw through me.

      Once I was upright, she offered me her arm, and I accepted it. I expected to guide her inside, but Belphie took the lead, walking half a step ahead of me. She guided me into the house, and I expected her to drop me off on the second floor, as she often did.

      Instead, we carried on, heading to the third floor.

      My heart pounded in my ears as I realized that she wasn't ready to bid me goodnight just yet, and my mind raced with possibilities. I thought once again of the last time I'd held her, how soft her lips were, how she tasted, how those heavy tits weighed down on my chest…

      We walked past her bedroom, and I arched my brow, stealing a glance at her out of the corner of my eye.

      Belphie's stoic features didn't offer anything. She led me into the bathroom and closed the door behind us without even the slightest indication that she was nervous.

      "Belphie?" I asked.

      She dropped my arm, then headed over to the bathtub, which she began to fill with water.

      "A bath will help soothe your aches," she said as she tested the temperature with her slender fingers.

      "And are you hanging around for that part?" I asked, my voice cracking slightly with anticipation.

      "I am."

      Belphie's voice was so nonchalant that I wondered if I was the only one thinking that something more might happen between us. She prepared the bath, tossed in some sparkly dust from a little pouch that she produced from between her ample breasts, and took a step back.

      Her eyes roved over me, and there was a spark within their purple depths, a glimmer that I'd never noticed before. She wasn't looking at me in her usual analytical fashion—she was looking at me like I was a man whom she desired.

      Belphie came to me slowly, but I knew she wasn't hesitant because she was the sort that took what she wanted. She wasn't shy, she wasn't nervous, she didn't need me to ease her into anything.

      I reached out, caressing the side of her face, her skin smooth and soft beneath my fingertips. Once again, she leaned into it, like a black kitten starving for affection.

      Breathing in her scent, I closed the distance between us, kissing her hard on the mouth.

      She returned every ounce of aggression and passion, and I finally realized how pent up she was, and I would have taken her right then and there if she hadn't broken the kiss.

      "Your bath will get cold," she said. Her hands moved to my body, and she grabbed the fabric of my shirt, helping to ease it over my head. Belphie eased down my pants next, and even my half-erect cock didn't give her pause.

      No, she just pulled my boxers down and had me step out of them.

      Standing naked in Belphie's hungry gaze, I reached for her again, but she gestured toward the bathtub.

      "You really want to get me wet, huh," I teased.

      "It is only fair," she replied.

      I arched a brow, wondering if she meant what I thought she meant, but she offered nothing.

      Carrying the thought with me, I stepped into the bathtub and lowered myself into the warm water. A slight herbal smell rose from it, but I barely noticed it over the strange feeling that ran through me.

      It was magic, of that I was certain, and it seeped into my body, soothing every ache and pain in a matter of moments.

      "A special concoction I brewed up," Belphie said.

      To my surprise, she knelt next to the tub. Her hand played at the surface of the water, skimming over it before moving to my bare chest.

      "A healing powder?" I asked, remembering that she'd sprinkled something in.

      "Yes." Her hand cupped my pec, giving it a slight squeeze before slipping down my body and into the water.

      I sucked in a breath as she neared my cock, and in true Belphie fashion, she didn't hesitate even a moment before wrapping her fingers around it.

      "I wish to lay with you tonight," Belphie said, and I caught the sultry hitch in her voice.

      "Not just to give me more powers?" I asked.

      "Because I desire it."

      The frank admission and the soft fingers around my half-mast cock brought me to full erection.

      "You are a marvelous specimen," she said as her fingers stroked along the length of my shaft. "I have been…craving you. My body feels like it is on fire each time we touch." She stroked me faster, but kept her grip slack enough to keep from hurting me. Water splashed over the edge of the tub. "It is driving me mad. I cannot resist this feeling any longer."

      "Then don't," I murmured. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the feeling of her slender fingers wrapped around my cock.

      "I am not."

      A beat of silence passed between us.

      "You make me feel the most peculiar things," Belphie admitted.

      I managed to pry my eyes open to look at her and found that her cheeks had a slight coloring of pink to them despite her face remaining impassive.

      Her eyes drifted to mine, and she abruptly looked away. She swallowed audibly, then fixed her eyes on the water.

      "I never thought that anyone, let alone a human, would rile these feelings in me," she said, her voice little more than a whisper. "It is…invigorating."

      I nodded, barely able to follow along with her words because she was still rubbing my dick. The water splashed up around us, and I noticed a bead on her generous chest, running down into the crevice of her cleavage. It trickled like condensation down a cold beer, and I couldn't resist the urge to lean in and lap it up.

      "Mm," she purred, her free hand moving to my hair. "That is…swell."

      "Swell?" I asked with a chuckle.

      "Yes." She squeezed my cock playfully, then took her hand off of me.

      Disappointment sunk to the pit of my gut, but it vanished as she went for the strings of her corset dress. I watched her pull one slowly, like she was unwrapping a delicate present, and my mouth watered as the corset started to slip down her chest.

      In an instant, her tits sprung free in all their large, pale glory. They were bigger than even I realized, with pretty pink nipples. A gleam caught my eyes, drawing them to the piercings in her nipples—and the golden chain that connected them.

      "These are just for you," she said, putting her hands under her breasts and bouncing them as if to make her point.

      "I'm a lucky man," I said as I reached out, squeezing one of the mounds. The supple flesh of her breasts overflowed between my fingers, and I let out a sigh of pure bliss as I weighed it in my palm.

      "This body is yours to defile." She trailed her hands down her torso, to the dress that had pooled around her waist. The beginning of the V between her legs was visible on each side of her hips, but her pussy was hidden.

      All at once she stood, and the dress fell to rest around her ankles. She stepped out of it, and for the briefest of moments, I saw the pink of her slit. Her smooth pussy glistened in the light of the bathroom, hinting at her arousal, and a more earthy version of her spicy and sweet smell filled the room.

      I lavished in the scent of her arousal as she bared herself before me, and I had enough of letting her play with me.

      It was time for me to take control.

      "Put your foot up here," I said, patting the edge of the tub.

      Belphie arched a brow, but then her eyes lit up, like she knew what I was getting at. She obeyed without question, and even positioned herself so that her sweet pussy hovered over me.

      I leaned in, kissing at the soft lips, and she let out a little gasp of delight.

      Grabbing her hips for leverage, I craned my neck to bury my mouth in her pussy. Sweet wetness greeted my lips and tongue, and I lapped at her hungrily, tasting her, basking in the strength of her scent.

      "Mm, yes. Just like that," Belphie said as she stroked my hair. "Devour me like a good boy." She reached down her belly with her free hand and spread her pussy lips, giving me better access to her folds.

      As I ate her pussy, her tail coiled around me, pulling me in, keeping me there like she was afraid I'd pull away.

      She was obviously dominant, I could tell by the way she tried to boss me around and the way she took control whenever I'd let her, and that was almost a relief, given how submissive Aisling was in bed.

      It was also an amazing change of pace.

      I tried to peer up at Belphie while I ate her pussy, but her tits were too big to see anything besides the creamy mounds, so I closed my eyes and let my mouth do the work. My tongue probed at her, exploring at her opening before Belphie reined me in by the hair and pressed her clit to my mouth.

      "Yes, just like that," Belphie said in a husky voice as she tipped her head back. "I have no time for tomfoolery."

      "Yes, ma'am," I said against her pussy, though it came out a jumbled mess.

      Her eyes squinted in delight, and she spread her pussy wider for me.

      "I have spent many a lonely night wishing you would warm my bed, do not keep me waiting," she said.

      I didn't keep her waiting, exactly, but I licked her clit slowly, agonizingly so. It was so deliberate that I almost felt each individual muscle in my tongue move.

      Alternating between teasing her clit with the tip of my tongue and pressing my tongue flat against it, I toyed with her. I knew it wasn't enough to get her off, it wasn't even enough to get her close, but I couldn't help myself.

      Her scowling face was just too adorable. The slight frown, the pouty lips, the narrowed eyes.

      I knew she meant to intimidate me, but it just turned me on more.

      "Eat my flower properly, or do not do it at all," Belphie said with a sulkiness to her voice and drooping shoulders.

      "Your flower?"

      "What should I call it?"

      "Pussy," I said against hers.

      "Pussy," she tasted the word. "Eat my pussy."

      "Yes, ma'am." Sucking in a breath, and filling my lungs with the sweet scent of her arousal, I leaned in again.

      This time, I gave her what she wanted. I licked her clit slowly, but in such a way that I knew she would enjoy it. I tickled the little hooded nub and suckled it between licks.

      "Oh, hells," Belphie breathed the words, her fingers tangling in my hair again and pinning my face in her pussy.

      I always thought I'd die suffocating in her massive tits, but this was the next best thing.

      "Yes, do not hold back!" Belphie cried as I found a spot on her clit that made her toes wriggle against the ledge of the tub. Her body curled toward me until her heavy tits rested on my head, and I let out a little groan of satisfaction.

      "I told myself…I wouldn't be as loud as them," she whimpered between gasps for air. "But the way you touch me, I am having…difficulties…holding back."

      I wanted to tell her not to hold it in, but I was too deep in her to get a word out.

      So, instead, I used my tongue for something better.

      To try to make her scream.

      "My body is on fire!" Belphie gasped. "I…I am close to something. Something big. Something amazing. I—Ah!" She shivered hard and curled tighter against me.

      "This climax is only for you to hear," her strained voice whispered before she broke into a moan. One hand cupped her mouth, muffling her but not completely drowning her out.

      I loved that sound almost as much as her insistence that I was the only one privy to her body and pleasure.

      As Belphie slowly came down from her high, she uncoiled from around me, straightening but keeping her foot on the ledge of the tub. Her fingers stroked through my hair, the long nails gently raking over my scalp.

      "I am ready to be penetrated," she said, two fingers keeping her glistening folds spread. Her clit was swollen and slightly red from my ministrations, contrasting nicely against the pink flesh of her pussy.

      Before standing, I yanked the plug out of the tub to let the water drain. Once I was on my feet again, I carefully pulled Belphie into the shower and closed the curtain behind us. I turned the shower on before giving her the full attention she deserved.

      Water rained down against my back, and I shielded most of it from hitting her, but some stray beads struck her body, running down her huge tits in a slow trickle that stole my attention.

      The water ran to her nipples, then along the chain that connected them, before finally falling off of her body.

      I couldn't help admiring her for a moment, but a throbbing in my cock told me to get my ass in gear.

      "I wanted to push you down and ride you," Belphie said as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders, "but I have not the patience for a change of scenery. Fuck me here."

      Belphie's demanding nature made me roll my eyes playfully, but I didn't mind it. We both wanted the same thing.

      In one swift movement, I slid my hands under Belphie's thighs and hoisted her off of her feet, pinning her back to the shower wall.

      "Wonderful," she chimed in a husky voice. "Give me what I desire." She wrapped her legs around my hips, pulling my body tight against hers.

      "Give me some room to work here, Belphie," I said in frustration, because she was holding me too damn tight for me to even get my dick into her.

      "My apologies." She relaxed her grip slightly, enough that I could pull my hips back and line my cock up against her soaked entrance. Her arms wrapped around my shoulders, burying my face in her tits, and rather than sucking them, I gripped the chain in my mouth and gave it a yank.

      "Ooh!" she yelped out a sound of delight. "Remember what I said. Making love to a demon is a balancing act. Pain and pleasure, in equal measure."

      "Mmph," I replied from between her huge tits.

      I angled my hips, pushed her thighs up further, and slammed home in her in one hard thrust.

      "Oh, hells! This is divine," she cried, squishing me harder into her breasts.

      I pinned her hips to the wall and gave her a moment to adjust to my size, but Belphie didn't need it. She used her arms and thighs to bounce against me, riding me, just as she said she would. With her strength, she managed to lift herself off of my cock and slam back down on it with force.

      If I was a normal man, I was sure that she would have killed me, or at least broken my hips.

      We curled into one another, and I took the chain into my mouth again, tugging it left and right while I thrusted up to meet Belphie's eager pussy.

      Thick as she was, she was also so tight that I swore I felt every inch of flesh along her inner walls milking at me with each thrust.

      Her wings closed around us, and her tail coiled around my thigh, keeping me close. It rattled slightly, but it wasn't threatening. It sounded more like a victory song.

      Forcing myself along her clenching insides, I fucked her hard against the wall, putting all of my might into each thrust. Because of my superhuman strength, I didn't need both hands to bounce her against me, so the other went to the chain that joined her breasts, and I pulled it testingly.

      "Yes!" she cried, arching to push her chest at me. "Play with my breasts like a good boy."

      Leaning in, I closed my mouth around one nipple, rolling the nub against my tongue and tasting it along with the stud that pierced it. She tasted salty and there was a metallic tang to the chain, but I didn't care.

      "Ooh," she moaned, practically crushing my body into her. "Yes, play with them. They are sensitive."

      I gave Belphie exactly what she wanted, yanking the chain, sucking her nipple, and fucking her in short, hard strokes that barely took me out of her before filling her again.

      Her heated cries filled the room like the steam from the shower. They became more feverish the longer we fucked, more desperate and breathy. I knew she needed release, and I also knew that despite her dominance, it was mine to give.

      "Keep bouncing on me," I ordered as I removed my hand from her full ass and forced it between us.

      "Ah! Hells, don't stop!" Belphie cried the moment my thumb found her clit. Her body seized up slightly, so I leaned my weight into the wall, resting my knees against it and pinning her there with my body while I fucked her.

      One hand stroked her clit, the other yanked the chain that joined her breasts, and my mouth swapped between nipples, sucking them to hardened peaks.

      "I cannot take much more," Belphie rasped against my ear.

      She wasn't the only one.

      A pressure had been building inside me since the moment I entered her, and it was fast approaching its own peak. My cock swelled inside her, and she clenched tighter around me.

      We climaxed at the same moment. I shoved to the hilt inside her, my cock spurting hot seed deep into her pussy, and she tightened around me, crying out in feverish delight.

      We bounced and writhed in desperate release, and sparks fired off behind my eyelids until I was nearly blinded by them.

      The pleasure and pressure in my body reached a breaking point as she clenched her inner walls around me, and my vision went white. I pumped more cum into her than I thought I had in me, and by the time I was finished, I nearly collapsed beneath her.

      "Yes," Belphie whispered, lightly stroking her hair and relaxing her grip on me. "That was exactly what I needed."

      "Yeah?" I hoarsely asked.

      She nodded, then gave me a soft, appreciative kiss on the lips. Her soft fingers stroked my face tenderly, and I realized that, despite her somewhat hard exterior, there was a loving woman beneath.

      "Your lipstick is smudged," I said as I touched the corner of her mouth.

      A mischievous smile spread across her lips, which she pressed to my face, again and again, leaving the purple imprint of her lips all over me.

      I laughed, hugging her tight but pulling out of her and setting her back on her feet. Still, I kept her pinned against the cool tile of the wall.

      "Will you be spending the night with me?" Belphie asked.

      "I shall," I said, "but I have to tell the others where I am so they don't worry."

      A relieved smile fluttered over her face, like she feared that I might have said no, and she kissed me on the lips. It was a passionate gesture, one that told me she wasn't finished with me just yet.

      And I wasn't done with her.
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      I woke and found myself nestled between the largest breasts I'd ever seen in my life.

      Belphie had her arm thrown over me and was curled entirely around me like she was trying to steal my warmth. Her mounds pressed against my face like giant, fleshy pillows, and I nestled contently into them.

      "You are awake," she said, startling me slightly. "Did you sleep okay?"

      "I dreamed of fucking you," I said, wiping the sleep from my eyes. Then, I remembered all of the times that I'd met her in my dreams when I'd first moved into the house, and I arched a brow at her.

      "I did visit you in your dreams," she said, crawling over me. "But you made the first move."

      "I did," I said.

      She straddled my hips, our naked bodies pressing together, warm flesh to warm flesh.

      I wasn't all that surprised to see that I was hard, since it was throbbing for attention and given what we were apparently up to in our sleep. I saw the glistening between Belphie's thighs and knew that she was as aroused as I was.

      "Now I will have you as I imagined," she said as she lined her entrance up with the head of my cock.

      I watched with bated breath as she slowly sank down on me, and we groaned together.

      There was nothing loving or affectionate about the way we fucked, more of a primal, urgent need. I pulled the chain on her tits to make her cry out and thrusted hard from below to meet her hips, and she mewled her delight.

      The sounds of our sex filled the room, the wet slap of body and body, and it didn't take long for our oversensitive bodies to reach the crescendo of pleasure.

      We spent a while entangled, until Belphie kissed me and then told me I needed to brush my teeth, and I finally crawled from her embrace to prepare for the day.

      I grabbed some clothes from the room that I shared with Wisty and Aisling, though neither was there, then headed to the bathroom to clean up.

      Morning was half over by the time I made it to the kitchen for breakfast. Aisling and Wisty sat at the small table that I used instead of the massive one in the dining hall, and they both looked at me as I entered.

      Aisling grinned from ear to ear, while Wisty's smile was more subdued but still obvious.

      "What?" I asked, rubbing at the back of my neck. My cheeks heated up, though I wasn't really sure what I was embarrassed about.

      "What was she like?" Aisling asked excitedly. "I bet she's really into some freaky shit. Did she kill a goat and make you fuck her in the warm blood?"

      "I did not," Belphie said from behind me.

      "Oopsie." Aisling put her hand over her mouth. "I, uh, I was joking. Mostly."

      "I'm happy that the two of you finally overcame whatever was holding you back," Wisty said. A moment later, her smile faded to a pout. "Though I did miss being snuggled to sleep."

      "I missed being fucked to sleep."

      "Well, that too…"

      "So, when are you joining us?" Aisling asked, wiggling her eyebrows at Belphie.

      "I am not," she replied, sticking her nose in the air.

      "Aw, she's shy."

      Belphie leered at Aisling, who wilted slightly, before inevitably rebounding.

      "She doesn't want to share when we're intimate, that's fine with me," I said. It felt a little greedy, like I was having my cake and eating it too, but I was also respecting Belphie's wishes.

      "That's okay," Wisty said, offering a sweet smile. "That's between the two of you."

      "It's disappointing, but I respect that," Aisling agreed. "I was looking forward to motorboating those huge tits. Brbrbrbrbr." She whipped her head back and forth quickly, making the sounds she'd no doubt make if she was buried in Belphie's bosom.

      Belphie hugged her chest protectively.

      I laughed, I couldn't help it. I was in a fantastic mood.

      "How do you feel?" Belphie asked.

      "Amazing," I replied.

      A smile played on her lips, which were freshly painted. "No, I meant if you feel as though you inherited any of my powers."

      "Oh!" Sex with Belphie was so amazing that I forgot about the whole get a new power when you boink a housemate thing.

      I closed my eyes and turned my focus inward. I sensed the earthy magic that I'd gained from Wisty, as well as the darker reaper magic that I'd gotten from Aisling. But now, there was something else. Something that almost felt like looking into an empty box.

      The inside of the empty box expanded, growing larger, but the outside remained the same size.

      I explained what I saw to Belphie.

      "Spatial distortion," she said with a sigh. "I had hoped you would receive some of my raw power."

      "Spatial distortion?" I asked.

      "Yes. All you need is a doorway, and you can determine the size and shape of the room beyond."

      I stared at her, trying to absorb the implications of her words.

      "I can make rooms bigger on the inside than they look on the outside?" I asked skeptically.

      "It is a rare power, one that even I do not have. I do not know how you obtained it from me," Belphie said. She seemed lost in her own thoughts, so there was only one thing I could do.

      "Let's test this shit out." I looked around, debating where and what I wanted to change, but the answer was obvious. "Come on, to the greenhouse," I said as I rushed outside without bothering with shoes. I was too excited by the possibilities to think about a thing like that.

      Footsteps behind me told me that the girls were following me at a more subdued pace, besides Aisling, who got ahead of me and started running backward in front of me.

      I was too hyped up to care that she slowed me down a little. Instead, we shared a grin and arrived at the greenhouse at roughly the same time.

      "I won," Aisling declared.

      I didn't argue, I just stopped outside the greenhouse door and closed my eyes. On instinct, I reached for the knob and froze there, exploring the new magic that bubbled beneath my surface.

      I pictured the inside of the greenhouse as it was—cluttered with plants, gardening tools, and still with a bed sitting in the corner of the room. Wisty had since brought her chest of possession into my room, so that wasn't in there any longer, and I didn't have to worry about what happened if I messed up.

      In my mind, the room grew bigger, longer and wider. The ceiling rose higher, so high that you almost couldn't see it any longer. I did the same for the walls, expanding them until they were out of sight.

      Magic flowed out of me and into the door in pulses that made me a little woozy, but I felt a familiar hand on my arm, feeding magic into me to replenish my reserves.

      Belphie.

      By the time I was done, the greenhouse was an open field. I couldn't get something to grow from nothing, but in my mind I managed to expand on the dirt and grass floor of the greenhouse to cover the entire area.

      When I opened my eyes, which felt heavy, I found that the greenhouse looked entirely the same.

      "Well, damn," I muttered, letting my hand fall to my side as bitter disappointment flooded through me.

      "Open the door, Mark," Belphie said.

      I hesitated, afraid that it hadn't worked, but I shrugged off my doubt and opened the door.

      I was immediately greeted with the field from my imagination. The grass was lush and green, and the potted plants and gardening supplies we owned sat near the inside of the door.

      Wisty's old bed was sort of in the middle of nowhere, and the walls, besides the one I stood next to, were nowhere in sight.

      "Holy shitballs," Aisling said.

      "I am not surprised. You are a master of magic," Belphie said.

      "A garden!" Wisty exclaimed, bounding into the greenhouse and frolicking in the grass.

      "You know what this means, don't you?" I asked.

      She cocked her head cutely to one side, like a confused puppy.

      "We can grow a ton of plants year round. Your health isn't dependent on just the garden in the backyard anymore."

      Wisty's eyes widened, and she looked between the three of us before charging at me and throwing her arms around my shoulders.

      I caught her and swung us around.

      "Mark! You did it!" she exclaimed, clinging to me. "I can't believe you actually found a way to keep me healthy during the winter. Maybe you can even…" she trailed off, afraid to voice her desires.

      "We'll find a way to free you," I promised. "Martha and I are working on it."

      "You're so lovely." She kissed me hard. The world seemed to slow around us as I cradled her against me, the warmth of her body pressing to mine. For a moment, there was only the two of us, alone in a field, exchanging affection.

      And then we broke the kiss.

      "Hey, so we can do this on Imogen's stable, right?" Aisling asked, her eyes alight.

      "Yeah, I think so."

      "Awesome!"

      "He should be able to use it on any room, in theory," Belphie said.

      "So, I could probably use it on the entire inside of the house." I looked toward the house, which was large, though had many rooms, so the rooms themselves were on the smaller side.

      I remembered how cramped Belphie's room was because of all of her clothes, sewing supplies, and books. With extra space, she could have a better place to use her laptop than on the bed. I pictured a cozy little corner with a beanbag chair where she could read books and listen to her podcasts. A place where she could snuggle down and relax without feeling crowded by her possessions. Perhaps we could even add a mannequin or some other equipment to help her with her hobbies.

      I hadn't spent much time in Aisling's room, but it was as chaotic as she was. Her wardrobe looked like it had exploded all over the place, probably because she owned so many food pun shirts, and there were weights and dumbbells strewn across the floor. I thought of her rollerblading through the house and maybe, just maybe, I could give her a place to do that where she wouldn't break anything that didn't belong to her. Hell, I could maybe even build her a roller rink or some ramps, when I had a chance.

      Wisty would be more than happy with just the expansion of the greenhouse, but I wanted to do something special for her too. She loved watching Disney movies, especially when we all gathered together to do it, so I could maybe make a theater-like room for all of us to gather together in.

      We could even continue to invite Nicollette over when we were doing horror movie nights.

      Nicollette…

      I turned to face her house as I thought of her. As a special breed of vampire that fed on fear, she had it beyond tough. She couldn't go out during the day, so she was confined to her house when the sun was up. It was a large house, but a gilded cage was still a cage.

      I could use my powers to make her house bigger for her, but it would still be empty, except for her.

      I thought back to the night at the haunted house and how much fun we had. A pang of guilt hit me when I realized that I hadn't really spent any time with her since.

      Sure, I'd had a lot on my plate, but that wasn't an excuse for neglecting a friend.

      A friend who wanted to be a part of my clan, no less.

      "Earth to space cadet Mark, over," Aisling said and made a static noise like a walkie talkie cutting out.

      "Say…" I began, trailing off. "What do we think of Nicollette?"

      "As clan leader, you can bring in whomever you please," Belphie said, as if reading my mind. She was smart like that.

      "I know, I know, but what you girls think is important to me. You're my…Well. My family. The loves of my life." I felt like a total dork for saying it, but Wisty's face lit up, so I didn't regret it.

      "It's not often that we exchange words," she said, coming to stand in front of me. Her cheeks were a shade of pink that matched her eyes. "Do you mean it?" she asked.

      "Of course. I love all three of you."

      "Could you say it to us one at a time?" she bashfully asked.

      "I love you Wisty."

      The goofy, serene smile that broke out over her face made me grin. She hugged herself, then thought better of it and threw her arms around me instead.

      "I love you too! So much more than I ever knew possible."

      "I know, I'm sorry if I don't say it often enough." I stroked my hand along her back to soothe her.

      I let her have her moment, before letting her go and turning to Aisling.

      "I love you," I said.

      "Love ya!" Aisling tackled me, and would have knocked me on my ass if I didn't have super strength. She placed a big, wet kiss on my cheek and grinned up at me with fluttering lashes.

      We embraced, shared a kiss, and then I turned to Belphie.

      "I love you," I said, smiling at her.

      "I know," she said.

      I laughed because I knew that she didn't get the reference, but the reply was so perfectly Belphie, and I loved her all the more for it.

      I gave her a soft kiss, though I didn't crowd her because I suspected she wasn't the sort for public displays of affection.

      "Okay, so." I clapped my hands. "Nicollette."

      "She seems nice enough," Wisty said. "I wouldn't mind her joining us here, and I think she could use the company. After all, she's in the big house by herself most of the day."

      I nodded. "I'd had the same thoughts."

      "She's fun," Aisling said. "I bet we could have lots more fun if she lived here."

      "Fair enough," I said.

      "Nicollette has a flair for the dramatic," Belphie said, "but I am not opposed to the idea of her joining our clan."

      "Okay," I said, nodding. "So, we're all in agreement then. The only thing left to do is to tell the woman of the hour." I whipped my phone out of my pocket and checked the time. It was late morning, I hadn't eaten, and I had no idea if Nicollette was even awake at this hour.

      "I'll tell her later today," I decided. "For now, I'm gonna grab something to eat."

      "I'm going to begin growing some vegetables in here," Wisty said, gesturing to the vast space within the greenhouse. "And flowers, and even trees. Hmm, I may need to cross-pollinate by myself, but that's not too hard for me." She began murmuring under her breath as she wandered off toward the gardening supplies.

      I could tell how excited she was, and I wanted to spend some time watching her, but my stomach roared out a growl, so I headed toward the house instead.

      Belphie and Aisling followed, though Aisling headed toward the half-built stable to the side of the house.

      "Hey," I called out to her.

      She stopped and whipped around, her wine-red hair flying around her face. "Yeah?"

      "What if we move Imogen into the greenhouse, where you can ride her without having to worry about anyone seeing her?"

      Aisling's green eyes widened. "You're a genius!" She leaped at me, hugging me around the shoulders and planting a sloppy kiss to my cheek. "I'm gonna go tell her!"

      She threw herself off of me like I was springboard, and ran away across the lawn.

      "If you could bottle her energy, we would be rich," Belphie said, sounding slightly drained.

      "Right? I say that all the time." I chuckled. "And don't worry, I haven't forgotten about you."

      "Hm?"

      "I'm gonna make your room bigger, and we can make you a nice little reading nook."

      "I have always desired a place to read besides my bed," she said. "I inevitably fall asleep if I lay down."

      "We can expand your closet too, give you lots of room for your outfits, and hell, I could make you a new desk so you actually have room to work on it," I said.

      "I shall look forward to it." Belphie paused, looked around like we were being spied on, then placed a quick kiss on my cheek. "You are a thoughtful man, I am…fortunate to have met you."

      Grinning from ear to ear, I nodded. "I'm lucky to have met you, too."

      "Not as lucky as I."

      I arched my brow, and Belphie whipped her head to the side so that I couldn't get a good look at her expression, though I swore she was blushing.

      We went our separate ways once we were inside, and I went about my usual breakfast routine—preparing enough for me and for Martha. I was too hungry to bother with anything too complicated. I made two omelets stuffed to the gills with cheese and drew a happy face with ketchup on each because I was in a great mood.

      I ate in my usual spot in the secret room, and Martha joined me, sitting on the edge of the coffee table. I was so hungry that I wolfed it down without speaking.

      When I was done, I put the plate aside, and extended my hand to Martha.

      "I've got an amazing new power that I'd love to play with," I said, "but restoring your strength comes first."

      Martha hesitated, but she eventually took my hand. It was small, but soft and warm.

      Again, I closed my eyes and channeled magic into her, and by the time I was done, she was about three and a half feet tall.

      There was no mistaking her body for that of a child. She had an hourglass figure, with wide hips, a thin waist, and breasts that were on the smaller side but perky. The nipples were puckered, the outlines appearing faintly through her dress.

      Now, she had a more corporeal form. I could finally make out that her hair was white and her eyes were a shimmering blue that reminded me of the ocean. They looked up at me with reverence, fluttering slightly closed before fixing on me with an intensity that made me think she saw through me.

      She wore a light blue dress that was much too large for her. I guessed that they were her own and she just needed to grow into it, but the sight was comical.

      Martha opened her mouth, and a croaking sound came out.

      My heart skipped a beat.

      She tried again, but her words were jumbled and unintelligible.

      I leaned in, literally on the edge of my seat in anticipation.

      "Mark," she said, my name raspy and broken.

      "You can talk!" I exclaimed.

      She touched her throat. "Hurts."

      "Because you haven't spoken for so long." I nodded. "That makes sense. Don't push yourself too hard, okay? We have a lot to talk about, but I don't want you to get hurt doing it."

      "Thank you." Martha smiled, then picked up the notebook and pen that lay beside her on the coffee table. The sleeves of the dress were so long that she had to pull them up in order to write.

      She scribbled something in the notebook, then offered it to me.

      I may be able to free Wisty, in time, but it will mean that the garden is no longer magical. It will be harder to keep her healthy.

      "I'd use every last drop of magic I have to keep everyone safe and happy," I assured.

      Demons. She underlined the word three times.

      "There's only one knight left, and then Asmodeus herself. I defeated the first two without even lifting a finger."

      That bodes well, she wrote, but we must remain vigilant.

      "Belphie insists we train again tonight, but I do have something to do first."

      Martha nodded her approval, then set the notebook and pen aside. She spent a few moments observing me, then let out a little yawn.

      "You should get some rest," I said.

      She nodded.

      To my surprise, she crawled onto the couch next to me and curled up there, dozing off like a sleepy little kitten.

      It was the first time she bothered to hold her form instead of going back into the candle or the hearth or wherever it was she went when she vanished.

      I looked toward the hearth, to the candle that was now tall and thick with a blue flame that glowed brightly. It had come a long way from the unhealthy nub with the flickering light.

      Smiling, I grabbed a blanket and set it over Martha before heading upstairs to let her rest undisturbed.

      Rather than working, I ended up taking a nap, probably because I'd used up so much of my magic. I spent the afternoon drawing up ideas for rooms, including expanding my own room to make room for a gaming area.

      In my new house design, there was something for everyone, and still room to spare.
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        * * *

      

      After the sky had darkened and the sun was no longer a threat to Nicollette, I headed over to her place and knocked on the door. As usual, the lawn was pristine, and the house looked innocuous.

      The perfect place for a vampire in hiding to live among humans.

      While I waited for Nicollette to reply, I glanced over my shoulder to see if my neighbor, Tim, was still hanging around. He'd invited me over for some beer and nachos while he watched curling, but I declined because I had things to do.

      Also because I had a hard time getting amped up for curling.

      He was nowhere in sight.

      "Come in," Nicollette's sultry voice finally called.

      The front door creaked open, and for once, she was actually standing on the other side of the door instead of waiting to dramatically greet me in her living room.

      She ran her fingers through her dark hair, then dropped her hands to the sides of her form-fitting dress. It was a shade of red that would have hidden any blood that fell on it, but I knew she didn't drink that stuff. Crimson red seemed to be her favorite color, because as usual, she had painted her lips and fingernails to match.

      As dressed up as she was, she looked out of place in the empty hall. While she'd staged the outside of the house perfectly, the inside was barren, save for some furniture. There were no pictures, no paintings, not even a plant.

      "Ready for another date?" she asked, grinning at me.

      I saw through her painted smile in an instant because it didn't reach her dull eyes. She was wearing her usual mask and pretending all was good.

      "How hungry are you?" I asked.

      Her smile turned thin.

      "You're always a little too spot on," she said, looking me up and down. "But we're in luck, as Halloween grows nearer, so too do the opportunities for me to feed." Her smile changed to a more natural one that I took as genuine. "I was just on my way out."

      "Another haunted house?" I asked.

      "A maze, actually."

      "I wish I could go with you, but Belphie insists on training…"

      "Well, she's an intelligent creature, I'd say she has her reasons." Nicollette shrugged. "If you're not here to take me on a date, then why are you here?"

      "To ask you to join my clan." I grinned.

      Nicollette's dark eyes widened and her red lips fell open in a silent gasp. She quickly pulled herself together, plastering on an arrogant smirk.

      "I knew that you couldn't resist my charms," she said.

      "Oh, come on, you begged me to join." I rolled my eyes, but I wasn't really annoyed with her. Nicollette was a character, but one whose company I happened to enjoy. "When can I help you move in?"

      "Move in?" she echoed. "You even want me to move into your house? My, my, you do like to move fast."

      "Do clans not usually live together?" I asked.

      "Honey, there is nothing usual about the clan you're building." She poked me gently in the chest. "I'll pack during the day, and you can help me move in during the night, yes? I won't need most of this junk, but I do have some precious possessions."

      I looked around, at the house that she barely seemed to use, except for a place to shelter her from the sun. There was nothing in my immediate surroundings that suggested she lived here, even though she did. It was like she was a stranger in her own home.

      "Are you gonna keep your house?" I asked.

      Nicollette tapped her lips thoughtfully with the tip of her finger. "I have no shortage of wealth, as I've had plenty of time to accumulate it, but it seems a pity to let this place go to waste." She cocked her head to the side, then shrugged. "I've no attachment to it. It is just a dark place for me to be safe."

      "We'll get you set up with one of those over at our place," I assured.

      "I would love that." She smiled softly, in a way that I'd never seen her smile before, then rested a hand gently on my cheek. "You're unlike anyone I've ever met before. I can't help wanting to be close to you. You had the chance, and certainly the reason to kill me, but you let me live. You go further still and try to take care of my needs…"

      Nicollette exhaled softly, letting her hand fall away. Then she grinned, showing off pointed fangs. "I hope you don't mind sating my other hunger as well."

      I'd be lying if I said there wasn't animal attraction between us, even a flicker of something a little more, but there were still walls between us. Mostly because of what she'd done with the fear spells, but she was also still holding back.

      And maybe that's okay? I thought. I don't have to be head over heels for a woman I just allowed into my clan, but it doesn't mean we can't…be something a little more, when we're closer.

      "Well, I should be on my way," Nicollette said with a slight incline of her head. "I will see you tomorrow."

      She kissed me on the cheek, then sauntered past me, her narrow hips swinging back and forth like the most hypnotic pendulum. She produced her keys from the back pocket of her leather pants and clicked the garage door open, revealing her red convertible.

      I remembered the way that she looked while driving, how alive she was, and I wondered if there was something that I could do with that information.

      As I turned back toward my own house so that I could get my ass handed to me by Belphie, my mind roamed with possibilities.

      My clan now had five people, and I was determined to find a way to make it work.
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      "When you said you didn't have much to move, I didn't expect this," I said as I stood next to a pile of boxes that was as tall as I was. There were several other, shorter, piles to go along with it. I couldn't help wondering if we'd have to make more than one trip across the street to my house.

      It wasn't exactly a long trip, I just didn't want the neighbors to know what was going on. It was best they didn't realize that Nicollette was moving into the mansion with me, at least until I figured out how to explain it in a way that would make sense to them.

      "You can't expect a girl to move and leave her clothes behind," Nicollette said with a feigned pout. She placed a hand on her hip, smoothing out some wrinkles in her red dress. It wasn't as revealing as some of the other clothes that I'd seen her wear, but that didn't detract from her beauty or sex appeal.

      Her free hand rested on her chest, toying with her V neckline, which stopped halfway down her chest. The skirt of her dress was tiered and reached just to her knees.

      As usual, she wore a pair of high heeled shoes that made her almost as tall as I was.

      "Do those things hurt your feet?" I asked.

      "Not really." She shrugged, flashing a sly smile. "But they make my ass look great."

      No arguments there, I thought.

      "Alright, I'll start carrying these boxes out to your car," I said. The boxes, which were practically overflowing with clothes, felt light as a feather to me as I hoisted them into my arms. I carried them out the front door and packed them into the back of the car.

      Nicollette loaded her arms up as full as mine were, and I was reminded that I wasn't dealing with an ordinary woman—this was a vampire who was older, and perhaps stronger, than I was.

      Maybe some guys would have been intimidated by that, but not me. It didn't bother me that she could maybe beat me in an arm wrestling competition.

      It was hard not to be confident, when things were going as well as they were.

      "One more monster to add to your collection," Nicollette said as she loaded the last box into the backseat of her car.

      I spent too long staring at her ass as she bent over the red convertible—so much that I almost forgot to actually reply to her. The round mounds were modestly sized, but they popped against her slender thighs and slight frame. Each of her movements caused the cheeks to jiggle together, and I wondered if it was intentional.

      "You're always calling yourself a monster, Nicollette. I'm starting to think you mean that in a derogatory way," I said once my senses returned to me.

      Her smile twisted a moment, and she shrugged.

      "I'm not like Belphie or Wisty, I wasn't born a monster. I was made one," Nicollette said.

      "Against your will?" I asked.

      "Indeed." She forced a smile, but I saw through it in an instant. "The woman who…changed me, said that she couldn't stomach the thought of my beauty fading with age. So, here I am. Some two hundred or more years later."

      "I'd say I'm sorry, but if that hadn't happened, I never would have met you." I nudged her gently with my elbow.

      "That would have been a pity," she agreed, though I saw the doubt in her eyes.

      "You really think you're a monster, don't you?" I asked.

      "Mark, I feed on fear, an emotion most humans would rather not feel. Of course I'm a monster. A monster with a pretty face, but a monster no less." Nicollette sighed, then raked her fingers through her long, brown hair. "You needn't reassure me. I've made my peace with it."

      Her dark eyes didn't look at me, and I knew that she was lying, but her squared shoulders told me that she wasn't open to debating it any further.

      As nonchalant as she acted about it, her status as a psychic vampire troubled her.

      "Alright then," I said, "let's get this stuff over to the house."

      "What will we talk about on the long drive?" she sarcastically asked.

      "Your love for cars, perhaps."

      "Oh, honey, the drive definitely isn't long enough for that."

      Chuckling, we both hopped into the car and drove across the street.

      It took all of about thirty seconds.

      By the light of the porch and the moon, we unpacked her car and headed for the front door of my mansion. Shifting the weight of the boxes to one hand, I opened the door and stepped aside for Nicollette.

      "What a gentleman," she said.

      But I knew what was waiting inside.

      "Welcome home!" Aisling bellowed.

      "Welcome!" Wisty chirped in a quieter but no less excited voice.

      Martha held up a welcome sign that Aisling had painted on a piece of wood that used to belong to Imogen's stable. Her sleeves were so long that they flopped on either side of her arms as she waved the sign around.

      Belphie stood in the background, overlooking the others. There was a fond gleam in her eyes, but a stranger would have thought that she was glaring.

      "Wow," Nicollette said, having stopped dead in the doorway. "I've…never had such a warm welcome."

      I dropped the boxes of clothes and put my arm around her shoulders. "You're one of us now."

      "I've met three of you before, but I hadn't realized that you adopted a child."

      "I'm no child," Martha huffed. "I'm the hearth goddess."

      "Sorry, it's my first time meeting a goddess. I was awed by your brilliance," Nicollette smoothly replied as she set the boxes that she was carrying down.

      Martha bowed her head slightly, appeased.

      "It's been decades since I shared a home with anyone, almost a century," Nicollette said.

      "Why?" Aisling asked. "Seems boring."

      "It was, but when you kill your former clan leader, that's what happens." Nicollette shrugged.

      Silence fell over us. Martha lowered the sign, shifting the grip on it to hold it like a baseball bat instead.

      "She had turned me against my will and held me as a prisoner, for her entertainment," Nicollette said with an airy laugh.

      "Oh dear." Wisty gasped, covering her mouth. "I'm so sorry that happened to you."

      "Yeah, that sucks, dude," Aisling said.

      "I would terminate my captor, as well." Belphie nodded, sounding impressed.

      "Don't you touch Mark," Martha warned, still holding the board like she was about to whack Nicollette with it. "Or you'll have me to deal with!"

      "All of us, in fact." Aisling ruffled Martha's white hair. "She can't get close to him as long as we're here."

      Martha narrowed her eyes.

      "Nicollette won't hurt me or anyone else here, Martha," I assured.

      She finally nodded, then raised the sign again with a flop of her sleeve.

      "I still can't believe she came out of the candle," Aisling loudly whispered.

      "I had my suspicions, but most hearth spirits do not take a corporeal form," Belphie said.

      "Am I to believe that she is the spirit of the house?" Nicollette asked with an arch of her brow.

      "She is," I said.

      Nicollette cocked her head slightly to one side, looking Martha up and down, then shrugged. "As a vampire who eats fear, who am I to call someone else strange?" she said in her usual sultry tone.

      "Why do you always sound like you're trying to flirt with someone?" Aisling asked.

      "Because whenever you're around, so is Mark," she replied, offering a wink.

      I didn't think that she was joking, but Aisling laughed all the same.

      "Nicollette," Wisty said, taking a step forward, "we've prepared a room for you, would you like to see?" She reached out, gently taking the other woman by the hand.

      Leave it to Wisty to make someone feel at home, I thought with a smile.

      "I…would like that," Nicollette said with a short nod.

      "I decorated it myself," Wisty admitted, a slight flush on her cheeks. "This way."

      "Race ya!" Aisling said before charging through the hall and up the nearby stairs with thundering footsteps.

      Martha discarded the signboard and hurried after her, eager to not be left behind.

      Wisty giggled, then tugged at Nicollette to get her moving.

      "I'm not running, these heels are too expensive," Nicollette said, sounding slightly exasperated.

      It was nice to see her 'naked,' as it were. So often she wore a mask that it was difficult to tell what she was really feeling or thinking.

      Chuckling to myself, I grabbed a pile of boxes and started up the stairs.

      Belphie followed suit, walking at my side with swaying steps that bumped our hips together. We shared a look that turned from amused to heated, and I couldn't resist the urge to lean in and kiss her.

      "I enjoy stealing these small moments together," she admitted.

      "It's nice," I agreed with a broad smile.

      We made it to Nicollette's room while Wisty and Aisling were in the middle of the grand tour.

      "Mark used his power to make this room super big!" Aisling excitedly announced. "He thought you might feel cramped or something, 'cause you can't go out during the day."

      "How thoughtful," Nicollette said.

      "He also bought these special things for the window that keep the sun out," Wisty said.

      "Blackout curtains, lovely. He thought of everything."

      "Besides a coffin. He didn't have time to make one of those," Aisling said.

      "I sleep just fine in a bed, thank you," Nicollette assured.

      I entered the room and set the boxes on the floor near the door.

      "I couldn't put any plants in here, because they wouldn't like being stuck in the dark all the time, so I painted you some." Wisty flicked her arm out in a sweeping gesture, indicating to the wall—where it looked like a child had painted a bunch of daisies and sunflowers. "I never painted anything before, but I had a lot of fun."

      "It looks lovely, thank you." Nicollette politely inclined her head toward Wisty.

      "I painted the sun!" Aisling declared, pointing to a far wall. "I gave it a smiley face because it was just cuter that way. Also so it would be less threatening to you."

      Nicollette's smiled in amusement, showing off just a hint of her fangs.

      "Don't crowd her too much," I said, "let her settle in."

      "Okay, okay." Aisling took a step back, moving her hands behind her back and lacing her fingers together.

      "It's fine, I enjoy the chaos," Nicollette assured.

      "I do remember you saying something like that." I said.

      "You don't know the half of it." She winked at me.

      "I think I'm gonna like her," Aisling said.

      "I am tired just thinking about it." Belphie sighed. "I am going to bed." She turned on her heels and headed across the hall, to her room.

      "We sleep just downstairs," Wisty said, then she began pointing. "There's the bathroom, and the kitchen is—oh. Right. You don't eat, either."

      "I don't suppose any of you besides Mark need to," Nicollette said.

      "Belphie loves ice cream and some other sweets," I said, "but she doesn't need to eat, exactly." I looked between the four women, then made a decision. "We should leave her be for now, let her unpack and get settled in."

      "Aw, do we have to?" Aisling asked.

      "Yes."

      She pouted.

      "You're right." Wisty grabbed Aisling's wrist and led her dutifully toward the door.

      "Aw, come on, now you're just ganging up on me!" Aisling protested, but she went with Wisty despite it.

      "I could use something to eat," Martha said, staring up at me with her big blue eyes.

      "I'll be down in a moment," I assured.

      She smiled and trotted off out of the room with her head held high.

      Alone with Nicollette, I looked at her.

      "Are you okay? I know they can be a bit overwhelming," I said.

      "I think I'll fit in here just fine," she said with a gentle smile.
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      The following day, I woke early in the morning and cooked breakfast for myself and Martha—who now ate the food herself instead of burning it in the hearth or whatever she did before.

      "Food is so much better this way," she said as she sloppily cut into a pile of pancakes, spilling maple syrup all over the table.

      I didn't mind. She was a hearth goddess as old as the house that we lived in, which was pretty damn old, but she wasn't used to having a body. Her fine motor skills were still developing, and until they caught up to her, I expected plenty of messes.

      But I couldn't help chuckling at her. She had such a motherly air to her, which presently contrasted with her short body and struggles.

      "You should really change out of that dress, it's covered in maple syrup," I said.

      "Oh, it is?" Martha looked down at herself, confirming that there was indeed sticky patches on her sleeves and chest, then snapped her fingers.

      The stains vanished before my eyes.

      "That's a handy trick," I said. "Can you clean the house like that?"

      "When I'm at full power." She smiled gently at me.

      "Shall I give you some of my magic?" I asked, offering her my hand.

      Martha hesitated. "It's been a while since we saw the last demon knight. I expect the next any day now."

      "I'm not worried about it. I handled the first two easily, without really even meaning to." I shrugged, my hand falling to my side. "I know how to defeat demons. All I have to do is turn their nature against them. I've even been thinking of ways to deal with different demons that might show up."

      "Like?" Martha asked.

      "Like complimenting a demon of vanity's appearance, or stroking a pride demon's ego. I can see a way forward without having to fight them."

      "And Asmodeus herself?"

      "Maybe she'd see reason if she spoke to us directly."

      Martha mulled this over with a slight hum, then stuffed some more pancake into her mouth. She chewed it slowly, washing it down with a swig of milk.

      "Well, I trust your judgment, Mark," she said. "You're probably right, but I can't help worrying."

      "So, what do you think?" I said, offering her my hand again.

      Martha sucked in a breath. "I would like to have a proper body." She looked down at herself. "This one is a little short. I can hold a pen, but everything else seems cumbersome. I cannot even reach the top cupboards."

      I wiggled my fingers at her, grinning.

      She bit her bottom lip, staring at me with bright blue eyes that were full of hope and longing. Her eyelashes fluttered at me, and she stared at the open palm of my hand like I held the entire world in it.

      Martha set her fork down before reaching for me slowly, as if her desires and her doubts warred inside of her. Her small hand hesitated just before it touched mine, but then she grabbed my fingers and held onto me like I was her lifeline.

      My grin stretched so wide that it almost hurt. I was happy to have Martha's trust, and happier still that I could help her.

      Drawing in a slow breath, I closed my eyes and focused on feeding energy into her. The process was slower this time, but as always, I envisioned her form, attached to the many invisible threads that sapped her magic away, and I connected one between us where we touched. Then it was just a matter of funneling raw magic to her.

      A sigh passed her lips that was a mixture of relief and elation.

      I still didn't open my eyes, I just poured magic into her, as much as I could muster.

      I would have given it all to her, but she pulled away.

      "No more," Martha said, "you might need it."

      "I have plenty," I protested, but I let my hand drop, and I opened my eyes.

      They nearly bulged out of my head when I realized that she was now about five feet tall—and had a humble set of breasts that almost filled out her dress.

      "This is enough for now," Martha said as she pulled her sleeves up to her forearms. They were no longer so loose and long on her that they flopped around. "We're almost there. I'm so close that I can feel it." She breathed in deeply, then exhaled at a slow, even pace. "I can't wait."

      "You don't have to," I said.

      "Oh, I didn't mean it literally." She smiled, her bright blue eyes locking on mine. "But thank you. Thank you so much for everything that you've done for me and the other girls here."

      "Do you care about them a lot?" I asked, genuinely curious.

      "We never really interacted, we couldn't, but…" she trailed off, a nostalgic gleam in her eyes. "I watched Wisty grow up, from a tiny little seedling of a garden nymph to the blooming flower of a woman that she is today." She smiled softly, lovingly, then chuckled. "And Aisling is a troublemaker who has caused me many problems, indirectly, but she is so full of life that it's hard to be mad at her."

      "I know that feeling." I laughed.

      "Belphie may act like she doesn't care, but she is the one who led you to me, and I owe her a great deal. I have no idea how I will ever repay her kindness."

      "I doubt she'd want you to even bring it up."

      "That would be very much like her, wouldn't it?" Martha giggled. It was a light, airy sound that filled my chest with warmth. "And now we have another member added to our little clan. I wonder how she'll shake things up."

      "I'm afraid to think of it," I joked.

      Martha smiled, and we finished our breakfasts in a peaceful silence that was only broken when I turned to her again.

      "So, the hearth room," I began, "how about I make that bigger for you?"

      She shook her head immediately.

      "I have plenty of magic," I said.

      "It's not that," Martha said, "I just like it as is. It has a nice, cozy feel to it, don't you think?" She smiled, folding her hands and resting them gently in her lap. "It's a place where we can all gather and be close. I don't want it to be spread out. I want it to be cluttered and full of us, all laughing and having fun."

      I smiled. I was still getting to know Martha, but I liked the way she thought—and I felt a certain connection to her, perhaps because of the magic that I kept sharing with her.

      "Say, all those threads that are connected to you, can you keep one connected permanently to me as well?" I asked.

      "Oh?" She cocked her head slightly to one side. Raising a finger, she tapped it lightly against her bottom lip. "You could, but why would you want to?"

      "To help you, of course."

      "If I was able to separate myself from Wisty and the house, I doubt I would need that," she mused, "but thank you for offering."

      "Well, if you can't," I began, though it was a bitter pill to try to swallow, "then we'll talk about it again, okay?"

      "Okay." She smiled sweetly at me. "I see why they're so attracted to you. At first, I was as well because I was so lonely and I just wanted some attention, but you're…genuinely a good person. To the core. Perhaps even to a fault."

      I felt my cheeks heating up, and I cleared my throat, raising my hand and rubbing at the back of my neck. "Well, I don't know about that," I grumbled despite being flattered by her words.

      Martha gave another airy laugh that sent a pang of warmth directly to my heart, and we shared a smile.

      Heavy, erratic footsteps on the stairs told me that Aisling was up.

      "Our peaceful moment is over," Martha said, though she didn't sound disappointed. If I had to guess, she liked the company of the girls.

      Then I remembered her admitting to watching us getting it on, and I arched a brow at her, but Aisling barged into the room before I could bring that up again.

      She must be pretty damn lonely, to be watching us get it on, I thought, or a voyeur.

      "Morning!" Aisling bellowed as she entered the kitchen and plopped her head down on the table. One hand held a brush, and the other held her head steady as she raked it through her wild hair.

      It should have been odd, staring at a headless woman with a wisp of smoky magic coming from her neck, but it wasn't.

      This was the norm for me.

      "Morning," I said. "Hair all tangled up again this morning?"

      "Yeah, I have no idea what I do in my sleep."

      "Roll around a lot and occasionally knee me in the ribs," I replied.

      "Sorry about that." Aisling smiled cheekily. "What can I say? Wild in the streets, wild in the sheets." She gave an exaggerated wink and stuck her tongue out at me.

      Aisling paused as she saw Martha. "Wow, you're all big now!"

      "Thank you," she chimed. "It's all thanks to Mark."

      Aisling stuck the brush in the front of her coveralls, which were cut off at the top of her thighs and, if I had to guess, showed off a healthy portion of ass cheek.

      Underneath it, she wore one of her signature food pun shirts, which was rolled up across her belly, like she'd dressed herself in a hurry. The shirt had a bowl of noodles on it, which spelled out the words send noods in capital letters.

      It was very Aisling, and I couldn't hold back a chuckle as I shook my head at her.

      "Morning," Wisty called from the doorway. "Wow, Aisling was right. You're almost fully grown!"

      I turned to smile at Wisty as well. Where she used to wear mostly plants that she'd grown against her own skin, these days she favored my old shirts.

      Today, she had commandeered an old Zelda shirt with a picture of the triforce on it. It was so long on her that it almost reached to her knees, and I couldn't help wondering if she was wearing any panties beneath it.

      Probably not, I thought.

      Glancing at Aisling, who, as usual, wasn't wearing a bra and was likely also going commando, it was hard not to grab them both and drag them to my bed.

      But I had shit to do.

      Sighing, I rose from the table and grabbed the dirty dishes. I piled them in the sink, sprayed a bit of water on them, and made a mental note to do them later.

      "Now," I said, giving a clap that drew everyone's attention to me. "I've already expanded the greenhouse and Nicollette's room. Who's next?"

      "Oh, me, pick me!" Aisling bobbed around on the tips of her toes, one hand swinging wildly like a kid who wanted the teacher to pick them. The other plopped her head on her shoulders and attached it to the leather choker that she always wore.

      "Hmm, which room should I pick," I mused playfully.

      "Meee! Come on, don't ignore me." She waved both hands around now, as if trying to flag down an airplane, and I couldn't help laughing at the sheer desperation on her face.

      "Alright, let's do your room next," I said.

      "It's not really my room anymore," Aisling clarified, "but I'm gonna keep most of my stuff there so it doesn't clutter your room."

      "I was thinking you could use it as a personal gym, maybe even a place where you can rollerblade."

      Her green eyes went wide and sparkled. "You're a genius!"

      "When I get some of the essential work done around here, I'll even try to make you some ramps or something."

      I barely got the words out before Aisling launched at me and wrapped her arms around my neck.

      "You're the best," she squealed, planting a kiss on my cheek.

      I hugged her tight, rubbing my hand up and down her back and letting out a low chuckle. "Come on now, let's get your room done."

      "Yeah!" Aisling let go of my shoulders to instead grab my hand. She dragged me toward the door, and I had to run to keep up with her or risk being tugged across the floor like a ragdoll.

      "Wait for me," Wisty called after us. I thought I heard her and Martha following, but with how heavy Aisling's footsteps were on the stairs, I couldn't be sure.

      We made it to Aisling's room in a matter of seconds, and she flung open the door to reveal a room that was as chaotic as the woman herself. Clothes littered the floor, along with dumbbells and weights, and I half expected there to be mousetraps hidden here and there from some discarded prank.

      The closet door was open, and her clothes and stuffed animals spilled out onto the floor. Drawers were haphazardly ripped open, their contents spilling over their sides.

      In short, it looked like someone had ransacked the place.

      "You really need to clean this place up," I said as I stepped over a pile of clothes. I had no idea if they were clean or dirty, or if something heavy waited under them to catch my toe on, so I stepped around them carefully.

      "I need a bigger closet and more shelves and stuff," Aisling insisted. "Then it would be…Well, it wouldn't be as bad as this."

      "I'll make you some if you promise to clean this place up."

      "I will." She beamed at me.

      "I see Hurricane Aisling did a number on this room," Wisty joked as she and Martha caught up to us. "Thank you for not making such a mess in the room we share."

      Aisling shot finger guns at Wisty with a 'pew-pew' sound effect, then looked at me. "Ready to work your magic, Mark?" she asked.

      I nodded, then placed my hand on the wall and closed my eyes. I imagined the room getting longer and wider, and the inside of the closet growing along with it. From the gasps that Aisling released, I knew that my spatial distortion magic was working, and I pushed it to my limits to give her the space that she needed to run around and be crazy.

      "I'll clean this up now, you'll see," Aisling cried.

      By the time I had finished my work and opened my eyes, she was already gathering up her clothes and stuffing them into the closet.

      There was no rhyme or reason to how she packed things away, but she seemed content doing it, so I just took one look around the enlarged room, which was now as spacious as a stadium skating rink, and decided to move on to my next target.

      "Don't push yourself too hard," Martha said as I exited Aisling's room.

      "I'm not," I assured both her and Wisty, who also looked ready to fuss over me. "I have a ton of magic just itching to be used."

      "If you say so," Wisty said.

      "I do." I took her hand and pressed a kiss to the back of it.

      She smiled and blushed slightly.

      We held hands as I led the way to Belphie's room, and Martha tagged along with us, seeming eager to be a part of everything.

      I knocked lightly on her door, unsure if she was awake or asleep at this hour of the morning.

      If she wasn't, I for sure didn't want to wake up a demon of sloth. That seemed like a bad idea.

      "You may enter," Belphie called from the other side of the door.

      "Okay." I twisted the knob, found it unlocked, and let the three of us in.

      Belphie's room was a different kind of cluttered than Aisling's. Her closet was bursting with outfits, but they were all neatly organized according to color and style. The books on her shelves overflowed, but they were grouped by genre and then title. The desk where she worked was covered in piles of fabric and sewing supplies, but they were all neatly organized.

      "Ah, you are not alone," she said as she rose from where she had been lying on the bed and watching stuff on my old laptop—which she had more or less laid her claim on. "I thought perhaps you wished to entangle our bodies once more."

      "Later, definitely," I assured, then cleared my throat. "I actually came to make your room bigger."

      "Hmm." Belphie paused, looking around her room. "Yes, I do believe it is cramped."

      "To say the least." I chuckled.

      "Well, do what you must," Belphie said, making it sound like some sort of punishment, though I saw how her tail flicked around in excitement.

      This time I worked my magic with my eyes open, and I watched the walls elongate, stretching outward, forming new space where I could add a new desk for Belphie and perhaps a mannequin, if I could find one somewhere. I made the room big enough that she wouldn't have to live in clutter, but small enough that she wouldn't have to walk too far.

      The closet was where I poured most of my spatial distortion magic.

      I made Belphie a huge walk-in closet that would house all of her current clothes and gave her plenty of room for storing supplies or even more clothes.

      "This suits me nicely," Belphie said as she strolled toward the closet and took a look inside. "I have desired a larger closet for as long as I have taken over this room."

      "Well, there you go," I said, beaming a smile at her despite the wave of dizziness that hit me. It passed in a moment, and no one seemed to notice that I'd pushed myself a little too hard, so I kept it to myself.

      Belphie pursed her lips, glancing at Wisty and Martha. She closed the distance between the two of us, and her wing stretched out, shielding us from view long enough for her to press a kiss to my lips.

      "Thank you," she said, her voice unusually shy. "I do wish you obtained some of my raw power from our coupling, but this is also a useful skill."

      "It'll be okay, Belphie," I promised, reaching out to gently caress her arm. "You'll see."

      "I hope you are right."

      She took my free hand, and it was only then that I remembered Wisty held onto the other. I gave both a reassuring squeeze.

      "What else shall we do today?" I asked. "I still have lots of magic left in me. I could make our room bigger?" I was sure that I had enough magic left for that.

      "We shouldn't be too loud, so that Nicollette can rest," Wisty said.

      "Ah, yeah, true." Though with the noise Aisling made going up and down the stairs, I wasn't sure that the vampire would get any rest at all unless I could find a way to soundproof her room.

      Another project to add to the list, I thought with a sigh.

      Then a cold shiver ran down my spine that could only mean one thing.

      A demon had appeared.

      And it wasn't one whose energy I recognized.
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      "Here we go," I said calmly, though my heart hammered in my chest.

      I dropped the hands I held and started toward the stairs, but I didn't rush. I walked with even, purposeful steps, and even paused to put my shoes on before heading out the back door.

      I did this in part to keep the girls calm, but also to ready myself for whatever challenger I was about to face.

      Despite running on a half-empty tank, I was confident that I could handle whoever, or whatever, was waiting for me.

      A strange demon stood in my backyard, a little ways away from my flourishing garden.

      This one looked taller than me, broader than me, and definitely meaner than me. A deep scowl marred his features so much that I could hardly make out the green of his eyes. His red hair, which reminded me of a fire, seemed to move with a life of its own, and it took me a moment to realize that it was this guy's aura of power that was ruffling it.

      "Wrath," Belphie said from behind me. "Both his name and nature."

      "Somehow, that doesn't surprise me," I murmured, my mind reeling as I tried to come up with a way to deal with a guy whose very nature was akin to roid rage.

      The answer was simple.

      I had to placate him; to quell his rage.

      "Hi, I'm Mark," I said as I took a few steps toward him. I gestured for Belphie, Wisty, Aisling, and Martha to stay where they were. I didn't want them to be too close to me in case things got ugly.

      "I know," he replied. "Don't waste my time with your words, they will not sway me."

      Not a great start, I thought, but I wasn't easily deterred. If I was, I wouldn't have bought this house to begin with.

      "Come on, Wrath, we can talk this out," I said. "Doesn't it make you angry that Asmodeus is using you?"

      A deep, eerie chuckle reminiscent of a snarling dragon rattled from his chest, and he shook his head, which had two large bull-like horns.

      "I come here willingly for my Lady," Wrath said. "I am here to prove my worth to her, so that she might consider me as a potential mate."

      Shit, this is getting out of hand.

      "Come on, you shouldn't have to fight to prove your worth to anyone," I said.

      "I want to."

      Just as I felt the situation spinning wildly out of my control, Wrath threw himself at me. He wasn't as fast as Belphie, but he didn't have to be when I was still in my human form.

      I just barely managed to dodge his fist, which seemed to fly past me in slow motion. His hand was so cracked and scarred that he must have used brick walls as punching bags. As I rolled away, I summoned forth my reaper powers. My sickle and chain appeared in one hand, and the lantern appeared in the other. Before I could even panic that things weren't going my way, he came at me again.

      Only this time he didn't use his fists.

      This time, he summoned a fucking giant claymore out of thin air and swung it at me like he was trying to behead me.

      That was the moment that I realized I was in deep shit.

      Wrath swung his sword in a broad arc that narrowly missed me. The blade sank into the ground, and I swung the sickle at his body, slashing across his chest.

      But despite how deep his blade had been stuck and how fast I moved, he managed to block with his claymore. The large two-handed sword had to be as tall as I was, and Wrath wielded it like it was made of foam.

      "Watch out!" Wisty screamed.

      I just managed to avoid a swing of his fist—apparently, he could wield the sword with one hand.

      He didn't seem particularly skilled in using it, like he just wanted to wield it to look cool, but it didn't matter.

      Wrath was faster and stronger than I was. If I was going to win this fight, then I needed to be smarter. I needed to get a solid hit with my sickle so that I could steal his soul and render him useless.

      "I bet Asmo will never date your ugly ass," I said, hoping that pissing him off enough would make him a sloppy fighter.

      "Don't call my Lady by such a vile pet name." He spat on the ground, and the grass where the gelatinous glob landed sizzled and smoked. Then he came at me like a red bullet.

      I rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding his massive sword and the swing of his fist.

      A searing pain in my side made me look down, and I saw four gash marks in my shirt that rapidly turned red.

      "Mark!" Aisling and Wisty cried.

      "No, you cannot go to him. It is a duel." Belphie easily held them back. For a moment, I caught her eye, and I saw something there that I hoped I would never see again.

      Fear.

      But I wasn't done.

      "Big guy like you, all roided out, bet your pecker is the size of a toothpick," I said.

      He took offense to that.

      With a roar, Wrath swung his sword so hard that it sunk down into the earth again, and I avoided it by rolling into the garden.

      That didn't stop Wrath. He tore his sword free, and a clod of dirt went flying through the air. He hacked and slashed his way through our vegetables, chasing me with relentless speed and strength that tore up the lawn. He was so fast that he clipped me time and time again, and so strong that the blade easily pierced and sliced at my flesh.

      I didn't even have a chance to launch a counterattack, and I knew why.

      I'd wasted so much magic that I was too weak to keep up with him. Maybe if I had taken the threat of the final knight seriously, things would have been different, but I hadn't. I'd goofed off. I'd prioritized the house over our safety.

      And now I was paying for it.

      I just need to get him once with the sickle, I told myself, ignoring the sting of the many cuts covering my body. Those didn't matter. My pain didn't matter.

      I needed to win, and I'd do anything to come out on top.

      Wrath came at me again, and while I was tucking and rolling on the ground to avoid his sword, I grabbed a hunk of dirt. The instant I saw an opening, I hurled it at his face.

      "Gah!" Wrath snarled, using his free hand to wipe at his eyes.

      I saw my moment, and I lurched at him, sickle extended.

      I saw him pop an eye open and grin at me in the horrifying second before I made contact.

      He used the sword to block my sickle, and the force of the blocked strike rattled down my arms and through my body. With the sword planted in the ground between us like a wall, he gripped the handle and used it for leverage as he struck out with his foot.

      A sickening crack filled the air, and the screams of the girls barely registered on me as I sailed through the air. An eruption of pain in my side stole away my breath, my senses; my ability to speak or think. For a moment, the entire world went black, but I struggled to hold on.

      How dare this guy come to my house and piss on my lawn?

      Gathering my strength, I tried to sit but found something cold and metallic against my neck. It cut the skin slightly, and a warm trickle of blood ran down the side of my neck. I didn't really feel that though. I was pretty sure I had broken a rib or two because my body was screaming in agony.

      "Do not kill him," Belphie snarled from the sidelines.

      "I'll fuck you up!" Aisling cried. I heard a hitch in her voice, like she was crying, but I couldn't turn my head to her.

      "He didn't do anything wrong," Wisty openly sobbed.

      "Let him go!" Martha cried from where she knelt in the grass.

      Wrath just laughed. "My Lady gave me explicit orders," he said.

      I swallowed, but I didn't close my eyes. I didn't flinch. If I was going to die, I was going to stare him in the eyes. I wasn't going to give him the satisfaction of seeing me afraid.

      "To humiliate you in front of your clan," Wrath said as he slowly withdrew the blade from my throat. I could tell from the malice in his leering eyes that he would have rathered killing me right then and there. "She said it was crueler to let you live with the knowledge that you cannot protect your clan."

      Wrath looked at the girls, then at my broken, bleeding body. He laughed.

      "I see what she meant," he said.

      I craned my neck to look at my girls, and my heart sank.

      Tears streamed down Wisty's face. Her mouth was open and moving like she was speaking, but I couldn't make out the words she spoke. I didn't even know if they were meant for me, but the moment our eyes locked, she lost it and started screaming.

      Aisling had an arm around her, and the two of them were using the other to keep themselves on their feet. She was crying, damn near hyperventilating, and as I watched, they sank to the ground on their knees.

      Martha used her long sleeves to dab at the moisture in the corners of her eyes. I could tell she was trying to stay strong, but her shuddering breaths rattled her chest.

      Belphie bared her teeth like fangs. She snarled at Wrath like a rabid dog, and I half expected her to tear him limb from limb, but she didn't. She respected our duel—and in the depths of her violet eyes, I once again saw a fear that rattled me to the core.

      I had lost.

      And if Wrath had wanted to, he could have killed me, and done who knows what with the girls.

      The reality of that realization hurt more than any physical pain ever could.

      "My Lady Asmodeus reserved the right of killing you for herself, and she is well capable," Wrath said, his chest swelling with pride. "I wish I could stay and watch you squirm, but I have to report back to her." He paused, grinning so wide that he showed off his fangs.

      "Oh, and Beelzebub and Raum were not a test, they were just a distraction to lull you into a false sense of security." He chuckled so hard that he stuck the sword in the ground and doubled over as if in stitches. "My Lady knew they could be easily swayed. She was testing their loyalty as well as your mettle."

      I turned my head and spat up some blood.

      Maniacal laughter echoed across the lawn, and Wrath and his sword disappeared in a cloud of smoke that left a final warning.

      "We'll be back."

      I swore I saw him grinning like the Cheshire Cat in the wisps of smoke, but he and it vanished.

      My head flopped down into the grass, and the girls crowded around me, but I just stared at the sky.

      I'd been riding so high for so long that I forgot what it was to fall. I hadn't struggled with much of anything since I'd bought the house—even fighting off the entire neighborhood had been a cinch because I had everyone at my side.

      But there were some things that only I could do.

      I was a clan leader.

      I had to protect what was mine—the girls, the house, the neighborhood.

      At that moment, I realized I was no better than a demon, because I'd let my hubris get the better of me.

      "He needs to go to a hospital," Aisling said. "I can take him on Imogen."

      "No, he'll heal better here, with the house," Martha said.

      "Can you heal him?" Belphie asked.

      "Not exactly, but the magic of the house, which makes him stronger and more durable, also increases his healing."

      "He doesn't seem to be healing at all," Wisty said. She was crouched by me. At some point, she'd put my head in her lap, but I wasn't sure when. Perhaps I had passed out for a moment.

      "He needs time," Martha insisted.

      "He needs a doctor," Aisling argued.

      I listened to the back and forth while my body throbbed in agony, but after a few moments, Belphie crouched, carefully scooped me into her arms, and carried me toward the house.

      "We will tend to his wounds," she said, taking charge of the situation. "If he does not show signs of improvement, we will take him to human doctors."

      "Thanks," I said. I really didn't have it in me to deal with their arguing or to make the best decision for myself, but I knew Belphie was the most level-headed.

      "I am sorry," she whispered, so low that I doubted anyone but me heard the words. "I should have seen this coming. I should have known that my sister was clever enough to pull off such a stunt."

      "You warned me to save my magic, and I didn't listen," I murmured, nestling into the warmth of her massive chest. "This is on me and only me."

      She frowned but didn't say anything.

      "Take him to the room under the stairs," Martha said. "The magic of the house is strongest there."

      "I still think we should take him to a doctor," Aisling said.

      "He is still a human," Wisty said, "they might be able to help him."

      Belphie continued on, ignoring their arguments. She did take me to the room under the stairs, where she lay me down on a couch. Gingerly, she ran her hand over my hair, then caressed my cheek.

      "Fetch me a bowl of warm water and a cloth," she commanded.

      "But—" Aisling began.

      "You can obey me, or you can leave."

      Aisling swallowed hard, then nodded and ran off up the stairs.

      "Wisteria, find something we can use for bandages," Belphie said.

      "I think we have some in the bathroom, actually," Wisty said, then took off up the stairs after Aisling.

      "Martha, I require a tub of ice cream and a spoon."

      Martha nodded and ran away from us.

      "You're gonna eat ice cream at a time like this?" I weakly teased.

      "It is for stress relief," Belphie said. "And also to rest against this welt on your cheek."

      "Didn't notice it."

      "You are bleeding from many places, I doubt you can feel all of them."

      "True."

      Belphie started undressing me, her warm hands gently ripping my clothes apart so that she could tend to me without having to move me too much. I was surprised by how gentle she was.

      I was equally surprised by the tender kiss that she pressed to my forehead.

      "I thought for a moment that I had lost you," she said, her voice quivering. It was so slight that I almost didn't hear it, and she swallowed to clear her throat. "Please do not do this to me again."

      "I'll be taking threats a lot more seriously from now on," I promised, resting my hand gently against her cheek. It felt unusually clammy, and I realized just how distressed she was. "I can't let you girls down again."

      "You cannot get hurt like this again. You must promise me," she pleaded.

      "You know that I can't."

      Belphie frowned, but she nodded her understanding.

      "We were lucky this time. Wrath didn't want the clan, he just wanted to impress Asmo. If I lose again…"

      "Our entire fate is in your hands," Belphie said.

      I nodded. I wanted to say that I wouldn't let them down again, but I couldn't.

      Partly because I wasn't sure I could, and partly because I passed out.
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      Time passed agonizingly slowly while I was confined to the couch. Sure, I had the girls keeping me company, and my Switch to keep me occupied when I didn't feel like talking, but I wasn't used to just lying around anymore.

      I wanted to be up and about, I wanted to be doing something, I wanted to be useful, but no one would let me.

      Including my own body.

      The house was doing its job and healing me at a rate that would have stunned any doctors I might have visited, but it wasn't an immediate thing, as I had hoped it would be.

      Then again, I'd probably broken several ribs and I was littered with cuts and bruises, so it was a wonder that I wasn't just curled in a ball somewhere like a wounded animal.

      My wounds were wrapped and bandaged poorly, but the girls had done their best to tend to me, so I didn't complain about anything, except when they wound bandages so tight that it hurt. Even then, I felt bad, but they were always happy to try again.

      Belphie had taken charge of the house while I was laid up, and she forced Wisty to keep up her work in the greenhouse and Aisling to keep the house clean. Martha taught herself how to do the laundry and other basic tasks to help Aisling. Belphie had taken up 'cooking' for me, but she prepared the most simple of meals—usually toast or a microwaved dinner.

      I didn't complain, it was far beneath the demon princess to prepare food for anyone, and I appreciated all of their hard work.

      While the others were asleep at night, Nicollette watched over me, helping me with anything I might need. Fetching me water for my meds, helping me to the bathroom, getting me a snack.

      I was one lucky bastard, and I had been this close to losing it all.

      It was no surprise when I woke in the middle of the night and found Nicollette reading one of Belphie's books by the light of the candle on the hearth. I couldn't help admiring the way that the light played over her pretty, somewhat angular face. It reflected in her dark eyes, turning them a sort of honey color that softened them. Her brown hair cascaded down her shoulders, pooling on her chest.

      I drank in the sight of her while I waited to see if she would notice that I was awake.

      Nicollette's slender legs were crossed, one bare foot resting on the floor and the other bouncing in the air. Her casual red dress stopped at about her knees, and she had the fabric smoothed out over her thighs. It was strapless, and I wasn't entirely sure how the thing stayed up, besides the curve of her breasts keeping it in place.

      They were about average, a respectable fullness, and something seemed to be pushing them together and up, increasing her cleavage. I spent too long staring at the delicate golden chain that hung between them, pooling in the curve of her breasts.

      Nicollette's lips weren't painted today, and they were pursed slightly. One hand held the book, while the other traced shapes on her chin as she read.

      I'd seen her sultry and seductive, even wild and free, but this was the first time I ever viewed her as cute.

      I couldn't help smiling despite myself.

      Her eyes, which still looked like pools of honey, darted to me.

      "Ah, I didn't realize you had awoken," she said as she grabbed a bookmark and tucked it into her book.

      "What're you reading there?" I asked.

      "Just a romance. It was this or murder books." She chuckled in her usual sultry lilt.

      "What would you read if you had the choice?"

      "Hmm." Her eyes wandered to the burning candle on the hearth. Eventually, they found their way back to me, and she shrugged. "I'm more into experiencing things for myself than reading about them."

      "Fair enough," I said as I pushed myself to sit up. A stab of pain shot up my side, and I lay back again with a groan.

      "Do try to keep still, Mark," Nicollette said as she stood and came to my side. "It has only been two days since you were injured."

      "Fuck, I thought it was like a week." I sighed, slapping my palm against my forehead. Even that hurt. I guessed I had a bruise there too.

      "Sorry to be the one to tell you," she said, giving a playful smile as she sat on the arm of the couch. Her thigh brushed against me, slightly cool to the touch, and the scent of some sort of perfume filled my lungs. It was subtle, slightly sweet, and I found myself inhaling deeper to get a better whiff of it.

      "You poor man," Nicollette said as she ran her fingers through my hair. The nail slightly scraped my scalp, making me shiver pleasantly. "You have so much on your shoulders. I don't envy you."

      "Is that why you never started a clan of your own?" I asked.

      "I'm not a leader—I mean, I lead the HOA, but that's different. Especially now that no one is living in constant fear." She shrugged. "Their lives aren't in my hands."

      "Yeah…" I trailed off and stared at the ceiling.

      "You had no idea what you were getting yourself into when you decided to become a clan leader," Nicollette said. "It's unfair that you were thrust into the middle of this mess."

      "It is what it is." I shrugged. "I don't regret becoming a clan leader, I just regret not taking everything as seriously as I should have been."

      She smiled, giving me a flash of fangs.

      "What?" I asked.

      "You're down, but you're not out. I like that. Sure, you feel bad, but you're not out for the count, nor drowning in sorrow for yourself."

      "I mean, I feel a little sorry for myself."

      "There's a difference between feeling a little sorry for where you find yourself and drowning in so much of that sorrow that you can't see the way forward," Nicollette said. "It's okay to lament a loss. You forget, I devour fear, and I know you're not afraid. You were a little, at the beginning, but not anymore."

      "I am afraid of letting everyone down," I corrected, "but I'm determined not to have a repeat of what happened the other day. I won't fail you guys again."

      Nicollette nodded, a smirk playing over her lips. "That's why I have admired you since the moment I met you. Once you set your mind to something, you go all out." She chuckled slightly, a soft, almost mischievous laugh. "I still remember that costume party you threw. The neighborhood was terrified of you, but you did your best to try to bring them around."

      "No thanks to you," I teased. I finally managed to sit up on the couch, and Nicollette slid off of the arm to sit beside me.

      "No thanks to me." She grinned, though it faltered slightly. "I am sorry for all the trouble I've caused, you know."

      "I know, and I know you won't do it again," I assured.

      I rested a hand over my side, which throbbed with pain.

      "Would you like me to get you anything?" Nicollette asked.

      "Nah, I'm fine. I can't take more meds yet." I shrugged.

      "I know that you're a clan leader, but you can depend on us too."

      "I know. I learned that lesson already."

      Nicollette nodded, and a serene silence fell over us as we watched the flickering of the candle of the hearth. It was bright and strong, so much taller and thicker than when I'd first seen it.

      "It hasn't glowed blue since Martha got a body," I said absently.

      "I guess that was her," she replied.

      "Guess so."

      We fell into a deep silence once again, but it wasn't uncomfortable.

      I felt something move slightly beside me, and from the corner of my eye, I saw her hand inching closer to mine. I didn't move, I let her come to me, and soon our fingers were brushing.

      When they did, I took control. I placed my hand over hers and gave it a slight squeeze.

      "You really don't think of us as monsters, do you?" she asked. Her voice was uncharacteristically soft, teetering on the verge of vulnerability.

      "Of course not," I said, turning my head to look at her properly. She was a gorgeous woman, with a slender, lithe figure, and she looked entirely normal, besides the fangs that occasionally showed when she spoke or smiled. "You don't look like a monster."

      "Those are the worst kinds," she said, "the ones you really need to be afraid of."

      I shook my head. "You're not a monster, Nicollette. Nothing you could say or do could convince me of that."

      "Even after unleashing a massive fear spell on the neighborhood that forced all of Sunnyside to pick up arms against you?" She arched her brow. "Sounds pretty monstrous to me."

      "You also helped us with that," I reminded her.

      "For selfish reasons—like saving my own skin and finding you wildly attractive."

      I sighed. I had a feeling she wasn't going to listen to my words, no matter what I said, but it didn't stop me from trying anyways. Even when I was dealing with my own issues and bruised ego.

      "You were a woman backed into a corner. You were offered a solution and you took it because you were starving. Not for an hour or a day, but for your entire life, I bet." I pinned her with my stare, and those honey-brown eyes wavered as they gazed back at me. "Anyone else would have lost their damn mind long before now, if they were subjected to such a thing."

      "I…" Nicollette hesitated. "For once, I am speechless."

      "Then don't say anything, just listen to me," I said. "You're a strong, amazing woman, Nic, not a monster." She cocked her head at my shortening of her name, but I continued, "You've survived this long on your own, doing what you could to provide for yourself, but now you have a clan. Now, I don't know how normal clans work, but I know one thing—my clan is my family. Family sticks together, through thick and thin. We help each other, we love each other, and we're there for the good times and the bad. We'll find a way to feed you, I promise."

      Nicollette stared at me with wide, dancing eyes like she was looking for a hint of a lie. She didn't find any.

      After a few long moments, she cleared her throat and looked away.

      "My last clan was nothing like this," she whispered, staring at the TV even though it wasn't turned on. Her voice sounded distant. She was obviously lost in the past. "They would lock me up and torment me, depriving me of any fear but my own…"

      I squeezed her hand gently, but I stayed silent, because something told me that she wasn't done yet.

      "When I was so hungry that I had lost my sanity, they'd throw someone else in with me. A human, usually. I attacked them relentlessly, feeding on their fear but never letting them die." Nicollette drew her eyes back to me, pinning me with an intense stare.

      Her honey-brown eyes were haunted.

      "Do you know what it's like to come back to your senses and see someone cowering before you, begging you for their life? What it's like to have no memory of how you got there or why there's a human screaming and wailing at your feet? To hear the laughter of your clan echoing all around because they delight in robbing you of your humanity?" she said. I knew they were all rhetorical questions. She knew damn well that I didn't know how any of that felt, she was just expressing herself.

      "That wasn't the end of their torture, but I doubt that you could stomach hearing more," Nicollette said with a self-deprecating smile.

      "If you want to tell me, I want to hear it," I assured. My chest ached for her, but I could tell that she needed to say all this as much as I wanted to hear it and understand her—to watch the walls between us crumble.

      I let go of her hand so that I could wrap my arm around her shoulders instead. She didn't hesitate to rest her head on my shoulder.

      "Somehow, their physical torture hurt me less than their mental games. They took delight in taunting me, forcing me to try to drink blood and be like them, but I wasn't. It makes me terribly ill to ingest anything. That didn't stop them from forcing me to drink human blood for their amusement," she scoffed, shaking her head against my shoulder and nestling a little closer.

      "They told me that I didn't belong anywhere. I was neither human nor vampire, just a monster that had no place in this world. My former clan leader, Elspeth, kept me as a glorified pet. An oddity…" Nicollette trailed off, then blew out a sigh that tickled my skin. "She would often collar me and force me to crawl around on my hands and knees like some sort of animal. She'd…even make me perform tricks. Fetch balls."

      Nicollette lifted her head from my shoulder and pinned me with a stare. "I swore that I'd never let myself be captured by a clan again, but I couldn't make it on my own." Her voice cracked slightly, and she quickly turned her face away.

      This was the most honest and vulnerable that I'd ever seen her, and I wasn't about to let her down.

      "You didn't," I assured. "You found us, saw how we interacted, and opted to join."

      "Because I am a coward," she whispered.

      "You're not." I squeezed her against my side.

      "I am. My old clan is still out there, minus Elspeth, who I killed with my own hands."

      "And you're afraid that they'll retaliate," I said.

      "They will, whenever they find me." She scoffed a laugh. "You must hate me for bringing this onto your clan. I know I should have mentioned it before I joined but—"

      "It's fine."

      She cocked her head and a brow. "What?"

      "Look, I get it. You did what you had to do to protect yourself. At first, you were scared that you couldn't trust us, then you were scared that we'd turn you away. If we did, you wouldn't have had anywhere to turn, would you?" I asked.

      Nicollette shook her head. "I would have been completely on my own, as I have been for a long time."

      "Not anymore," I assured. "And Nic?"

      "Yes?" Her eyes danced as they took me in. I swore there was a hint of a tear in the corner of her left eye, but she didn't allow it to swell and fall.

      "If your old clan sets foot in Sunnyside, I'll wipe them off the face of the planet."

      Nicollette stared at me in disbelief, then huffed a laugh.

      "You'd be wise to do that," she said. "They would ruin the peace of this place," she said. "They would kill every human you're close to in order to get to you. Then the rest just for their own amusement. I don't say this to scare you, nor to make you hate vampires, as I'm sure they're not all the same, but my former clan? They're monsters, even compared to me."

      "You're no monster." I sighed. I knew just saying it wasn't enough, but I wanted to get it into her stubborn head.

      "That remains to be seen…but I appreciate the gesture." She smiled up at me, her eyes shimmering slightly.

      As we sat there, Nicollette's somewhat cool body pressed into my side, and her silky brown hair trailing down my shoulder, I felt a pang of animal attraction.

      This was a gorgeous woman who admitted to wanting me since we'd first met. She was here with me, sharing her darkest secrets, her deepest insecurities, her greatest vulnerabilities.

      Showing me a side of herself that I could never have dreamed of seeing.

      And it was irresistible.

      I tried to hold back, but the moment I saw her pink tongue dab her lips, making them glisten in the light of the candle, I couldn't do it any longer.

      Leaning in, I closed the small distance between us and pressed my lips against hers.

      She immediately opened her mouth, gifting my tongue entry, and I gladly accepted.

      Our tongues mingled together, dancing in her mouth, and we kissed so hungrily, so needily, that it didn't take long for me to break away to catch my breath.

      "I've been wanting to do that since I first met you," she shamelessly admitted, trailing her thumb over her bottom lip. "Well, that and more."

      "Yeah, you've been pretty obvious about it," I said with a chuckle.

      "What can I say? I see what I want, I go after it." Nicollette smiled, showing off a hint of fang.

      I thought that she might want more, but instead of going in for another kiss, she nestled into me again.

      I drew her closer, pulling her legs into my lap and letting her cuddle completely into me.

      I knew that Nicolette was a confident, strong woman, but I also knew that she was hurting. She didn't need me to throw her down on the couch and make love to her, not right now. She needed my affection and support.

      And as much as my body ached, I was glad to give it.

      I rested my chin on top of her head and closed my eyes.

      "No one has ever treated me so tenderly," she softly admitted, her words tickling my skin.

      "Well, you better get used to it," I replied, feeling sleep pull at me.

      "I think I could," she softly replied.
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      "Of course you would say that! This is all your fault," someone shouted, jerking me out of my sleep with such force that I nearly fell on the floor.

      "Oh dear, it seems they're at it again," Nicollette whispered.

      She was wedged between myself and the cushion, which surprised me a little, but I didn't entirely mind even though her slender body pressed up against some bruises.

      "How are you?" she asked as she crawled off of me and sat on the edge of the couch beside my head. Her sweet perfume tickled my nose, and it would have made me relax, if there wasn't a shouting match going on upstairs.

      "I'll live." I shrugged. "What's happening up there?"

      "Your clan has been…disquieted, since you took ill," Nicollette replied.

      "You could have done something!" a voice I recognized as Aisling's echoed from above.

      "No time for explanations, we better get up there," I said.

      "They wouldn't appreciate you up and about while you're still injured," Nicollette said.

      "Then they should keep it down."

      She nodded her agreement, and I thought that she might try to keep me where I was, but instead she helped me to my feet like I was a toddler and she was helping me take my first steps.

      Luckily, I could walk on my own, but Nicollette insisted on me taking her arm and us walking together up the stairs like a couple going down the aisle.

      "Who cares about rules!" Wisty shouted. I had never heard her raise her voice before, so I knew that things were serious.

      We hustled up the stairs, and followed the sounds of arguing and stamping feet to the living room on the first floor.

      "How could you let this happen?" Aisling demanded. Her voice was hoarse, full of a torrent of emotions. Fear, anger, betrayal all melded together to form a heart-wrenching tone that made my stomach drop.

      "No one let anything happen," Martha said. "Mark didn't want us to interfere, or he would have asked."

      "He didn't have time to ask, he was getting beat on because he used too much of his magic earlier," Wisty cried. Tears streamed down her cheeks. "Why didn't you let us go to him?"

      "Rules are rules," Belphie replied. There was a sharp edge of annoyance to her voice.

      "Rules are meant to be broken!" Aisling argued. "Who cares about that shit when Mark is in danger?" She threw her hands up in frustration, then grabbed her head from her shoulders. She drew her arm back like she was about to hurl her head at Belphie.

      "That's enough!" I said, my voice booming out over all of their protests.

      Aisling faltered mid-throw, fumbling her head and dropping it on the floor.

      "Ow!" her head cried, but her body ran toward me.

      Wisty was right there beside her, and the two threw their arms around me. They knocked the wind out of me, but I hugged them back all the same.

      "Careful," Belphie hissed, "he is still injured."

      "Sorry!" Wisty backed off immediately.

      Aisling's headless body stumbled backward, tripped in her head, and she fell flat on her ass.

      "Ow, fuck," she groaned.

      "Are you okay?" I asked.

      She nodded—as best as a severed head could. "What about you?" she asked.

      "Good as can be expected." I shrugged.

      The room fell into silence, and I looked between all five women.

      Wisty was still crying. Though she kept wiping her tears away, more flowed. She donned a shirt of mine that I swore hadn't been washed since I last wore it, judging by all of the wrinkles in it. If I had to guess, she wanted the comfort of my scent while she slept, which was pretty cute.

      Aisling fumbled to get back to her feet. Her eyes were full of fury, so full that I thought they were almost glowing green, but they softened whenever they fell on me. Her hair was wilder than usual, like it hadn't been brushed in days, and I got the distinct sense that she stopped taking care of herself while I was incapacitated.

      Belphie's shoulders were squared, her chin held high and jutting out. She was on the defensive, her violet eyes alert. She relaxed a little after looking me up and down, then calmly approached me. Hesitating, she leaned in and, after extending her wings to block us from view, pressed a soft kiss to my lips like she was afraid of breaking me.

      Martha, whose dress was still a little too big for her, held her hands together in front of herself. She was obviously glad to see me, but she just smiled gently at me, like she didn't want to get in the way.

      Nicollette stood beside me, but I saw her exchanging glances with Belphie, who offered her a curt nod in return. Something unspoken passed between them, before they looked at me.

      "Now," I calmly said, looking each of them in the eyes. "Can someone tell me what's going on here?"

      Everyone tried to speak at once, so I held up my hand.

      "One at a time."

      "Belphie shouldn't have stopped us from entering the fight," Aisling said. "We're a clan, we fight together!"

      "It was not a fight, it was a duel."

      "Sea manatees!"

      "Semantics," Belphie corrected.

      "Yeah, whatever." Aisling rolled her eyes. "You know everything, we get it."

      "Aisling," I said sharply. "I get that you're frustrated, but I won't let you act like that toward anyone else in the clan."

      "But…" she trailed off, leering in Belphie's direction.

      "Belphie is analytical, it's one of her strengths." I spoke calmer this time, because I wanted to deescalate the situation. "I didn't want you girls to get into the fight and to get hurt like I did."

      "But you only got hurt because you had used so much of your magic," Wisty said. Her bottom lip quivered, and her whole body shook slightly with it. "We thought we were going to lose you."

      "We would have, if Wrath was serious." Aisling glared harder at Belphie.

      "I would never have let that happen," Belphie said. "I could have reached him and stopped him in time."

      "You don't know that!"

      "Girls," I said, my voice low with warning.

      "I'm unsure how much you know, Mark, but a clan leader must accept a duel alone," Nicollette said. Under the lights in the living room, her eyes were their usual dark brown. "Breaking those rules means the council can get involved."

      "What council?" I asked.

      "The Council of Clans. You do not wish to meet them. They're an old-fashioned bunch. Many harbor resentment toward other species—and especially humans. They all feel like they should be at the top of the food chain."

      "And if Belphie intervened, they would've come around here sooner or later? How would they even know?" I asked.

      "Witches, most likely," Nicollette replied. "Soothsayers."

      "That makes as much sense as anything else I've learned about since moving here."

      She flashed me a sympathetic smile that had just a hint of fang in it.

      "So, what would have happened in Wrath killed me?" I asked. "Besides the obvious?"

      "He would either disband our clan or elect himself our new leader," Belphie said, and she was quick to continue, "but we would not have abided by that. We would have left the clan, were the worst to happen."

      "If you let the worst happen, you mean," Aisling said bitterly.

      I could tell that things weren't going to simmer down easily, and in a way I understood where they were coming from, but…

      "Belphie made the right choice," I said.

      Belphie and Nicollette nodded together. Even Martha inclined her head slightly in agreement.

      "What?" Wisty and Aisling asked as one.

      "In my absence, she made the best decision for the clan. She protected us from the wrath of the Council of Clans. I believe her when she says that she could have saved me, if it came to that." I fixed my eyes on her violet ones and smiled. "I trust her."

      Belphie blushed. Not a slight blush, but a full reddening of her cheeks that made her look like a shy schoolgirl admitting her feelings to her first crush.

      "I know you two are so riled up because you care for me," I said, and I walked forward to rest a hand on both Aisling's and Wisty's shoulders. "And I appreciate that, but you can't hold a grudge against Belphie for this, when she did what I would expect her to do."

      Wisty sniffled, but she nodded. Her pink eyes turned to Belphie and she approached the other woman slowly, giving her a slight hug.

      "I'm sorry," she said. "I know that you love him as much as we do, but it was so hard, seeing him hurt like that…"

      "It was hard for me as well," Belphie admitted, patting Wisty lightly on the top of the head. As far as Belphie's affection toward others besides me went, that was basically a bear hug.

      Wisty smiled. "No hard feelings?"

      "None whatsoever."

      I was satisfied with that, but Aisling wasn't.

      "You didn't put her in charge, she just assumed it when you were…busy," she muttered. "Why does she get to be in charge? We were here first." She gestured wildly between herself and Wisty.

      "Do you really want to be responsible for the others, Aisling?" I asked with an arched brow. "That's a lot of work, you know."

      "I know, but…"

      "And it requires a lot of thought."

      Her expression soured. "I'm smart, too."

      "I know. You're all smart and talented, but in different ways," I said. "Belphie is analytical, she can see the consequences of actions before they happen. Can you do that?"

      Aisling was quiet. She lowered her eyes to the floor.

      "You're an amazing woman, Aisling. I know that you’re intelligent, don’t doubt that, and you've come a long way from when we first met. Do you remember how you would just pull pranks all the time and never consider how it influenced others?" I asked.

      "Yeah…I still do that sometimes," she whispered, realization dawning over her face. "I know that Belphie is a better leader, but…"

      "You were worried and needed someone to lash out at. I get that, but you should take it out on a literal punching bag, not your family."

      "My family…"

      "We're all family here. Me, you, Wisty, Belphie, Martha, Nicollette. We're in this together, and I bet Asmo would be dancing for joy if she saw us at each other's throats."

      "She would," Belphie confirmed. "In fact, this may all have been part of her plan. She is tricky like that."

      "I'm sorry," Aisling whispered. "I meant what I said, but if Mark said what you did was the right thing, then I accept it…and that you're in charge when he's not around." She bowed her head slightly.

      "It was a hard decision, but she did what she had to do," Nicollette said. She turned to me, propping one hand on her hip and cocking it out slightly. "Belphie made sure that the house didn't fall into disarray while you were gone, and that you always had someone with you, just in case. She's barely rested since you were injured."

      "She even made me shower and brush my teeth." Aisling groaned. "Okay, she really is the best choice. I'm sorry for realsies."

      Belphie inclined her head slightly in what I considered a bow of respect.

      "It's easier to keep fighting for something than admitting that you're wrong," Martha said, smiling gently at everyone. "I'm proud of you all."

      "As am I, and Belphie? Thanks for everything." I leaned in, kissing her on the cheek. She flushed slightly, but I didn't linger there. I kissed Wisty, then Aisling, and I even planted one on Nicollette's and Martha's cheeks as well.

      The five of them smiled at me, and I could almost see each of their shoulders sinking as they slowly relaxed.

      "Would you like some breakfast?" Martha asked.

      "What time is it, anyway?" I asked.

      "About time for me to find a dark place to hide," Nicollette said.

      "How about we all spend some time in the room under the stairs. We could game or watch movies or just relax or whatever. I feel like we could all really use that after everything that's happened."

      "I feel like I need a shower first," Aisling said, sniffing at her armpit and making a face.

      "Ah, yeah, me too," I agreed, realizing it had been like three days since I'd had a proper wash. I couldn't smell myself, but it didn't mean that everyone else couldn't.

      "Let's go then." Aisling grabbed my arm, then relaxed her grip, taking it more gently. "Don't wait up for us!" she called over her shoulder as she led me toward the nearest bathroom.

      "I'm gonna fuck your pain away," she whispered to me.

      "I think that only works for emotional pain." I laughed.

      "Well, we're gonna find out."

      We didn't make it to the shower.

      As soon as the bathroom door was closed, I bent her over the sink, ripped her shorts down, and fucked her from behind. She mewled her delight, pushing back to greet me, acting like her usual submissive self.

      It didn't help with the pain, but it made me feel pretty damn good all the same.
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      The moment Doctor Belphie cleared me to get on my feet again, I started training. I left the chores to the girls, who took turns doing them, and I worked my ass off honing my combat prowess.

      I couldn't have a repeat of what happened with Wrath. I needed to protect what was mine. The house, the girls, everything.

      Belphie's power wasn't exactly useful in combat, not unless I wanted an enemy to chase me through an endless hallway or something, so I refrained from using it despite my desire to expand on the house.

      Instead, I focused my time and a little of my magic practicing the magics I'd acquired from Wisty and Aisling.

      Mostly I focused on the 'reaper' form I'd obtained. It made me stronger and faster, but also gave me the ability to steal souls. One well-placed slice of my sickle, and I could render even a demon like Wrath useless.

      I was training by myself, practicing my ability with the chain and sickle, when Belphie stalked across the lawn. At first, I thought she had a snake in her hand.

      "I crafted this for you," Belphie said, offering me a leather belt.

      I first thought it had some sort of pattern carved into it. I eventually realized it had dozens of tiny pockets sewn into the leather. They were so small that I couldn't fathom what they were meant for.

      "Thanks," I said. I meant it, but I still didn't know what was with the pockets. Dismissing my magic and the lantern and sickle along with it, I accepted the belt.

      "Wisteria suggested that you both carry useful seeds around, so I made a matching one for her as well."

      "Ooh, neat," I said, looking it over. Like with everything Belphie made, it was of a top-tier quality, like something you'd get at a specialty store. She was a master of her craft.

      "You will have to remember what is where, though, I was unsure how to make that easier for you."

      "You've already done enough," I assured, planting a kiss on her lips. I hooked the belt around my hips, through the loops of my pants, and secured it around my waist. "Fits like a glove. How do I look?"

      "Dashing." She smiled, satisfied with herself, then straightened. "She asked that you meet her in your quarters."

      "Will do," I said, taking my phone from my back pocket and checking the time. "I guess it's about time I head to bed, anyway."

      "Yes, you do not want to end up draining too much of your energy training," Belphie agreed.

      We walked across the lawn together and toward the front door. We shared a soft kiss at the top of the second flight of stairs, before she carried on to the third floor.

      Her full ass bounced with each step she took, and I couldn't help lingering on it a moment before heading to the room that I shared with Wisty and Aisling.

      The light was on, and I opened the door to find them both awake and standing over Wisty's chest—a literal treasure chest—that contained most of her possessions. I arched my brow, surprised that they weren't waiting naked for me in bed.

      "What's up?" I asked.

      "Mark!" they exclaimed in unison. They exchanged a glance and laughed.

      "I was just talking to Aisling about some of the seeds I have," Wisty said.

      "There's some weird shit in here, man. Weeeeird shit," Aisling said. "Like, I remembered a man-eating plant from that battle we had with the neighborhood, but I thought it was just a giant venus fly trap or something."

      "It wasn't?" I asked, remembering that the aforementioned plant had kind of looked like Victreebel from my Pokémon days. I'd forgotten to ask about it because of the sheer chaos of that night.

      "It was a magical plant," Wisty said, beaming and clearly happy to share the knowledge. "Elenor would sometimes bring exotic seeds back for me when she traveled. Souvenirs, she called them."

      "That's pretty cool," I said. I hadn't heard Wisty talk about her adoptive mother in a while, but basically every time she did, I learned something new about the ex-merc mage.

      "So, what do we have?" I asked, putting an arm around Aisling and one around Wisty and leaning in to look over the contents of the chest. Dozens, perhaps even hundreds of tiny packets, containers, and envelopes lay inside, all neatly organized and labeled in the prettiest, loopiest handwriting I'd ever seen.

      "Well, I've been thinking hard about what we could use in a battle situation, but my imagination is kind of limited," Wisty admitted.

      "That's where I came in." Aisling jerked both of her thumbs at herself. "She told me all about some of these guys, and I've picked out the crème de la crème." She did a chef's kiss, then grinned at me.

      "And what did your twisted little mind come up with?" I asked, unable to resist a smirk of my own.

      "Okay!" She clapped. "I'll let Wisty explain what each does, and we'll see if you come to the same conclusions I did." She pointed finger guns at Wisty. "Ready?"

      "Ready," Wisty said.

      "Then let's get this show on the road!" She picked up a packet of seeds that lay next to the chest. There were several more there, from what I could see.

      "These are Smokecaps," Wisty said. "When disturbed, they release a cloud of black smoke that's hard to get rid of."

      "How prominent is the smoke?" I asked, glancing at Aisling, whose grin widened.

      "Enough to hide in." Wisty smiled.

      "So, I can use them as a smoke screen or smoke bomb," I said.

      "Ding, ding, ding, we have a winner!" Aisling pumped a fist into the air.

      Her energy was infectious.

      "That's great, I told you that you were smart," I said, ruffling her red hair.

      "Aw, thanks."

      "What's next, Wisty?" I asked as I turned to the garden nymph.

      "These," she said as she picked up a small yellow envelope, "are affectionately named Killer Tentacles."

      "Okay, sounds promising." I nodded.

      "The name really got me too," Aisling said.

      "They grow in tendrils and will attack anything that comes near them. They have a deadly toxin in their thorns that can kill almost anything," Wisty said.

      "Sounds dangerous, but we can control them, so…" I nodded slowly. "I mean, something like that has a lot of utilities. A snare, an obstacle, stuff like that."

      "Right?" Aisling grinned. "And she has the plant that cures the poison too, so we're not in any real danger."

      "Great countermeasure." I smiled at Wisty, who bashfully tucked a strand of green hair behind her pointed ear.

      "Up next," Aisling said as she grabbed a packet and rattled the contents, "are these beauties." She flipped the label toward me.

      "Popovers?" I asked. "Aren't they a baked good?"

      She shrugged. "I didn't name it."

      "They're another type of mushroom," Wisty said. "They have a springy top."

      "No fucking way," I said, glancing at Aisling.

      "Yes fucking way." She grinned.

      "So, it's a bouncy mushroom?" I asked.

      "I didn't understand the significance, but Aisling was excited about this one," Wisty said.

      "It's a video game thing. I'll show you an example sometime," I promised.

      "I'd like that." She smiled sweetly.

      "Last, but certainly not least," Aisling said as she whipped up the final packet that was next to the chest, "are Spitters."

      "They shoot seeds," Wisty said.

      "At a high velocity. We tried one in the greenhouse and it hurt like a bitch." Aisling lifted her sleeve to show off a red welt. "This is after it's healed for a few hours."

      "Huh." I stroked my jaw. "So, not only can it shoot seeds like some kinda plant-based gun, I can then grow those seeds into more plants." I grinned at the thought.

      Aisling slapped me playfully on the back. "I knew you'd get it!"

      "Great work, you two." I grinned, then kissed them each in turn.

      "I'll make sure to put these to good use." I set about carefully putting a few of each kind of seed into my pockets and memorizing what was where. It was pretty easy with just four types of seeds, but I knew that eventually, I'd have more.

      "Bedtime?" Aisling asked as she took my hand.

      "Not just yet, but I'll be back soon," I promised.

      "Aw, okay."

      "We'll keep the bed warm for you," Wisty said. "Don't keep us waiting too long." She spoke sweetly, but I knew there was a lusty woman beneath her cute exterior. Her lashes fluttered at me, and her soft pink tongue dabbed at her lips.

      "Temptress," I teased.

      "You did this to me," she replied, smiling more broadly.

      "True, you did corrupt us," Aisling agreed.

      "You were already trouble," I said.

      "Yeah, but now I'm horny trouble."

      I snorted a laugh and shook my head. I knew if I hung around much longer, the two of them would somehow convince me to stay—probably on their knees—so I left before things could escalate.

      I headed back down the stairs and to the hidden room with the hearth. Martha had her own room now, but she still spent a lot of time there, so it seemed the most natural place to find her.

      She was seated on the couch, watching the television along with Nicollette. I was somewhat surprised to see her choice of company, since they'd had a bit of a rocky start, but Martha didn't seem the sort to hold grudges.

      Nicollette turned her head, as if she heard or perhaps sensed my approach, but Martha remained focused on the television.

      On the screen was a beach of yellow sand and crystal clear water that was almost unnaturally blue. Kids played in the sand, adults suntanned, teens played volleyball. It was a picturesque moment.

      "I would love to see a place like this," Martha said.

      "Well, maybe someday," I said.

      Martha startled, then turned to look at me. She smiled, then glanced at Nicollette. "Even seeing it by moonlight would be nice," she quickly added.

      "You don't have to put your dreams on hold on my account," Nicollette said with a reassuring smile that didn't quite reach her eyes.

      "I dunno, I think it could be fun to have a bonfire on the beach." I wandered over to them and took a seat on the couch next to Martha. "We could dance and sing and cook food. I think it'd be fun."

      "That does sound lovely," Martha said, a distant look in her eyes.

      "Care to bring us one step closer to that future?" I offered her my hand.

      "Mark, I said I wouldn't take up any more of your magic until all of this was over." She shook her head stubbornly and folded her arms under her chest, inadvertently lifting her breasts and making them more prominent.

      "You're almost at your full height, if we can believe your dress. I conserved my magic today just for this." I poked her gently in the side.

      "No!" She shook her head.

      I glanced at Nicollette for help.

      She winked at me. Her eyes were that lovely honey-brown again, and I almost lost myself in them.

      "What if you're able to make Mark stronger when you're at full power," she said, offering a reassuring smile with a hint of fang. "Do you think that's a possibility?"

      "I…I'm not sure," Martha admitted, clearly mulling the words over in her head. "I've been at full power before, but I never left the hearth. I remained the goddess of the hearth and nothing more. I never granted anyone powers before."

      "I'm touched," I said, reaching out to gently take her hand. "I appreciate all that you've given me."

      "I knew you would." She smiled, her eyes crinkling with mirth. It quickly faded, and she looked toward the TV, which no longer featured the picturesque beach. "At full power, I might be able to achieve my dream…"

      "Of seeing the world?" I asked.

      Martha nodded.

      "I'm sure Wisty would like that too."

      "I know she would." Martha lowered her eyes to her lap, a pensive expression on her face. "I'm not even sure it'll work. I'm not sure what'll happen if I'm no longer connected to the hearth. Can I even separate us? Can I free Wisty. I…I don't know…"

      Her chest rose and fell heavily, and I put my arm around her shoulders, hugging her close against me.

      "We don't have to do it right now, not until you're ready," I promised, gently ruffling her pristine white hair.

      Martha let out a shuddering breath, then nodded. "I'd like to think about it some more."

      "That's fine," I said, "we're not in a rush."

      She smiled softly at me, then slowly stood from the couch. "I'll let you know when I'm ready."

      "I look forward to it."

      Martha nodded at me, then Nicollette, and then headed for the stairs without a word more.

      I knew that she had a lot on her mind, we all did, so I didn't go after her. I allowed her the time and space that she needed.

      "If you two had sex, you'd probably be able to outmatch that demon," Nicollette said once Martha was out of earshot.

      "She's definitely not ready for that." I chuckled slightly and looked at her.

      "Then perhaps we should," Nicollette said. "I am rather curious what you would…inherit from me."

      "You're just looking for an excuse to have sex with me."

      "Ah, you've seen right through me." She rested her hand over her heart, and I couldn't help wondering if it beat or not. "Then again, as I heard it, you might have been able to beat him on your own, if he hadn't appeared at such an inopportune time."

      "I need to be ready to face a threat at the drop of a hat, that's no excuse."

      "You're a wonderful clan leader. Don't doubt that."

      I smiled at her and slid across the couch so that we were sitting side by side.

      "You and I, what do you think it'd be like?" Nicollette asked as she rested a hand on my knee. Her fingers curled around the inside of my thigh.

      "Primal," I said automatically.

      "Ooh, I do like the sound of that." Her hand inched up the inside of my thigh, but it stopped halfway to my crotch.

      "I'd hope so." I circled an arm around her shoulders, dragging her into my side. "Or are you the sort that would like me to make love to you, like the gentle lapping of ocean waves?"

      Nicollette snorted a laugh but quickly covered her mouth to try to hide it—which made the noise all the more endearing.

      "No, I'd much rather a tidal wave bash my coasts," she said, looking up at me with half-lidded eyes and fluttering lashes.

      Instinct told me to claim her as my own.

      I slipped a finger under her chin to lift it, then pressed my mouth to hers.

      We kissed hot and heavy, our tongues warring for dominance, and I knew her hunger for me was as great as mine for her.

      Still, I broke the kiss to stroke her lips.

      I was a man of my word, and I'd already promised my night away.

      But I had no idea how to tell her that.

      Nicollette smiled knowingly. "You've promised yourself to one of the others tonight, haven't you?"

      "I have." I nodded.

      "We could fit in a quickie," she offered, leaning in to kiss my throat. "I won't be offended." Her words tickled my skin.

      "We've danced around this animal attraction since we met. I don't think a quickie is gonna do it for me."

      Nicollette grinned, showing off her fangs. "Now, that is exactly the answer I wanted to hear."

      I leaned in, kissing her again. "I do have some time though," I said against her lips.

      "I'll take every second I can get."

      We collapsed together in a heap on the couch, making out like two horny teenagers who finally had the house to themselves. Her tongue eventually submitted to mine, and we settled into a hot, wet kiss that was as needy as it was sensual.

      My hands rested firmly on her hips, not because I didn't want to explore elsewhere, but because I knew I'd never stop if I did.

      When I finally managed to pry myself away from her, she pouted her lips playfully.

      "Soon," I breathlessly promised.

      "Not soon enough," she replied.

      The sweet scent of her perfume tantalized my senses, and I breathed it in one last time before withdrawing.

      "Good night," Nicollette's sultry voice crooned.

      "Good night," I replied, trying my best to walk away like I wasn't packing a hard-on.
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      "It's the most wonderful time of the year!" Aisling bellowed from somewhere upstairs.

      I tried to speak, failed, then spit out the plastic fangs in my mouth.

      "That's a Christmas song, Aisling," I called up to her.

      "Yeah, well, I like Halloween better." She appeared from around the corner, sat on the banister and slid down, hopping at the end to land on her feet. It was obviously a move that she'd done many times before.

      It was only when she stopped moving that I got a good look at her costume. She wore a green suit jacket with long coattails over a white tailored blouse that showed off the tops of her breasts—nothing more than a glimpse of pale flesh that left me wanting more. Her ruffly green skirt was poofy and reminded me of a loofa, and together with her black kneehigh stockings, they covered most of the skin on her slender legs.

      Aisling bowed and tipped her green tophat to us.

      She was a sexy Mad Hatter, and with her personality and wild red hair, the costume couldn't have suited her more.

      "I must say, I agree with her," Nicollette said as she drew in a deep breath, no doubt lavishing in the residual terror in the air. She touched at the fabric of her black dress, which seemed odd on her, given her love for the color red.

      That didn't make her any less hot.

      Her outfit had a slit up one leg that ran to the thigh, showing off her wonderfully long legs. A belt at her waist cinched together on her toned belly, and the front of her dress dipped low, showing off a deep V over her breasts, the juicy mounds threatening to spill out.

      A floppy witch hat covered her head, and she lifted the rim slightly to look me up and down one more time.

      I patted at my own clothes, which felt stiff to me after wearing mostly jeans and tees in recent memory. I wasn't used to wearing a suit anymore. I'd worn them often in my old life as a realtor, but that felt like forever ago.

      I was a different person now.

      Still, Belphie loved to dress us up, and I didn't mind the praise she heaped on me whenever I wore one of her custom outfits.

      Tonight, I was a dapper vampire, complete with a painted-on blood trail at the corner of my mouth.

      The air in the mansion was jovial. I wanted to relax and have a good time, but the threat looming over us put a serious damper on my mood.

      "Are we sure that Asmo won't show up tonight?" I asked, looking at Belphie.

      "She would not risk being seen by so many humans," she assured.

      "What if she knows we'll think that, and decides to come to surprise us?"

      "Then we will deal with her."

      I nodded. "True. We can't let life grind to a halt because of her…" Still, I was on edge. I didn't want any of my friends or neighbors to get dragged into the paranormal mess that I'd found myself in.

      Least of all their kids.

      Belphie reached out, resting a hand lightly on my shoulder. She didn't say anything, but she didn't need to.

      Despite the fact that she was dressed as an escaped convict.

      I'd never seen her in anything besides gothic colors and clothes, but the bright orange somehow brought out the violet of her eyes, making them appear all the more vibrant. The orange top exposed her belly and the curve of her hips, the fabric barely containing her full breasts. Her matching orange pants were more like booty shorts, and I couldn't resist snaking an arm around her waist and giving her ass a squeeze.

      She smirked.

      For once, she looked entirely human, having 'disappeared' her wings, horns, and tail, and I missed those features, but I knew it was out of necessity.

      "Tonight, you are mine," she declared.

      "Aw, come on, I thought we were gonna do some roleplaying!" Aisling joked. "I was gonna be the slutty Mad Hatter, looking for some cream for my coffee." She flashed one of her too-wide grins.

      I rolled my eyes, but I couldn't help smiling.

      "I can't wait to see the little ones in their costumes!" Wisty gushed from where she sat at the bottom of the stairs. She was dressed as a sexy version of Little Red Riding Hood, though her red cloak covered the deep dip of the front of her dress, which exposed the pink of her areolas. The skirt of the dress barely covered her ass, and I could see myself asking her to wear it just for me sometime. "They're always so cute, but I never got to see them up close before. I always just peeked at them from the yard."

      "I'm excited for that as well," Martha said, picking at her clothes. She was dressed as Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz, and her white hair was bound in adorable pigtails. She has a basket pressed against her hip, with a stuffed toy dog inside. "It's been many a year since I heard the pitter-patter of little feet."

      She cast a glance at me, and I arched my brow.

      "Let's wait outside for them," Martha said before I could ask what her look meant. "We can meet them at the gate, so they don't have to walk all the way up the driveway."

      "Ooh, smart. I'll fetch the bowl of candy," Aisling said, running into the dining room with the erratic thumps of her feet.

      "She'd be out trick-or-treating if we let her, wouldn't she?" I asked.

      "Undoubtedly," Belphie replied.

      Aisling returned with the huge bowl of assorted candy that we'd picked out online. She'd been incredibly insistent that we not run out, though I'd reminded her that Sunnyside was a gated community and it was only the kids living here that would show up.

      That didn't sway her any.

      I suspected she wanted to get into the leftovers, so I let the matter rest.

      The six of us left the house and started down across the lawn. We hadn't decorated the house because its gothic style already suited Halloween, but the other homes in the neighborhood were all decked out.

      Rubber bats hung from doors, plastic spiders clung to walls on fake webbing, and foam tombstones decorated yards. Mary Ellen's pink nightmare of a house had a giant inflatable Frankenstein and Dracula dancing to the 'Monster Mash.'

      Small clusters of children hustled down the street. Some were perhaps too old to trick-or-treat, others so young that they needed to be carried the entire journey. There was no doubt in my mind that the candy the infants collected would be eaten by the parents.

      "This is so exciting," Wisty said. She was standing at the edge of the driveway with the rest of us, which was the furthest that she could go, as she was still bound to the house.

      Still, that didn't get her mood down at all. Her face lit up as she watched the children running to and fro, making their way closer to us with each house that they stopped to visit.

      The streetlights kept the area well-lit, and moths threw themselves at the light over and over again, casting flickering shadows over us.

      "I need to install some lights out here," I said, looking around the gates for a moment.

      "Your head is always on work." Aisling handed the candy bowl off to Wisty, then came up behind me. She rested her hands on my shoulders and began to massage there. Her fingers were surprisingly nimble, easily finding knots in my shoulders, which sagged beneath her touch.

      "Relax, just for tonight," Wisty said, smiling up at me.

      I looked between the five of them, then out over the main street of Sunnyside, where kids ran from house to house, filling their buckets with candy.

      If Asmodeus came, I would do anything and everything within my power to stop her from stepping on my way of life.

      Whether that was tonight or tomorrow, or next week, it didn't matter.

      "Okay," I said, smiling back at them.

      We shared a moment of peaceful silence as we looked out over Sunnyside, before some of the kids started to head in our direction.

      The children seemed hesitant of us at first, slowing their running and looking over their shoulders.

      "It's alright kids," a familiar voice said as a pirate raised his hooked hand at us. "Don't be afraid of Mark and his friends."

      "Tim!" I exclaimed, recognizing his voice—and the dog who was dressed up as a deckhand.

      "Nice of you to save the kids some time," he said, scanning each of us in turn. The guy audibly swallowed and forced himself to look at our faces.

      Respect, I thought, relieved that he didn't try to ogle the girls.

      "Yeah, we thought it was an awful long walk for some candy," I laughed.

      "Come here, come here," Aisling said, gesturing between the kids and the candy bowl with her hat. "Don't be shy, let big sis Aisling give you some candy."

      "She seems to enjoy this as much as the kids," Tim said as he watched Aisling grab a generous handful of candy to drop into a child's bag.

      "She does," I agreed with a laugh.

      "Surprised you lot aren't our partying it up. That's what I was doing at your age." He laughed, then rested his hooked hand on the head of a little pirate that ran back to him after getting her candy. "I can't drink like that at my age without having a hangover for two days."

      "We're not really big on partying hard," I said, but I wouldn't have minded the five of us heading out on the town, if we were able to. I resisted the urge to glance at Martha and Wisty, who were luckily too busy fussing over the children to pay attention to us.

      "Well, the kids would rather you be home anyway," Tim said, ruffling the hair of the pirate girl. "What do you say to the nice people, kids?"

      "Thank you!" half a dozen children yelled in unison.

      "All yours?" I asked, giving Tim a playful nudge.

      "Nah, just this one." He gestured to the blonde pirate girl, who beamed up at us with a smile that was missing a tooth. "Say 'hi' to Mark, Becky."

      "Hi, Mister Mark!" She waved energetically.

      "I have an older one, but he's too cool to go trick-or-treating with his dad." Tim winked at me, then looked at the antsy kids, who had all gotten their own candy and were ready to move on to the house.

      "Come on, daddy." Becky tugged on his hooked hand. "I want to fill my pillowcase!"

      "Alright, sweetie." Tim waved his free hand at me. "Later, Mark. Let's catch up over a game of golf, yeah?"

      "Sounds good." I chuckled.

      "Bye, Mister Mark and pretty ladies!" Becky cried, skittering off with her friends in tow.

      "Aw, bye!" Wisty said, waving after the children. "They're so sweet."

      "With just a sprinkle of fear. How lovely." Nicollette inhaled deeply, and her shoulders sagged slightly. "A most wonderful night. I do wish it lasted longer."

      "They'll already have Christmas stuff in stores starting tomorrow," I said.

      She made a face that was somewhere between discontent and disgust.

      "Not a fan?" I laughed.

      "No one fears a fat man coming down their chimney and giving them packages."

      "Sounds dirty." Aisling leaned in closer to me. "You can come down my chimney and give me your package alllll night long." She gave an exaggerated wink.

      I snorted a laugh.

      "I grow weary of this nonsense," Belphie said, her face even more expressionless than usual. "I shall be waiting for you in bed, and I shall be naked," she boldly proclaimed before walking back toward the house.

      "See you soon." I swallowed hard, watching her go, her ass cheeks bouncing with each step.

      "I wish I could see how all the houses were decorated," Wisty said. Her frown quickly turned to a sad smile as a couple of cute kids approached with their sacks extended.

      I glanced at Martha, who met my eye for a split second before looking away.

      "I feel a little tired myself," Martha said, sounding distant. Her blue eyes stared toward the house with a dull glassiness to them that tied my stomach in knots.

      "Everything okay?" I asked.

      She shook herself, then smiled at me. "I've a lot on my mind, is all. I'd just like some time alone."

      "Of course, take all the time you need."

      Martha nodded, then headed up the driveway.

      I had a funny feeling that I knew what was on her mind, but I let the thought drift from my mind as I turned to Nicollette, Wisty, and Aisling.

      Another group of little kids headed toward us—a fairy princess, a bumblebee, and a ballerina. Mary Ellen, dressed in a pale blue set of nurse's scrubs, hurried to keep up with them.

      "Well, hello, Mark!" she chirped. "And Nicollette, too. I was wondering where you'd gotten off to!"

      "Trick-or-treat!" the children cried. Aisling and Wisty fussed over them, giving them candy and complimenting their costumes.

      "Mary Ellen." Nicollette dipped her head slightly in greeting.

      "Taking the gals out for a night on the town?" I asked.

      "Yes, they were so excited that I didn't even have a chance to change after work." Mary Ellen gestured to her outfit. "My husband is busy on a job, so he couldn't take them, but I managed to get off a little early."

      "That's great, I'm sure the kids are glad."

      "They haven't stopped talking about this all week." She chuckled. "And they look like they're champing at the bit to get to the next house. I better get going before they start dragging me."

      "Have a good one," I said to her, before looking at the three little girls. "And be sure to get lots of candy!"

      "Way ahead of ya, mister," one little girl said.

      "Mark, Nicollette, and…friends, it was nice to see you." Mary Ellen waved and headed off with the group of excited youngsters, barely able to keep up with them.

      I watched her walk away for a moment, was suddenly reminded of something that Leviathan had told me about her having sex dreams about me, then promptly turned away.

      "I think I may take an evening stroll," Nicollette said, drawing my attention to her. "Make the most of tonight before it's all over."

      "Want some company?" I asked.

      "I'd love some."

      I nodded and turned to Wisty and Aisling, a pang of guilt hitting me when my gaze settled on the garden nymph.

      "Go," Wisty encouraged, smiling sweetly at me. "Aisling and I have things covered here, don't we?"

      "Affirmative." Aisling stiffened to stand straight, hauled her feet together, and saluted.

      That was good enough for me. When I looked back at Nicollette, she held her arm out to me, and I graciously accepted it with a little mock bow.

      "My, what a gentleman." She took off her witch hat and fanned herself with it, falling playfully into my side like she was swooning.

      Together we headed off through Sunnyside, walking around excited children and parents that were fruitlessly attempting to keep up with them. I spied some more familiar faces along the way, and I greeted them, but I didn't stop to chat.

      From the corner of my eye, I couldn't help admiring the goddess of a woman who walked beside me. As was the norm, she moved like she was gliding over the ground rather than walking on it. There was an eerie stillness to her that some probably found unnerving, but to me, it just made her all the more interesting.

      Under the moonlight, her brown eyes seemed darker than usual, like deep pools of chocolate that I could easily drown myself in. Her sleek brown hair cascaded down her shoulders to rest on her back, which was bare until just above the full curve of her ass.

      Nicollette's free hand rested limply against her chest, curled between the mounds of her breasts. Of all the girls in the house, she had the smallest breasts, but they were wonderfully perky, and as her sweet perfume wafted over me, I suspected tasted equally wonderful.

      She looked great in the witch costume. I suspected that she would even look good wearing a potato sack, but I had to admit I preferred to see her in crimson.

      Nicollette breathed in deeply, her eyes closed and lashes fluttering, and for a moment, it almost seemed that she was drunk on fear. She leaned into me as we walked, and I released her arm to wrap my own around her waist instead.

      "It would be nice if tonight could go on forever," she said dreamily.

      "Then we'd never know what tomorrow brings," I said.

      "Demons, probably."

      "True."

      She sighed. "The only thing that could make this night better was if you could spend it all with me. Tsk tsk, that Belphie laying her claim to you before I could. She might just be a demon of greed instead of sloth." Nicollette smiled slightly, letting out a little chortle. "Perhaps she deserves it. She managed to keep the others from running around like chickens with their heads cut off while you were injured."

      "But not you?" I teased.

      "But not me." Nicollette paused. "Though, their fear was a kind that I would rather not taste again. Not from anyone but an enemy, at any rate."

      I nodded grimly.

      We walked through Sunnyside in relative silence, and I found my mind wandering—mostly to unpleasant things. I opened my mouth to try to fill the disquiet in my mind, but Nicollette beat me to it.

      "Well, I suppose I do have an advantage over the others," Nicollette said.

      "And what's that?" I asked.

      "They all want to spend the night in your arms, but I don't mind spending the day in bed." She smirked, showing off a pearly white fang. "I'm sure you have things to do, but perhaps…"

      "Perhaps?" I feigned innocence.

      "You could while away the hours with me," Nicollette replied sweetly.

      "I think I could manage."

      "Well, I wouldn't want to put you out."

      "Not at all." I winked at her. We reached a cul-de-sac, walked around the curve of the loop, and headed back in the direction that we came.

      "It must be hard, trying to balance the needs of so many women," Nicollette remarked idly. "We're not plain or simple creatures to deal with."

      "But it's worth every moment," I assured.

      She arched her brow. "Quite."

      "And I don't just mean that. It's a perk, sure, a damn great one, but I wouldn't trade my time with all of you for anything." I chuckled. "Did that sound as cheesy to you as it did to me?"

      "I think a certain amount of cheese is permissible." Nicollette smiled. Because of her heels, she was about the same height as me, and she stared into my eyes for a few long moments as we walked before eventually gazing up at the moon.

      "Thank you for giving me a place that I can finally call home," she said after a few long moments. She didn't take her eyes away from the full orb of the moon, like she was talking to it or some cosmic force rather than me. "I thought it scarcely possible for a monster like me to find a place to belong."

      "You're no monster, Nicolette." I frowned, pulling her gently to a stop and forcing her to look at me by grabbing her chin. "I won't let anyone call you that, least of all you," I firmly said.

      Her eyes went wide for a moment, but she eventually smiled.

      "If you keep telling me that, I might just start to believe you."

      "Good—"

      She cut me off by leaning in and stealing a fleeting kiss that left me groaning for more. I followed her when she leaned back, but she extended her hand and poked me on the nose with the tip of her red fingernail.

      "No more. I'm not warming you up for another woman," she teased. "I doubt Belphie would like that, too."

      I breathed out a sigh that nearly deflated me.

      "You're such a tease," I said.

      "Only for you, sweetie." Her mischievous smile turned a little shy, and I dragged her against my side, getting us moving again. "I want to be the confident woman I know I am, but something about you…"

      "Something about me?" I asked as we weaved around a few excited kids who ran by—all dressed like various boxes of cereal.

      "Well, you'll see," she teased, bumping her hip against mine. She smiled that mysterious smirk of hers, and I knew I'd find out for myself soon enough.
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      The first cold snap came a few days after Halloween. I was worried it would kill my magical garden, but to my surprise, the cabbages sprouted big heads, the kale seemed determined to soak in every ounce of sun, and the apple trees continued to thrive in spite of the chill.

      They weren't quite as important now that Wisty had the greenhouse to depend on, it was more a matter of pride—keeping alive something that I had brought to fruition.

      Yet despite all these efforts, the shadow of Asmodeus loomed over me. She was determined to ruin my life; I could feel that deep in my bones. I knew that she wanted me to fester, to let my doubts eat at me. To leave me wondering if I could protect my clan.

      So, instead of letting worry consume me, I took solace in cleaning up the shed.

      My hands were stained with paint chips and sawdust as I busied myself with organizing tools and scraps of wood. Despite the blood that dripped from my splintered fingers, I felt no pain.

      Instead, I let my eyes wander around the shed. It was a mess, like someone had been here to get something but got distracted somewhere along the way.

      Picking a rusted rake up off of the floor, I chucked it out of the door and into the pile of crap that I'd already combed through. It seemed that most of the stuff in the shed was ready for the trash, and I was debating just tearing the whole thing down when I heard some rustling from outside.

      "Are you busy?" Martha asked as she poked her head in through the door.

      "Nah, not really," I replied. "What's up?"

      "I wanted to talk to you...about making me whole."

      My heart skipped a beat as I pictured myself knotting Martha's white hair between my fingers and pounding her pussy from behind.

      Then my brain caught up to me.

      "We can't predict when Asmodeus will come for us, and we can't keep Wisty here just because I'm scared..." Her voice trembled slightly, but she put on a strong face. "But the others have faith in you. I've seen your strength before, so I should too..."

      "But you don't believe in me?" I asked.

      She frowned, a deep furrow appearing on her brow. "I do, but I feel like I should be worrying because no one else seems to be…" She pinned me with her bright blue stare. "You don't understand why I'm like this, do you?" She sighed heavily.

      "Yes, I do," I said, earning a cock of her head. "You're trying to protect us. You're the mother hen. You've been watching over me since day one, and I know you feel responsible for the others too. Wisty, especially."

      "I try not to. I try to be fun…" she trailed off. "I just want to be one of the girls."

      "You can be all those things," I assured. I went to pat her on the shoulder, then looked at my sullied hands.

      Martha took them in her own much smaller ones despite how dirtied mine were.

      "Thank you for saying that." She smiled sweetly. "So, will you do it?"

      "Of course. It shouldn't take that much magic for me to bring you to full strength. You're already almost filling out that dress."

      Martha flushed a little, bringing one hand up to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. She rested it atop my own again, gently stroking my skin.

      "Your skin is calloused," she said. "A testament to all the hard work that you've done for us."

      "I never really noticed, but I guess you're right. They're a lot rougher now that I'm not sitting behind a desk all day." I chuckled. I'd had baby-soft hands back then.

      These were the hands of a man who wasn't afraid of a little hard work.

      Martha squeezed my hands, sucked in a soft breath, then fixed her eyes on mine. Hers blazed with determination. She was a woman who had made up her mind. She knew what she needed to do.

      "I'm ready," Martha said. She was no longer trembling. Her shoulders were slightly squared, ready to face whatever challenges lay ahead. "I trust that you know the limits of your magic. I trust that, if it's too much, you'll save it for another day."

      "Let's do this." I cracked a smile.

      I didn't even close my eyes this time. I just funneled magic into her, gazing at the fire in her eyes. In the back of my mind, I saw the threads of magic all around her, and the one between us, and I let my magic trickle into her. All the while, I pictured her getting bigger, filling out her dress—and she did, right before my eyes.

      Her breasts were on the smaller side of average, and her hips were wide. Slender arms finally filled out the length of her sleeve, and long, shapely legs poked out from under her dress.

      At her full height, she was nearly as tall as I was, though not quite as tall as myself or even Belphie.

      I caught myself looking at her a little too intently and cleared my throat.

      "Mark," she said, her voice breathless. "I haven't felt this good in decades…No, I've never felt this amazing." Her shuddering breath caught in her throat, and she held steady to my hands. "I can hardly believe it. I'm whole. I have a body that can exist outside the candle. I…I'm overwhelmed with joy."

      I smiled at her, watching the tears of joy that swelled in the corner of her eyes. I let go of her with my left hand, and carefully brushed away her tears with the knuckle of my finger, which was comparatively clean.

      "Will you come with me?" she asked. "I need to find Wisty."

      "Of course." I smiled.

      Martha held steady to my hand, and she was trembling again, this time from excitement, I figured. We practically ran across the yard and toward the greenhouse, where she ripped the door open so hard that it slammed against the wall.

      The glass trembled, but I didn't say anything to her. I knew she was excited—and maybe not used to her new strength.

      Wisty, true to her nature, was frolicking amongst some flowers.

      Tiger lilies.

      My mother's favorite.

      I was sure that Wisty had grown them just for me, and warmth bloomed in my chest as I watched her.

      Then I realized that she was talking to a dozen bees that buzzed around her. I thought I was imagining it, that she was just talking, and they happened to be there.

      But no, she was talking to bees.

      "Thank you so much for coming in here and agreeing to pollinate all these lonely plants," she said, having not noticed us. "It saves us so much work, and you can build yourselves a lovely home in the safety of the greenhouse."

      They buzzed as one.

      "I know you won't sting anyone," she assured. "We won't harm you, or your precious flowers." Wisty fell silently, nodding along with the buzzing bees. "Oh, you'd do that for us? That's so wonderful! Thank you!"

      "Wisty?" I called hesitantly.

      She whipped her head around, her green hair flying as she faced us.

      "Mark! Guess what!" she said excitedly.

      "You can talk to bees?"

      "Oh, I can talk to any of nature's creatures," she said, smiling sweetly. "But I offered the bees a place to make their hive, and they've offered us honey in return. Isn't that great?"

      "I've never had fresh honey before," I said. "That sounds amazing."

      Wisty beamed, then turned back to the bees, who still buzzed around her. "Please take our thanks back to your queen."

      The bees bobbed up and down in the air before flying off, and Wisty came skipping over to us.

      "Guess I'll build an apiary in here," I said, grinning at her.

      "That would be wonderful. The bees have promised not to bother us. Just be careful where you step." She smiled at me, then looked at Martha. She paused for a moment. "You seem…taller?"

      "I'm at my full height," Martha said, her voice slightly choked up. "And strength."

      "Oh, that's great!" Wisty beamed, throwing herself at us and giving us a tight hug. "I'm so happy for you."

      "Maybe you should be happy for both of us," Martha croaked.

      I let go of her hand to instead rub her back. Her tensed shoulders softened slightly beneath my touch.

      "What do you mean?" Wisty's pink eyes blinked quickly at us.

      "Mark asked me if there was a way to free us from the house, and…I'm not sure there is, but now is the time to try. I have the power, Wisty. I'm strong enough to try."

      Wisty and Martha stared each other down, then pulled themselves into a tight hug.

      I couldn't fathom how much this moment meant to them, but I swore I sensed the torrent of emotions radiating through them.

      Fear that it wouldn't work; excitement that it might; desperation to try anything for the freedom they craved.

      "We should get the others," Wisty blurted, whipping around to face me. "They should be here for this."

      "We'll have to wait until dusk for Nicollette," I said.

      She rested a hand over her heart, and from her stuttering breaths, I knew that it was pounding in her chest.

      "It's not right to do it without all of us," Wisty insisted.

      "It's up to you two," I said.

      They shared a quick glance, then nodded.

      And so, we waited.
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        * * *

      

      I'd half expected Asmodeus to show up while we were waiting for darkness, but she didn't.

      I almost wished she had, because the time passed so damn slow. It crawled while we buzzed with excitement.

      Aisling was so out of sorts that she spent most of the time running up and down the halls, cursing Nicollette's 'vampire allergies.' Eventually, I sent her outside to run around the lawn, because she was making the rest of us, who were already on the edge of our seats, all the more anxious.

      Even Belphie wasn't quite herself. She fiddled with her clothes uncertainly as we sat in the living area with the heavy blinds closed, waiting for the sun to set. She didn't say much, but I saw the doubt in her eyes, and I knew that she worried for the duo.

      Nicollette sat beside her. Every now and again, she reached a hand out to touch Belphie's, as if to reassure her. I got the sense that the two had become friends while I'd been busy—and injured—and I was happy about that.

      Martha and Wisty sat together, both pretending to watch the TV, though I knew from their glazed eyes that their minds were elsewhere.

      I didn't blame them.

      We whiled away the time. The sunlight shining on the ceiling gradually faded from a bright ray to nothing.

      "It's dark enough now," Nicolette said what felt like an eternity later.

      The five of us were out the door in an instant.

      We found Aisling running up and down the driveway, somehow still not tired. When she saw us, she picked up speed and then slid to a halt right in front of us.

      "Is it time?" she excitedly asked.

      "It's time," I replied.

      She hollered and threw her fist in the air before hugging Wisty and Martha.

      Belphie and Nicollette exchanged glances and a soft but worried smile.

      We walked to the end of the driveway—to the edge of the property, which was as far as Martha and Wisty could go.

      Before they reached the limit, Marta stopped them. She turned to face Wisty, took both of her hands, and closed her eyes.

      They stayed like that for a long time, and I wondered what was happening.

      Then I realized I could feel it. Something. I wasn't sure what. Just a shift in the air. A tickle on my skin.

      I allowed myself to space out, my focus shifting to Martha, to the many threads of magic that connected her to the house, the garden, to any number of individual things within the property.

      And as I watched, one thread fell away.

      A moment later, another did the same.

      And another.

      I sensed the magic leaving the house itself and focusing into Martha, who usually fueled the entire estate with magical energy. I watched in awe as she severed thread after thread, until there were only two left.

      Wisty and the garden.

      Martha took in a deep, shuddering breath, and cut away the last strands in one go.

      I expected something to happen, maybe an explosion of light or a burst of magic, but I felt no such thing. Instead, I felt the absence of magic that I'd grown so used to that I hadn't even noticed it, not really.

      My heart hammered hard in my chest as I wondered if something went wrong.

      Both women seemed fine physically, although utterly terrified.

      "Are you ready?" Martha asked Wisty.

      "I am," she answered.

      Hand in hand, they tried to take their first step off of the property.

      I watched with bated breath. They seemed to move in slow motion, and I was only aware that I wasn't breathing when Nicollette hooked one of my arms and Belphie took the other. They huddled up against my sides, waiting for the moment of truth.

      Wisty squealed suddenly, making us jump as one.

      I thought she was in pain—then I realized that she was dancing in the street.

      "It worked!" she cried, grabbing Martha by the arm and swinging her around. Aisling joined them.

      "It worked!" Aisling cried, river dancing in her place in the circle of hugs.

      I blew out a sigh that nearly deflated me. Belphie, who looked human at present, and Nicollette held me up. I hadn't realized how tense I was until my legs threatened to give out when I relaxed.

      "Let's go for a walk!" Martha cried. Literally. Happy tears streamed down her face.

      "Yes!" Wisty bounced around beside her.

      "You're barefoot," I warned.

      They looked at me like I was a fool.

      I supposed I was.

      "Let's go," I said.

      Martha, Wisty, and Aisling ran off ahead of me. Belphie and Nicollette stayed at my side, walking with me, hurrying me to keep up with the others.

      "You will never keep them inside now," Belphie said.

      "Perhaps we should take them somewhere, though we can't all fit in my car," Nicollette said.

      "A vacation is just what we need," I agreed, watching as Wisty circled back, running at me.

      Belphie and Nicollette dropped my arms just in time for me to catch the excited garden nymph.

      "Oh, Mark. You made this all possible," she sobbed into my chest. "I love you! I love you so much!"

      "I love you too," I assured her, petting her silky hair.

      Aisling impacted against us, and I would have hit the pavement if Belphie didn't catch us.

      "I love all of you, but Mark in like, a different way," she said, giving us all a hug.

      "I love you all too," I assured, chuckling.

      Nicollette fanned herself playfully, feigning a swoon.

      Belphie rolled her eyes, but a hint of a smile played over her plump lips.

      "Aw, come on, you love us too, ya big lug," Aisling said as she grabbed Belphie and started to drag her off.

      To my surprise, Wisty joined her, forcing Belphie to run to keep from being dragged along.

      I knew that if she really wanted to, she could stop them in their tracks, but it seemed even our goth princess didn't want to rain on their parade.

      "They paint a lovely picture," Nicollette said, taking my arm once more. She stopped us abruptly, planting a kiss on my lips. "But I'm not a patient woman. I can't wait much longer to have you. I've never wanted something this bad before. I scarcely know what to do with myself."

      I parted my lips to speak, but she placed a fingertip over them.

      "Tonight is about Wisty and Martha," she said. "But tomorrow is about Nicollette."

      I took her hand, gently pulling it away from my mouth. "Tomorrow is about you," I agreed.

      She grinned wickedly, and I wondered for a moment what I was getting myself into.

      The twitch in my pants told me it was something amazing.
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      It was no surprise that Wisty and Martha were reluctant to return to the house after their first taste of freedom, but I managed to herd them to bed at around two in the morning. Wisty tossed and turned until well past four, keeping both Aisling and myself awake, but I wasn't mad.

      I was as excited as they were. My mind flooded with possibilities, and I was already imagining a peaceful retreat once this shit with Asmodeus was over with.

      Still, I fell asleep around the same time as Wisty and ended up waking just shy of noon. I didn't bother to rouse her or Aisling. They were still fast asleep, but I'd also promised to spend some quality time with Nicolette.

      So, I grabbed some clean clothes and headed to the bathroom for a shower and shave. I grabbed a quick breakfast, a peanut butter and strawberry jam sandwich, before heading back to the bathroom to brush my teeth.

      I headed up to the third floor and found Belphie's door open. It was odd, so I couldn't help poking my head in to see what was up. The room was dark, the curtains drawn tightly shut, and Belphie sat on her bed, looking toward a changing partition. She glanced at me, then back to the divider.

      I saw the top of someone's head bobbing along behind it, and I only lived with one brunette, so I had a pretty good idea who it was.

      "How about this?" Nicolette asked as she stepped out from behind the divider and gave a twirl. She stopped abruptly when she noticed me, and my jaw hit the floor.

      I knew red was her color, but damn.

      The sexy red corset dress was reminiscent of a burlesque outfit I'd seen in movies. It had a short, black ruffled skirt that barely covered her round ass, and see-through fabric that reached her knees. A garter belt kept her black fishnet stockings up, and I was entranced by the pale flesh between the stockings and her short skirt.

      Her brown hair trailed down her shoulders and back, and I longed to run my fingers through it. It cascaded down her shoulders like a silky waterfall, and somehow, even in the limited light, it looked shiny.

      Fishnet gloves stretched to her elbows, and she wore a delicate string of pearls around one wrist. A matching set circled her neck, and I couldn't help thinking that I wouldn't mind giving her a pearl necklace of my own.

      "I think this is the one," Belphie said, snickering behind her hand.

      "What?" I dumbly asked.

      "I was trying to find an outfit to wear for you," Nicollette said. "When I told her, Belphie offered to help."

      "You two are friends then, I take it?" I asked.

      They looked at one another.

      "While you were injured, I openly supported Belphie's decisions," Nicollette eventually said.

      "She was my confidant," Belphie added. "She assisted me in keeping Wisty and Aisling at bay."

      "Martha agreed with Belphie, but she didn't want to cause a fuss, so she mostly stayed out of it."

      "I see," I said. "Well, thank you both, and I'm happy that you have someone you can depend on besides me." I smiled at Belphie, and she smiled shyly back.

      I was a little worried that Martha would feel left out because the girls seemed to have paired off in their friendships, but I pushed that to the back of my mind as I crossed the room and embraced Nicollette.

      "Today is about you," I reminded, drawing her body against mine. Her flesh was somewhat cool to the touch, at least compared to what I was used to. "So, what shall we do?"

      "I can think of a few things." She grinned wickedly. "None of which I'm sure Belphie wishes to witness."

      "How astute of you." Belphie rolled her eyes, but it seemed almost playful.

      "Thanks for the outfit, I'll try not to let him ruin it," Nicollette said with a wink.

      "I can fix it, even if he does."

      "I like the sound of that."

      Chuckling at their chatter, I shifted my arm to Nicollette's waist and led her out into the hall, then into her room. I closed the door behind us, and found myself engulfed in darkness.

      I reached blindly along the wall until I found a light switch, all the while Nicollette tugged impatiently at my clothes.

      "Oh, sweetie, I've been wanting this for so long," she said in a sultry voice that made my cock quiver with anticipation. "I've wanted you since the moment we first met." She paused. "But I'm kind of glad we waited."

      "Oh?" I asked.

      "I may feed on fear, but this anticipation? Delicious." The tip of her tongue traced a fang.

      I dragged her body into mine, giving her a rough kiss that was all tongue and need. She accepted it graciously, dancing her own along mine, tasting me, even suckling at my tongue like a promise of what was to come.

      Nicollette arched, pressing herself harder to me with a little moan of anticipation.

      I kept her pinned to me by placing a hand on her juicy ass and squeezing hard. Even when I started dragging her toward the bed, there was never any space between us, not until I threw her down on the mattress.

      She bounced slightly against it and opened her arms for me to go to her, and I did. I crawled atop her, burying myself between the crevice of her breasts, which were elevated and shoved together because of her corset. I licked and kissed the soft, supple flesh.

      "Ooh, I've longed for this." Nicollette hugged my shoulders and arched hard, keeping our bodies wedged tightly together like she couldn't stand so much as a wisp of air between us. Her legs wrapped around my hips, pulling my growing erection against her core.

      Even through our clothes, I felt the heat coming off of her—a raw, primal need that would only be sated when we were too exhausted to keep going.

      While I teased her breasts, I slid a hand between us to feel for her pussy.

      It was covered by a slip of fabric that was silky and wet beneath my fingertips. I pressed it into her, easily finding her clit.

      "Oooh, yes!" she moaned in a shuddering breath. "Don't stop."

      I ripped the front of her corset down with my free hand, and continued to stroke her pussy through her panties with the other. Her nipples puckered the moment they were free, and I wrapped my mouth around the nearest one, sucking hard.

      Nicollette's manicured fingernails ran through my hair and down my shoulders. She took in a shaky breath, then began gyrating her hips against my fingers, rubbing her pussy into my hand like she couldn't get enough of my touch.

      She squeezed my ass hard, then pulled our hips together even harder. She did it again, dry-humping herself against me and moaning her delight.

      "I want you to fuck my tight little pussy," she purred, one hand catching me by the chin and forcing me to look up at her face. Her brown eyes were clouded with desire. "And then we're gonna do something a little more adventurous."

      "Like that?" I asked, my voice hoarse with lust.

      "Fuck me, and then you'll find out." She grinned mischievously, but it faded into a moan when I rubbed her clit hard with my thumb.

      "You strike a hard bargain," I said, teasing the swollen nub through the silky, soaked fabric.

      "Mmm," she replied dreamily.

      I slipped my hand into her panties and felt the bare flesh of her pussy for the first time. It was smooth and soft, without so much as a hair or blemish. Most of her skin was on the cooler side—but not her pussy. It radiated heat, making my hand warm.

      I could tell how much she wanted me because she was fucking burning up.

      My middle finger found her swollen clit and rubbed it in slow circles that I knew weren't enough to do much more than tease her.

      Nicollette growled deep in her throat and bared her fangs at me.

      "Stop teasing!" she demanded.

      "As much teasing as you've done, I'm surprised you can't take it." I smirked. There was no way I was letting her off easy, and from the glimmer in her eyes, I could tell she realized as much.

      "I was just playing," she said, trying to placate me.

      I didn't bite.

      Instead, I gripped her panties and pulled them slowly down her hips, then off of her entirely. I left her disheveled corset dress on, pushing the skirt up to reveal her pale skin and the pink flesh of her pussy.

      Leaning down, I blew some hot air on her clit, and she shuddered hard.

      "Ooh, come on," she pleaded.

      I kissed her clit, feeling it throb against my lips, which parted so my tongue could taste her. The sweet smell of her perfume mingled with the natural scent of her arousal, and I breathed it in as I ran my tongue from her slit to her clit.

      "Yes!" she cried.

      I did it again because I loved the way she tasted.

      After tonguing her entire pussy a few times, I focused my attention on her clit, licking her slowly, teasing her with the tip of my tongue, and suckling on the swollen nub.

      Nicollette's hips thrashed beneath me like a woman possessed. Her finger sank into the mattress, and she clawed so hard that I heard the fabric of the sheets rip.

      I kept my pace steady, introducing a finger to her opening and sliding it slowly inside. To my delight, she was hot and tight, squeezing my digit with each breath that she took.

      "Please," she mewled while I fingered her. "I need something bigger. I need that thick cock of yours splitting my cheeks!"

      Her unabashed begging gave me pause. My dick strained painfully against the tight confines of my pants, and I let out a groan.

      "I'm so desperate for your cock that I'm gushing. Please give it to me," she begged.

      And then I saw her.

      The real Nicolette. The woman beneath the cool mask of confidence was desperate for my affections—and everything else that I had to give.

      I shed my clothes in an instant, but left the corset dress on her, her tits spilled out the front and the skirt pushed up to reveal her pussy.

      I crawled over her, lined up against her, and pushed slowly into her pussy, watching the folds spread around me as I took her for the first time.

      "Yes!" she cried. Her body trembled and bucked, squeezing my cock as I pushed into her little by little until finally bottoming out inside her.

      I groaned.

      "Oooh, sweetie, you feel so good inside me! Just stay there a moment and let me feel you throb…There it is! Fuck, you throbbed so hard it felt like you were fucking me!"

      I groaned. Each time I throbbed, her insides pulled tighter around me, squeezing me so hard that I knew I wouldn't last long.

      Sliding a hand between us, I stroked her clit as I gave the first thrust.

      "Harder! Fuck me harder," she demanded, playing with her tits, pinching at the hardened nipples and twisting them.

      I bounced against her, plunging my cock in to the hilt and then pulling out until only the tip was inside her. I plowed her tight pussy as hard as I could while stroking her clit, and she arched beneath me, using the muscles in her hips and ass to push back and meet my hips.

      We entered a frantic rhythm that rattled the bed frame, our breaths mingling together as one. Her body bent and buckled beneath me, but she never broke. She accepted my pounding with gracious moans.

      "I'm gonna come all over your thick cock," she cried, her fangs sinking into her bottom lip and tearing the flesh slightly. Her body tensed up beneath me, and she let out a feral cry of bliss that echoed through the room. "I'm coming! Mmm, yes!"

      Exhaling a shuddering groan, I forced myself along her clenching insides. I only made it a few more strokes before the pleasure was too much for me. It built in my gut before exploding into her as I filled her with my seed. Darkness clouded my vision, lit with spots of light that danced like fireflies, and they didn't disappear until after I was finished spurting inside her.

      Nicollette let out a pleased little sigh that sounded like the burdens of the world had been removed from her shoulders.

      I slowly pulled out of her, but before I could do anything, she shoved me onto my back.

      "There's something I always wanted to try," she said, running her hands up and down my bare chest.

      "And what's that?" I asked, still panting from my orgasm.

      "I bought a little something just for the occasion." Nicollette leaned over to a bedside table, opened a drawer, and pulled out a small tube.

      "Lube," I read. My mind ran wild with possibilities.

      "Perhaps it's the monster in me, wanting something so…naughty."

      "You're no monster, Nicollette."

      "You know, when you say that, I actually believe you." She smiled sweetly, which kind of clashed with the image of her getting fucked in the ass, but I liked the contrast.

      "Mind if I use you for a little fantasy fulfillment?" she asked as she pulled the dress off over her head.

      "Not at all." I reached out, took the lube from her, and squirted some of it between my thumb and forefinger. I warmed the thick, cold liquid, before sliding my hand around her hip and using my free hand to part her cheeks.

      "Oh!" she released a high-pitched gasp as I tickled her backdoor. Slowly, she lay down atop me, burying her face in my chest. "That feels…nice. Odd, but good." She rested her elbows on either side of me and used it to lift her torso off my chest.

      Our eyes met as I tickled her puckered hole with my lubed-up finger, and for a second, I swore hers crossed.

      Slowly and carefully, I explored her tight ass, all while watching her face to see how it made her feel. She bit her lip, and her cheeks flushed with desire. I felt her pussy, flooding with both of our cum. It ran down the insides of her slender thighs, making her glisten like a glazed donut.

      I managed to slip a full finger inside Nicollette's ass, and she quivered against me, no longer vocal beside her moans and whimpers of delight.

      It was like she felt so much pleasure that she couldn't think to form words.

      "You like that?" I asked.

      All she could do was nod.

      I fingered her ass slowly, letting her get used to my intrusion, and when she was comfortable, and horny enough, to rock back to meet my palm, I started working a second finger inside.

      "Ooh!" she mewled, curling tight against me.

      I added a little more lube to the mix and continued to work the second finger into her just like I'd done the first. It was a slow process, but not one that I minded, because I already knew she was going to feel fucking amazing wrapped around my dick.

      When I buried two fingers into her to the hilt, I curled them inside her.

      "Fuck!" she squealed, trembling against my chest. Her breaths came out in ragged pants, and her brown eyes were dazed as they stared up at me.

      With my free hand, I lubed up my cock. I pulled my fingers slowly out of her backdoor and pressed the tip of my length into her stretched opening.

      Nicollette slowly sat up against my chest. Gasping for air, she reached behind her, grabbed my cock, and eased it into herself.

      "I, I wanna sit on it," she said, whimpering as she slipped the head inside her. "I wanna ride you."

      I groaned out my response.

      She sat on me slowly, every inch ripping my mind further and further from reality. She was so fucking tight that I saw stars when I closed my eyes, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't open the damn things to watch her take me.

      But I felt it.

      Before long, she had taken me to the hilt, and her whimpers of pleasure were so intense that I had to open my eyes to check on her.

      She was fine. Beyond fine—she was just lost in bliss.

      Half-lidded brown eyes stared down at me as she started to ride me, and we groaned in unison.

      "Your cock feels so good in my ass," she cried, resting her hands on my stomach and riding me in short, fast thrusts. "I think I could come just from getting fucked in the ass."

      "Then do it," I growled.

      Nicollette managed a nod. She fucked herself on me slowly at first, adjusting to my size and girth, but she rapidly picked up speed until the wet sound of our bodies coming together filled the room.

      "Yes, yes!" she whimpered, her perky tits bouncing with each thrust down.

      I grabbed them, pinched the nipples and squeezed the supple flesh hard.

      "Ooh, fuck yes!" she moaned, fucking herself harder against me.

      I pushed up to meet her, then groaned as I watched her spread her ass cheeks so that she could fit all of me inside her without resistance.

      The pleasure quickly became too much for me, I was dizzy with it, and all I could do was lay my head back, close my eyes, and push my hips up.

      "I can't believe it feels so good!" Nicollette cried.

      The moment she tightened more around me, I was pushed over the edge too.

      The pleasure was so intense that I blacked out for a moment, because she was squeezing me so hard. All while I came inside her, she milked me and moaned, grinding our bodies tightly together like she didn't want to miss out on a drop of my hot load.

      When we were finished, we collapsed together, but she kept my dick in her ass.

      "Holy fuck," she breathlessly whispered against my chest.

      "Yeah," was all I could manage.

      "We need to do that again."

      "Yeah."

      "When I get the feeling back in my legs."

      "Yeah."

      "Is that all you can say?" Nicolette giggled.

      "I think you fucked my brains out," I replied, kissing her on the cheek.

      "Oh, sweetie, we've only just begun." She smirked, but I saw the exhaustion in her eyes, and she lay her head on my chest with a tired sigh. "You're in for it later, I assure you," she warned, closing her eyes and nuzzling into me.

      "I'm sure I am." I chuckled, kissing her forehead.

      "And thanks…"

      "Hm?"

      "For making me feel like a woman instead of a monster."

      I looked down at her, and she tilted her head back to smile at me.

      "It was exactly what I needed," she said, settling down against me.

      I smiled, brushing her hair from her face with what little strength I could muster.

      "I'm happy to make you feel like that whenever you like," I assured.

      She smiled sleepily.
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      I woke to find Nicollette with her head propped on her elbow and watching me. She smiled slightly as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, her fingers tracing lazy lines up and down my chest.

      As my vision cleared, I couldn't help but grin.

      "What is it?" she asked.

      "I've just never seen you looking so…unkempt," I teased, looking at the tangles in her dark hair.

      "How untoward of me."

      "I like it."

      Nicollette smirked, leaning in to press a kiss to my temple.

      "After last night, I think we could both use a shower," I said.

      "Mhm," she agreed, but we lingered in bed for a while longer before finally pulling ourselves from between the sheets.

      I peeked out into the hall, saw that no one was there and that the bathroom was unoccupied, then grabbed Nicollette's hand. We made a mad dash to the bathroom, laughing all the while, and hopped into the shower together.

      "Streaking through the house, how romantic," she said.

      "Well, everyone here has seen me naked, what do I care?" I said with a shrug.

      "Even Martha?" She arched her brow.

      "Well, yeah, actually. The woman's a bit of a voyeur, as it turns out."

      "Now, that's a story I'd love to hear."

      "Later, maybe." I dragged her into the shower, under the water, and washed my dick off as quickly as I could because I had plans for it.

      Shower sex was quickly turning into a passion of mine, and I bent Nicollette over, giving her shapely ass a spank.

      "Ooh, I like where this is going," she purred.

      Before long, we were fucking again. It was hard and fast, there were no emotions present besides a feral desperation, and it was everything I needed to get my day—or night—going.

      I didn't have any clean clothes, so I wrapped a towel around my waist and headed to the room I shared with Wisty and Aisling while I wondered what having sex with Nicollette meant for our sleeping arrangements. Inevitably, I thought of having sex with the three of them at the same time, but I was too spent to get it up again.

      "Well, well, look who decided to join us," Aisling teased as I entered the room. She was sitting on the bed, with Wisty behind her, braiding her hair. "Give me all the dirty details of the vamp chick we heard you banging last night!"

      "A gentleman never kisses and tells," I said. I headed to the dresser and began to gather some clothes.

      "You were doing a lot more than kissing by the sounds of it," Wisty said, a playful sing-song tone to her voice.

      "Come on, give us the deets," Aisling begged, her fingers tapping impatiently on her kneecaps. "She's secretly a freak, right?"

      "Well, she's a little kinky, I'll give her that," I said as I started to get dressed.

      "What are you calling a little kinky? You regularly have threesomes and you've watched me eat your cum out of my own pussy." She snorted, then narrowed her eyes. "I know what it was…"

      "What?" Wisty asked, still braiding Aisling's hair.

      "Butt stuff," Aisling said in a dramatic whisper.

      "Butt stuff?!" Wisty gasped, covering her mouth with a hand. "But Nicollette is so prim and proper. She'd never let…a thing…go up there."

      "A thing? Do you hear yourself? You have no problem calling it a cock when you have a mouth full of it." Aisling cackled.

      Wisty slapped her arm lightly.

      "My, my, are we gossiping?" Nicollette asked from the doorway.

      "They're prying for details, but I have neither confirmed nor denied anything."

      "A diplomatic reply."

      "Practically confirms it," Aisling said.

      Footsteps sounded in the hall, and soon Belphie appeared in the doorway.

      "Are we not ready?" she asked.

      "For what?" I asked.

      "Well, since it's the first full night that the gals are free, I thought I might show them around the city," Nicollette said. "A sort of girl's night out."

      "That's a great idea." I grinned. "Martha going too?"

      "I am!" she called, poking her head around the doorway. "And I'm so excited."

      "I'd have invited you too, but my car will be full as it is," Nicollette said, offering me a sympathetic smile.

      "I could stay, if you prefer to go," Belphie offered.

      "Nah, I'm glad you girls are spending time together, and hey, I don't mind a little time to myself." I smiled at each of them in turn, and they beamed back at me.

      "Let's goooo!" Aisling bellowed. Her hair was bound in dozens of tiny braids, which flopped around her head as she leaped off of the bed. With her fist extended, she charged forward and out the door—forcing Belphie and Martha to step aside.

      "I may yet regret this," Belphie said.

      "You can sit in the front with me," Nicolette said.

      "Aw, I was just about to call shotgun," Aisling called from down the hall.

      "Will you escort us to the front door?" Nicollette asked.

      "Sure, why not." I headed out into the hall, leading Wisty, Nicollette, Belphie, and Martha down the stairs and to the front door. Before I could open it, the horn of Nicollette's car honked impatiently.

      "She's…an energetic one," Nicollette said.

      "You have not seen the half of it," Belphie replied.

      I opened the door, and the four women headed out in single file, making for Nicollette's shiny red convertible.

      "We're just going to look around the city, I promise we won't get into any trouble," Nicollette said.

      "I trust you all," I assured, smiling.

      She smiled, and unlike when I first met her, it reached her eyes, lighting them up. After affectionately stroking her fingers over my face, she headed to the driver's side door.

      "Have a good time!" I called from the porch.

      "Bye!" Wisty waved.

      "Smell ya later!" Aisling blew me a kiss.

      "I will keep them in order," Belphie promised, bowing her head slightly to me.

      "See you in a bit," Martha waved daintily.

      "We won't be too long, wouldn't want you to get lonely," Nicollette called as she revved the engine of the car. A moment later, it lurched into motion, and they were heading down the driveway. The gate was open, probably Aisling's doing, and they disappeared around the corner and out of sight.

      For the first time since buying my home, I was alone in it.

      And I did what anyone would do when they got their house to themselves for the first time ever.

      I lounged around in my pajama pants with a bowl of popcorn and watched my favorite movie.

      Jurassic Park. An oldie, but a goodie.

      The look of the animatronics still held up all these years later, and I remembered how, as a child, they had given me nightmares despite how awesome I found the dinosaurs.

      They were still as awesome as the first time I saw them, and I was half debating playing some Ark: Survival Evolved when it was over.

      A strange tingle started in the back of my brain, and a moment later, a cold shudder ran down my spine, telling me I had a guest.

      One that was polite enough to knock, at least.

      With the bowl of popcorn in hand, I went to the front door.

      I already knew who was there, I recognized their energy signatures, so I wasn't worried—I just wondered why they decided to drop in on me.

      "Levi," I said as I opened the door. "And Beel and Raum." I nodded to each of them in turn.

      "She's coming," Levi said, a note of urgency in his voice that I'd never heard before. "Where is Belphegor?"

      "Belphie's gone for a drive, is she in danger?" I asked as my heart threatened to stop.

      "No, but you are," Raum said. "Asmodeus and Wrath are on their way. They will be here any moment."

      I grit my teeth. I should have expected them to come when I was alone—but maybe that was for the best.

      I didn't want the girls caught in the crossfire.

      Beel took the bowl of popcorn from me and began eating it piece by piece like he was trying to savor it.

      "I will fight for you, I have sworn myself to you," he said between munching and trying to pick kernels out of his pointed teeth. "Maybe I can weaken them a little."

      He didn't sound sure of himself, but it didn't matter.

      "No." I shook my head. That wasn't what I wanted at all. "I'm the clan leader, I need to prove that I can protect what's mine."

      "But Mark…" Levi frowned deeply, smoothing a hand over his slick black hair. "You couldn't defeat Wrath, let alone Asmodeus."

      "I won't make excuses for last time. All I can say is that I'm ready to face anything."

      "That's the spirit." Beel slapped me on the back with a buttery hand. "You're a true clan leader. More than Asmodeus ever will be."

      "If you do win…" Levi trailed off.

      "Yeah?" I asked.

      He opened his mouth, but a roll of thunder cut him off.

      "She does like to make a dramatic entrance." Beel tossed a piece of popcorn into his mouth.

      A bolt of lightning struck the lawn, scorching some grass.

      "Shiny," Raum said.

      Staring into the darkness, I realized that I could see better in it than I ever could before, and I guessed that this was the power I'd gotten from Nicollette, which was handy, considering the dark cloud had obscured the moon.

      Two silhouettes made their way across the lawn. The big, oafish form of Wrath was one of them, and the other was short and slight. I would have been surprised if she was five feet tall, but the horns on her head probably made her closer to six feet.

      As they got closer, I got my first proper look at Asmodeus despite the darkness.

      She looked like a mini Belphie, but she was neither as pretty, as thick, or as threatening-looking as her older sider.

      Suddenly, I knew what her real problem with Belphie was.

      She was jealous. She felt inferior.

      That was maybe something I could work with.

      The duo stopped in the driveway, close enough that they didn't have to shout, but far enough that we couldn't reach each other.

      "Well, if it isn't the human who turned my sister into a cockwhore," Asmodeus said in a high-pitched voice that grated on my nerves.

      Wrath chuckled.

      "I should applaud you, not many could bring Belphegor to her knees, but I bet she loves kneeling for you. Desperate slut that she is."

      "Don't talk about her like that." I started down the front steps, my shoulders squared with determination. "It's none of your business what happens between us, and there's nothing desperate about Belphie besides her desire to be rid of you."

      "Ooh, burn!" Beel called from behind me.

      Asmo leveled a glare in his direction. "And I see the rat Leviathan has played his role like the dutiful dumbass he is." She raised a hand, daintily chuckling behind it. "It was good of you to test their loyalties to me. I appreciate that."

      "I figured it was something like that," I said.

      "Then you're clever, for a human." she practically spat the word. "Though your weakness is the same as mine."

      "And what is that?" I asked.

      "Lust, of course." She extended a hand, running it up Wrath's chest.

      He shuddered a little too hard for my liking.

      "You hoard lovers, just as I do." Asmo smiled, showing off her fangs.

      "I don't hoard anything, they live with me by choice. I doubt your 'lovers' could say the same," I snorted.

      I perceived a pink wall of magic before it hit me. It was invisible, yet shimmered into view for a moment, as if light caught it at just the right angle. It engulfed me like a blanket, threatened to drown me, not with power, but with desire. It dulled my senses and drew the breath from my lungs.

      Instantly, I knew how she came to power.

      "You can charm people," I said.

      "Hmm." Asmo narrowed her eyes. "You should be kneeling and begging me for release right about now." She cocked her head to one side and a maniacal grin spread across her face. "Guess I'll have to do this the old-fashioned way." Sucking in a breath, she tilted her head back and stared down her nose at me—as best she could, given that I was taller than her. "I don't remember the last time I had a challenge, but Wrath tells me you won't be much of one either."

      "I'm sure Wrath tells you everything you want to hear." I didn't trust her not to attack me at a moment's notice, so I summoned forth my reaper powers. In the blink of an eye, I was holding my lightless lantern and sickle with chain. They rattled threateningly in my hands and hummed with power, as if they sensed the strength of Asmo's soul and wanted to devour it.

      "Not so fast," Asmo said, holding up a finger. "We've yet to determine the consequences of this duel." She smiled wickedly.

      "Consequences?" I asked. "I figured we'd just kill each other."

      "That sounds fun, but each side generally decides what happens when they win." Asmo's grin grew wider, so wide that I expected her face to split. "Of course, when you're challenged, you have to accept the terms no matter what you think of them. Council rules."

      "Somehow, I don't think you abide by the rules all that often."

      "But you must, because you are here, on Earth. I am queen of my domain. We are not alike."

      "Then how can I be sure you'll keep your half of the bargain?"

      "I won't need to."

      I leered at her.

      "She must, or the Council of Clans will have her head," Levi called. "A novel thought. I bet it would look nice mounted on your wall."

      Asmo hissed, sending spittle flying through the air, and for a moment she almost resembled a snake. I thought that was fitting.

      "What are your terms?" I demanded.

      "Your clan will be disbanded, and Belphegor will become my court jester." She giggled.

      Wrath laughed. Too loud and too much for it to have been real.

      "And I can't turn that down?"

      "Nope!"

      "Then my terms are—"

      "It doesn't matter." She held up her hand. "You won't defeat me."

      We flinched in unison.

      It took me a moment to realize why.

      A malicious aura flooded my senses. It was still far off, but I recognized it instantly.

      "I must kill you before Belphegor arrives. That would devastate her fragile little heart." Asmo lurched at me mid-sentence, but I tucked and rolled out of the way.

      That pink wave of magic hit me again, slowing me, telling me that I should protect this woman, not harm her, but I resisted.

      And the more I did, the more I sensed something else.

      Or smelled it, rather.

      It was sweet and savory all at once, a wonderful scent that lifted my spirits. I didn't know what it was, maybe some residual magic from the house, but I grasped onto it as I faced down my enemy. It filled me with strength and courage that I had buried deep inside of myself.

      As Asmo lunged for me again, her fingernails growing and expanding like Lady Deathstrike's, I raised my sickle and lantern, blocking her slashes. She was faster and stronger than me, and she easily managed to force me back a step.

      I didn't stagger. I held myself steady, proud. Win or lose, I wasn't going to give her the satisfaction of making me squirm.

      We clashed again and again, and she picked up speed and strength with each strike.

      She's testing me, I realized. Or trying to lull me into thinking she's not as strong as she is.

      I wasn't fool enough to fall for that, but as I sidestepped a jab of her claws that tore against the outside of my arm, I knew I had to end things quickly if I wanted them to go in my favor.

      I lashed out with my sickle, grazing her cheek with the blade. It slit her pale skin, causing a trickle of blood to roll free of her round cheek. Her sharp nose immediately wrinkled, as if she smelled the metallic tang of her own blood.

      "You ass! You cut my beautiful face!" Asmo shrieked, touching the wound with her fingertips, then drawing her hand back to look at the blood.

      "Woo, go Mark!" Beel yelled from the sidelines. "Fuck her up."

      "Don't distract him," Levi said.

      I barely heard either of them because I was busy dodging an enraged Asmo as she slashed at me relentlessly like a berserker.

      Once again, I felt a wave of her magic, and again I resisted.

      That wonderful smell that had lifted me up boosted my confidence more, replenishing my strength and endurance.

      That might be part of her trick, I told myself. Let's keep a level head here.

      The malicious entity reached us, and I heard Nicollette's car screech to a halt somewhere in the driveway. Doors slammed, and the girls all called out my name, but I didn't have a chance to look at them.

      They smelled too—their usual scents, but also with that savory sweetness that I found so empowering.

      Asmo came at me again, but instead of trying to block, I struck out with the sickle, forcing her to retreat. Again and again I launched the weapon at her, but she was too fast for me to strike, even when I swung it by the chain.

      I needed to aim for where she would go, not where she was, but that was easier said than done.

      It dawned on me that I didn't have my belt of seeds, but that didn't mean that I couldn't make use of the plants growing all around us.

      The grass of the lawn shot up around Asmo's feet, catching her for a fraction of a second. It wasn't enough to hold her, but it slowed her down enough that I could keep up.

      And that tantalizing scent had my mouth watering.

      "My Lady!" Wrath bellowed as my sickle cut through a lock of her hair.

      "Nicollette," I called, "is that smell what I think it is?" I darted my eyes in her direction and caught her smirk.

      "She reeks of it," Nicollette replied.

      "I smell wonderfully!" Asmo shrieked.

      "You reek of fear," I said, a grin forming over my face.

      "I fear nothing!"

      "You fear that Belphie is better than you; and she is."

      "I don't fear that bitch!"

      The pink magic hit me so hard that it staggered me, but I quickly recovered because the smell of her fear revived me.

      I saw movement from the corner of my eyes, and I barely managed to dodge Wrath's sword.

      "Hey!" I protested, leaping backward.

      That was when I saw Levi, Beel, and Raum all heading for me.

      "Fuck the rules!" Asmo cackled. "You think I got where I am by following the rules? Kill him, boys. Kill him, and I'll give you what you desire most!"

      "If they can interfere, then so can we," Belphie's voice said. It sounded distant, and a moment later, she landed between Wrath and me.

      "Wisty, Aisling, Martha, Nicollette, deal with those other guys, but try not to hurt them. They're acting against their will," I commanded, but I didn't need to. They were already on the move.

      Asmo snarled.

      "Nice try, but it's still just the two of us," I called.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Wisty summon a large red mushroom with white spots, which Aisling jumped on, sending herself high in the air before coming down and hitting it at an angle—launching herself at Raum.

      Wisty summoned another mushroom, a different one judging by the purple cap, and kicked it, obscuring herself in a cloud of smoke.

      Martha took a somewhat unsure fighting stance, then launched a bolt of blue magic.

      I dodged Asmo's claws easily when she tried to gore me through the stomach.

      The more afraid she got, the stronger and faster I became, until she was almost moving in slow motion for me. I even had time to watch Belphie deck Wrath so hard that she knocked him out cold in a single strike.

      "What's the matter, Asmo," I taunted, "you don't seem so confident now."

      "Fuck you!" she snarled. Her face distorted to something monstrous for a second, like magic hid her true visage, and her eyes bulged until I could see each little red line in them pulse.

      Her jaw unhinged, and she let rip an earth-shattering screech that forced me to cover my ears so that I didn't go deaf. Even then, my ears still rang, and I was disoriented, but I forced my uneven gaze upon her.

      "You girls okay?" I yelled, but I was barely able to hear myself, let alone their replies.

      Asmo shot at me like a black and purple bullet, and I sidestepped, but not fast or skilled enough. She tore a small hole in my side.

      Dazed and in pain, I struck out with the sickle.

      It pierced Asmo's core, and she collapsed to the ground, leaving a pink light at the tip of my weapon. I instinctively passed it to the lantern, and it glowed brightly.

      Drawing in a breath that made the wound in my side ache, I turned to face everyone.

      "What was I doing?" Beel asked from where he lay, tangled in the branches of a bush. I wasn't surprised to see him still holding the bowl of popcorn—though he'd spilled most of it.

      "Looking for shinies?" Raum shrugged. He touched at a welt on his face, then cringed at the pain. When his gaze landed on my lantern, they widened with interest.

      "The bitch even used her sex magic on me—her brother." Levi shuddered and started wiping himself off. "I need a shower. I feel so gross right now. Ew. Ew, ew, ew."

      "You did it," Belphie said as she approached me, "but not without sacrifice."

      "The house will heal him," Aisling hurriedly said.

      "No, it won't, it's not magic anymore." Wisty frowned.

      The trio looked between each other with a frown.

      "I can do it," Martha said.

      "And the fear he's absorbed should help," Nicollette added.

      I waved them all off. The wound in my side was already starting to heal—I could feel it closing, which was mildly disturbing—and I had other things on my mind.

      "What do we do now?" I asked.

      "You can absorb her soul and gain her power as you own," Belphie said.

      "Belphegor…" Levi said.

      "She deserves as much," Aisling said, folding her arms under her chest.

      Wisty and Martha nodded slightly, their faces grim. Nicollette gave me a firm nod and a wink. I imagined she felt as good as I did because of all the fear that Asmo had given off.

      "It's only fair," Raum said. "Take the shiny for yourself."

      "Yeah, eat her, for sure. Demon souls taste amazing," Beel said.

      "What were the terms of the duel?" Belphie asked.

      "She didn't listen for any," Levi replied.

      I listened to all of them, and considered taking Asmo's power for a moment, because I wanted it for myself, but…

      Did I really want to be that guy? Did I want to steal powers—and a life?

      Was I willing to give up my humanity?

      Something inside me told me I should, that I'd earned the right to take what I wanted, but I shook my head.

      That wasn't who I wanted to be.

      I wanted to defend what was mine with my own power, not by stealing them. Certainly not by killing my girlfriend's sister to do so.

      I turned to Belphie, staring into the violet pools of her eyes. Her face was set firm, but her eyes spoke what she dared not speak.

      She didn't want me to hurt her baby sister.

      I didn't want that either.

      Wordlessly, I opened the door of the lantern.

      "Mark!" Aisling and Wisty cried.

      The light from within the lantern floated lazily to Asmo. She lay there still for a moment before sputtering and twitching. Mumbled words passed her lips, and she slowly opened her eyes to stare at the sky.

      "I lost," she whimpered.

      I frowned.

      Was she like Nicollette? Did she regret what she did? Was this something she did out of desperation?

      "I'll fucking kill you," she growled, struggling to sit.

      "You lost," I said. "And here were my terms."

      "I won't listen!"

      "Your demonic nature will not allow you to resist," Belphie said.

      Asmo stuck out her chin defiantly.

      "Power to the people," I said.

      "What?" Asmo asked.

      All eyes were on me, but I didn't shrink under their gaze.

      "You're not the queen anymore. No one is bound to you. The people of your slice of the hells can choose who rules them," I said, my voice firm. I wouldn't back down, and I wasn't done.

      "You and your goon aren't allowed to set foot on Earth ever again. You're not to bother me, Belphie, Levi, anyone, ever again." I smiled sweetly. "You'll be a nobody. A nothing. And you'll get exactly what you deserve."

      "No, you can't do that," Asmo said, but her voice faltered, catching in her throat.

      "He just did, bitch!" Aisling cheered. "And demons have to listen, right? It was a deal?" She looked at Belphie.

      "That is correct." She nodded.

      "Now, take Wrath and get the hells off my lawn."

      Asmo crawled to her feet, though she didn't seem to want to. Her body moved, and she struggled against the pull of some unseen force.

      "No, I don't want to," she shouted. "I won't! I want a rematch!" All while she protested, her body moved toward Wrath.

      "And you're not to speak a word to us ever again," I added, because her shrieking was getting on my nerves.

      "Mmph! Mmm!" she exclaimed.

      She bent over Wrath, grabbed his wrist, and vanished in a puff of pink smoke.

      "Mark, you won!" Aisling cried before throwing herself at me.

      Wisty was next, closely followed by Martha.

      Nicollette got in on the action, then opened an arm to Belphie.

      "If I must," she said, coming over to us. I expected her to pat our heads or something, but she wrapped her arms around us all and lifted us off the ground.

      "You did it, you wonderful man." Belphie pressed a single kiss to my lips.

      "You know what this means, right?" Aisling asked, sounding mischievous.

      "Party?" I asked.

      "Party!"
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      "Ugh, I love the smell of barbeque, makes me wish I needed to eat!" Aisling said as she hovered next to me and the grill.

      "I can't believe it took us this long to have a barbeque after we put this thing together," I said as I patiently basted each chicken thigh, porkchop, and slabs of prime rib steak.

      "Is it ready yet?" Belphie asked for the third time.

      "No."

      I knew it wasn't really the meat she was after. I'd made some of mom's apple cobbler and vanilla ice cream, and that was what Belphie wanted.

      "Table is all set!" Wisty said as she placed a fork atop the red picnic table.

      It would be crowded with the six of us, but I liked it better that way.

      It was chilly out, anyway, and huddling so close would help keep us warm.

      "Why are you cooking so much? Aren't you the only one who needs to eat?" Nicollette asked. She stood away from us, leaning against an apple tree—not because she didn't want to be with us, but because she didn't want to make a mess on her dress.

      "I do as well!" Martha said.

      "I don't need to, but I wanna," Aisling said.

      "I suppose I should eat some," Belphie mused.

      "I love leftover barbeque. Steak and eggs are amazing," I said. "Paired with some fresh hashbrowns? Perfection."

      "That makes me so food horny," Aisling said.

      "Hungry," Belphie corrected.

      "I said what I said."

      I chuckled to myself as I listened to the girls talk. As each type of meat finished, I pulled them off of the grill and set them aside to rest before adding a few hotdogs. No barbeque was complete without those.

      The smell of sizzling meat filled my lungs with each breath, and I glanced at the table, where a bowl of Caesar salad and several bottles of wine waited.

      It was a good night, and I had excellent company. There were no demon knights hanging over me, no pissed-off queens—it was just me and my family.

      I lost myself in my sappy thoughts, and I burned a hotdog slightly, but I didn't mind a little char here and there. Adding them to the meat pile, I brought them to a cutting board on the picnic table and began to cut everything into strips so everyone could have a taste of anything they wanted. Some juices spilled out of the meats, but they remained moist.

      My mouth was positively watering by the time I squeezed myself in to sit between Belphie and Nicolette.

      I began heaping meat on my plate, and Aisling and Martha did the same. Wisty and Nicolette didn't touch anything, but Belphie made a face as she placed a few strips onto her plate.

      "You don't have to eat it if you don't wanna," I said with a laugh. "I'll still let you have ice cream."

      "I should," Belphie said. She tasted a piece slowly.

      "And why is that?" I shoved a juicy piece of porkchop into my mouth. It had a little fat, but it was nicely blackened and crispy while the meat remained tender. I groaned.

      "For the baby."

      The girls gasped.

      I nodded and swallowed, spearing another piece of meat with my fork.

      Then I dropped it.

      I twisted in my seat to face her, my eyes so wide I was sure that I looked like I saw a ghost. "What?!" I asked.

      "I did not know how to tell you, but I thought it was best to get it out." Belphie lowered her violet eyes slightly, her hands playing with a napkin in her lap.

      For the first time ever, she looked unsure of herself.

      "You're pregnant?" I asked, my mind struggling to catch up to the implication.

      She nodded slightly.

      I stared at her, my mouth wide open.

      "I didn't even think it was possible," I began.

      Then I saw her face. The worry. The need to be accepted. The fear that I might not approve. Whatever I felt, she had to be feeling so much.

      "I love you, Belphie, and I'll love our baby too," I promised, my voice hoarse with emotion. I was still reeling, still hadn't processed that I'd…

      "I'm gonna be a dad," I realized.

      "A wonderful one," Belphie assured.

      I swallowed hard. I had never given much thought to being a father, not anytime soon, at any rate. Now it was thrust upon me.

      And I was determined to be a great father, just like my own.

      "We'll help!" Wisty squealed with excitement. As if she'd been holding herself back to let us talk, she sprung from her seat, ran around the table, and hugged Belphie, then myself.

      "Auntie Nicollette will make sure the baby never wants for anything," Nicollette said. She reached across the table, taking Belphie's hand and my own. "I can even take care of him or her during the night, so that you two may rest."

      "And I can teach them how to ride a horse!" Aisling was behind us in an instant, hugging Belphie and me at the same time.

      "I don't know what I can do for a baby, but they will never feel unloved in my company," Martha sweetly said.

      "They will be lucky to have all of you," Belphie said, incling her head slightly in a bow.

      The girls gushed over myself and Belphie, but my mind wandered, and I couldn't help looking toward the mansion. It looked much better than it did when I'd first bought it, but it was nowhere near fit for a child to live.

      There were too many sharp edges, too many nails sticking out, too much paint flaking.

      I had a hell of a lot of work ahead of me.

      The yard was spacious, and that was a big plus, and as I looked around, I pictured a slide and swing set, maybe a cute little sandbox for little Mark or Belphie Junior to play in.

      "Mark, are you alright?" Belphie softly asked.

      I wrapped my arm around her waist, pulling her against my side. I smiled to reassure her—and myself—despite my nerves.

      "I couldn't be better," I said.

      She smiled at me, her purple eyes gleaming.

      That was all the assurance I needed that things would be alright.
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